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      A Chord of Destiny by A. L. Long

      After weeks of touring, country music's newest sensation Sage Grayson watched the endless asphalt ribbon unfurl beneath his bus wheels, until his bus breaks down. The nearest mechanic is in Deadwood, South Dakota, an hour away. When he explores this little town, he finds more than just a place to stretch his legs. That unfortunate stop turned out to be the best thing to happen to him.

      

      The House Always Wins by Ann Schreiber

      Two years after losing her fiancé, traveling nurse Brooke Cassidy arrives in Deadwood, South Dakota, determined to focus on work and keep her heart guarded. But a chance encounter at a local casino brings her face-to-face with Dane Walker, a powerful businessman whose presence is impossible to ignore.

      Their connection is immediate and unexpected, pulling Brooke into a world far more complicated than she planned. As their relationship deepens, tension builds when a jealous physician begins to interfere, stirring up secrets and forcing Brooke to question who she can trust.

      Set against a town built on risk and reinvention, Brooke must decide whether opening her heart again is worth the gamble, because in Deadwood, the house always wins.

      

      Return to Deadwood by Charles Lemar Brown

      Two days out of Deadwood, Jack Abbott had nothing on his mind but finding a place to ranch and the beautiful woman who was traveling with him. All that changed in an instant when, during a shooting, Violet Daniels was seriously wounded. Now, even though Jack was told he was not welcome, he must return to Deadwood, for that is where the closest doctor is, and he fears that even with proper care, she may not live.

      

      A Real Trooper by Jessa Aarons

      Even though I'm no longer an agent with the FBI, when my former mentor calls in a favor to keep an eye on a woman in Witness Protection, I drop everything and am on my way to Deadwood in a flash.

      Being an outlaw biker has really honed in my radar of when something isn't right, so it doesn't take long to see that this “favor” won’t be as easy as he said. And then when danger shows up at the ranch and tries to take her from me, I realize I need to reevaluate my next steps very carefully to get us both out alive.

      

      Drawn  into  Danger by Lynn Donovan

      In  1882, Brynn  Ellison arrives in Deadwood chasing a mail‑order promise that collapses the moment she steps off the coach. Deceived and penniless, she finds refuge in a small church, trading labor for shelter. By lamplight, she returns to the one skill that still feels honest—drawing faces with uncanny precision.

      Gideon  Carver, a soft‑spoken printer’s apprentice burdened by a scandalous past, spends his days pressing wanted posters for the sheriff. When he notices Brynn’s sketches, he recognizes her talent. Their partnership soon breathes justice into the lawless town--her drawings identify outlaws, while his press spreads their faces across the territory.

      But when one of her portraits helps hang a man, vengeance comes looking for the unknown artist. As bounty hunters and bandits close in, Brynn and Gideon retreat into the Black Hills, where survival depends on trust neither has fully dared. Confronted by ghosts of his father’s mysterious death and her own shame‑shadowed past, both must choose whether faith and forgiveness can outlast fear.

      Together, they will test the truth that art can illuminate—even when it’s drawn in darkness—and discover that courage, once pressed to paper, can rewrite both their lives.

      

      How It Began by Melissa Naatz

      Before Las Vegas. There was Deadwood.

      Sixteen-year-old Wyatt Halliday believes she’s found her escape in Bodie Vega—a boy with big dreams and promises to match.

      But first love doesn’t always last.

      One reckless summer changes everything, forcing Wyatt to face a choice that will shape who she becomes.

      This is where it began.

      

      Deadwood’s Killer Brew by Nory Woods

      Starr Kona and her spirited corgi companion, Bean, embark on their first true vacation adventure. As a computer analyst she always stayed close to home but now she wanted to see all the Americas had to offer. Their first stop is Deadwood, South Dakota. Everything seemed to be running smoothly, that is, until Bean found that pesky dead body. Will her innate curiosity and Bean’s corgi charm be the keys to solving the case or will they end up stepping on everyone's toes?

      Deadwood’s Killer Brew is Book One in The Perfect Blend Cozy Mystery Trilogy

      

      Finding Hope In Deadwood by V. J. Lee

      It was love at first sight between Nico Marino and I. He showed me every day how much he loved me. No gift was too extravagant, and flowers were “just because.” All my favorite things were always readily available. He gave me his attention and time, until his best friend died in his arms on the side of the road. Nico promised he’d take care of Dorian’s little sister, Heather. Then his time and attention turned entirely to her. I understood and helped care for her as well. But when she showed up at my wedding in a wedding dress, I was done. I gave her the ring and ran to the place I knew he’d never come looking for me, the place where his friend died: Deadwood, South Dakota.

      I learned too late that my attention had shifted from Hope Walker to my best friend’s sister, Heather. Now, the only woman I have ever loved and will ever love is gone. I had once vowed never to lose Hope. She can run, but I’ll always chase her until I find Hope again. I will make amends. She may never take me back, and if that’s the case, I’ll care for her from the shadows, because there is only one woman for me.

      

      Ferocious Protector by Via Mari

      Blake

      When I come along with my elite bodyguard team for the double wedding in Deadwood, South Dakota I was expecting a quiet weekend under the big blue sky.

      But the Chicago boys, a mafia family who doesn’t listen to the word no, uses the opportunity to make their claim.

      And when they mess with Patti Ann, they cross a line with no return. They messed with the wrong woman.

      Unfortunately for them, I plan to protect what’s mine, this town, her and anyone in it.

      Because the blue-eyed blonde with a special little smile she saves just for me, is going to be mine.

      Furious Protector is the explosive fifth book in the Ruthless Guardians series by International Best-Selling Author, Via Mari. You will love these spicy, instalove bodyguard novels set in Deadwood, South Dakota, where the passion is fiery, the loyalty is fierce, and the stakes are high. Each book is a standalone featuring different couples. All have a guaranteed happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A CHORD OF DESTINY

          

          A.L. LONG

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2026 © A.L. Long

      A Chord of Destiny

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior consent of the author

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictionally, and any resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The engine sputtered and died. Like something inside Sage, it had finally given up too. Then came the silence—eerie and absolute—pressing against the luxury upholstery of the tour bus, making him aware of just how accustomed he’d become to constant noise: wheels on asphalt, roadies laughing, his own thoughts screaming for attention. Beyond the windows stretched nothing but the long black line of County Road 83, shimmering under a merciless sun. The air conditioner gave one final, pathetic wheeze before surrendering, letting the heat creep in like an unwelcome guest.

      “Perfect timing,” Sage said bitterly. The universe’s punchline to his joke of a career.

      He pressed his forehead to the window, feeling the last vibrations of the dead engine through the glass. How long had it been since he’d felt anything real? The stadiums blurred together—faceless crowds screaming his name, lights so bright they blocked out everything else, applause that had once been his addiction but now felt like hands around his throat. The fans wanted pieces of him he no longer had to give. His creativity had abandoned him months ago, leaving him hollow-eyed in hotel rooms at 3 a.m., staring at blank notebook pages. The man on magazine covers, the voice on the radio—that wasn’t him anymore. That was just the empty shell, still going through the motions. He closed his eyes, trying to conjure any feelings of inspiration, the fire that used to ignite his songwriting. But all he found was exhaustion, a lost desire that seeped into his bones. This breakdown, he realized with a bitter twist of irony, was as much his own as it was the bus’s. It was an internal crisis, a roadside confession of a man on the brink. He’d been chasing a feeling, an escape he couldn’t quite name, a quiet place away from the road of his own making. And now, fate, in its own peculiar, inconvenient way, had delivered him to it. A desolate road, a broken-down machine, and the dawning realization that this unexpected detour might just be the only way back to himself. This was more than just a pause; it was a disruption, the first, jarring note of a song he hadn’t yet composed, a melody born from silence and solitude.

      He closed his eyes, fingers drumming a phantom melody on his thigh. Nothing came. The well had run dry months ago, leaving only dust where inspiration once flowed. The irony wasn’t lost on him—both he and this metal beast had finally given out on the same desolate stretch of nowhere. His throat tightened. How long had he been running on empty, cranking out hollow echoes of songs that once meant something?

      Gary burst through from the driver’s cabin, sweat beading his forehead, phone clutched like a lifeline.

      “We’re screwed, Sage,” he said, mopping his brow with a crumpled tissue. “Engine’s fried. Need a tow to some place called Deadwood. About an hour away. Could be hours before a tow truck gets here.”

      Deadwood. Like something from an old Western movie his grandfather would watch. Sage managed a nod, surprising himself with the relief that flooded his chest. The endless highways, the identical hotel rooms, the sea of faces blurring together night after night—all temporarily halted by a blown gasket or whatever the hell had finally given way. Maybe this breakdown was exactly what he needed. A forced stop. A chance to breathe air that wasn’t recycled through arena vents. Maybe here, in this unplanned pause, he might remember what it felt like to have something genuine to say.

      Two hours later, the tow truck hauled the massive tour bus across the dusty landscape like a wounded animal being dragged to shelter. From the passenger seat of the cab, Sage watched his rolling sanctuary—or was it his prison—shrink in the side mirror as he rode ahead in the pilot car. He inhaled deeply, trading the familiar recycled air of the bus for the truck’s bouquet of motor oil, burned coffee, and the driver’s pine-scented air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror. Earl, a mountain of a man with hands like weathered leather, navigated the winding road in silence, broken only by occasional grunts about the road conditions.

      When Deadwood, South Dakota, finally materialized through the heat waves, Sage felt his expectations crumble. No wooden boardwalks or swinging saloon doors greeted him—instead, a blend of modern storefronts stood alongside scattered historic buildings. The town didn’t announce itself with gunslinger bravado but rather whispered its history through the faded brick and timeworn façades that punctuated the main street.

      Deadwood tugged at Sage in ways he couldn’t articulate. The town stood defiantly unpolished compared to his regular haunts—the five-star luxury suites, the faceless first-class lounges, the manufactured experiences crafted to anticipate his slightest desire. Here, despite the large hotel casinos and tourist accommodations, something genuine persisted in the weathered buildings and unhurried pace. Among these streets steeped in frontier lore, Sage felt his celebrity shrink to proper size, offering a rare reprieve from the constant demands of fame.

      Earl maneuvered the bus into a parking space behind an unexpectedly sleek garage. Sage barely noticed, his attention captured by “The Coffee Grind” across the street with its whimsical hand-lettered sign. Golden light poured from the windows while the rich scent of fresh-roasted beans drifted toward him like an invitation. At outdoor tables, locals lingered in easy conversation, no one checking watches or phones. The scene promised a simplicity his gilded life had long ago sacrificed.

      “Think I’ll wander a bit,” Sage said, his voice scratchy from hours of silence. “Get some real coffee. I’ll find you after the mechanic’s verdict.”

      Earl hardly looked up from the tow mechanism. “Fine by me. Just remember—no gunfights at high noon. This ain’t exactly Tombstone.”

      The corner of Sage’s mouth lifted. Tombstone. That hardly tracked with the renovated storefronts and paved streets of Deadwood. Loose gravel popped beneath his Italian leather boots as he made his way to The Coffee Grind. A bell jingled overhead when he pushed through the door—the coffee-scented air wrapped around him, laced with vanilla and warm sugar.

      Inside, the café felt like someone’s living room that happened to serve coffee. Rough-hewn beams stretched across the ceiling. Faded photos of stern-faced miners and saloon girls hung beside watercolors of the surrounding hills. No two chairs matched, and the counter showed decades of elbow marks. Nothing like the antiseptic white-and-chrome cafés where the baristas knew his order before he spoke. This place had absorbed the stories of everyone who’d ever sat here, and now it waited for his.

      And then he saw her.

      Behind the counter, she expertly whipped hot milk into a frothy ecstasy, her back temporarily hidden from his view. The steam wand hissed seductively, synchronized with the low bass notes pulsating in the background. Even from a distance, there was an arresting allure to her movements, a certainty that magnetized his attention. As she pivoted, hands sensually wiping across her apron, Sage’s heartbeat stuttered. She sported a waterfall of lush, chestnut hair tied back nonchalantly, a few rebellious strands framing a face that was drop-dead stunning and alluringly kind-hearted. Her eyes, a piercing hazel that held a spark of mischief and intellect, danced at the corners when she gifted a departing customer a sultry smile; it was one that lit up her eyes and oozed raw, genuine warmth, much like a sunbeam slicing through his constant fog of exhaustion.

      He felt himself drawn into her magnetic field—a beacon of genuine warmth radiating irresistible sensuality in the rough-hewn café ambiance. Her movements were an enticing dance as she navigated through the charming disorder of the café with comfort and ease. There was an earthiness to her—an unspoken power—that emitted from her like heated whispers from the espresso machine. The quality stood stark against the flighty and often damn superficial vibes thrown by the women who usually swarmed around him—the groupies, the handlers, and all those industry vultures. He saw within her an aura of satisfaction and self-assurance that somehow eluded him despite his global fame.

      What he wouldn’t give to have just a taste of such contentment... and, indeed, her.
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      Harley had picked up on the presence of the mysterious stranger the very instant he’d sauntered in. He perched by the window; an intriguing specimen poised among the usual cascade of Deadwood’s dwellers and nosy sightseers. A distinct sexual aura radiated from him, a sultry weariness that clung to him like his expensive clothes, but also an undeniable lustful intensity that echoed within her. His eyes, when they dared to meet hers, held a depth that hinted at carnal experiences far beyond the confines of this quaint, historic town. He was no ordinary Joe. There was a seductive melancholy about him, a tantalizing whiff of something both mysterious and possibly a little shattered.

      Every aspect of him was alluringly masculine—from his rugged jawline to the broad set of his shoulders. She couldn’t tear her gaze away as he ran his fingers through his disheveled hair so nonchalantly. Harley caught herself wondering how those strong, calloused hands would feel against her bare skin—a magnetic pull toward him, seemingly out of her control. It was as if invisible threads were weaving their way between them, drawing her closer with each passing minute. As she moved hesitantly toward him to serve his coffee, she caught a whiff of his scent—a heady mix of musk and something unfamiliar yet intoxicating. The proximity was electric, sending a thrill coursing through her veins.

      His gaze seared into her eyes, heavy-lidded with unspoken promises and breathless secrets. They held a raw promise, an assurance of untamed, passionate encounters that transcended the boundaries of this small-town existence.

      She was acutely aware of her heart pounding in her chest, ensnared in his hypnotic presence. As she retreated back to the safety of the counter, Harley found herself unable to shake off the intoxicating essence of the handsome stranger resting by her café window.

      He was so wildly different from the calloused cowboys she usually dated. He was more suited for silk sheets than saddle sores—a polished mystery in her homely sanctuary. And yet, when their gazes locked, even if only for a sizzling split second, a spark exploded between them; an unspoken recognition of this electrifying connection that vibrated beneath their skin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Coffee and cinnamon perfumed the air—rich, earthy scents that Sage breathed in like oxygen after too long underwater. Nothing like this existed in his world of tour buses with their filtered air systems or the artificial food aromas wafting from backstage buffets. Around him, murmured conversations blended with the percussion of cups meeting saucers and the steam wand's sighing. These ordinary sounds struck him as extraordinary—a revelation after years of carefully engineered noise.

      His gaze drifted across the room. Behind the counter, a woman’s eyes crinkled as she slid a mug toward a man in faded overalls, their wordless exchange conveying years of morning rituals. Near the window, sunlight caught the concentrated frown of a young woman hunched over her sketchbook. An elderly couple sat with fingers loosely tangled between their plates, speaking in voices too soft to hear but with a rhythm suggesting decades of practiced dialogue. Sage watched their unhurried movements with something like hunger. No one here performed their connections or guarded their words. They simply existed together, something he had almost forgotten was possible.

      Sage cleared his throat before stepping up to the counter and ordering a black coffee, the words catching slightly in his unused voice. The barista looked up, her smile genuine, eyes bright with a hint of mischief—but no recognition. No widening eyes, no subtle double-take, no smartphone appearing from a pocket. Just a nod and the clink of a mug against the counter.

      His shoulders relaxed a fraction. Here, the platinum records and magazine covers meant nothing. The tour bus breaking down outside town had forced this unscheduled stop, but as he wrapped his fingers around the warm ceramic, he couldn’t summon any real regret. Deadwood seemed to exist in its own pocket of time, unhurried and unconcerned with the world beyond its borders.

      He found a seat and sipped slowly, watching the locals move through their morning routines. A gray-haired woman with laugh lines teased the postal worker until they both doubled over. Three men leaned against a hitching post outside what appeared to be an actual saloon, their conversation punctuated by easy nods and comfortable silences. No one performed here. No one posed or calculated their expressions for maximum effect. They simply existed, weathered and real, their lives unfolding according to rhythms established long before Sage had ever stepped onto a stage.

      He found himself magnetically pulled toward the barista, the sultry temptress who had served him his morning vice. She wasn’t merely pouring out caffeine; she was dishing up a serving of solace, an intoxicating touch of warmth amidst the often-bitter tides of existence. Sage couldn’t tear his eyes off her from his secluded corner, trapped in the allure of her radiant energy, a stark sensual contrast to the always-hurrying, impersonal bustle that dominated his world.

      Burned into his memory were her delicate features—full, pouty lips that held a promise of sin and secrets, eyes that sparkled like an espresso with a swirl of caramel, promising to drown him in their depths. Her figure was nothing short of sinful—curves that could make a saint sway and legs that seemed to run for miles, encased in tight denim. He couldn’t help but savor the sight of her, every damn time their paths crossed.

      Her chestnut hair fell in tousled waves over her shoulders, wild and uncontained despite her attempt to tie it back, just as he imagined her to be between silken sheets. Her skin, fair and unspoiled, shone under the dim café lights, making Sage yearn to trace every hidden secret etched into her. Each time she moved—graceful yet filled with unspoken promises—his heart pounded in his chest like a loaded gun.

      His imagination painted vivid scenarios. Their bodies tangled together in a heated dance of desire under the sheets—the sound of their heavy breaths and hushed whispers echoing in the room—the taste of her soft skin against his eager lips.

      Shit! She was more than just a barista delivering coffee; she was becoming his erotic safe-hold and he was ready to worship devoutly at her altar. He needed to get his head out of the gutter.

      As he sipped his coffee, the café's silence eased his perpetual anxiety. He noticed things he usually missed—sunlight through dusty windows, wooden beams overhead, the rich aroma filling the room. After years of concert spotlights and amplifiers, this quiet felt like medicine.

      He’d often fantasized about escaping fame—a cabin in mountains, a seaside cottage—never a Wild West town with his tour bus broken down miles away. Yet this unplanned detour brought unexpected peace.

      Opening his notebook, he sketched the town and its people rather than his usual lyrics. His pen captured worn wooden surfaces, weathered faces, and Deadwood’s rugged authenticity—so unlike the manufactured world he inhabited daily. When he glanced up at the barista, he found words and melodies flowing again, awakened by something real.

      The barista with hazel eyes approached, coffeepot in hand. “How’s that brew treating you?” Her voice carried the slight lilt of someone who’d grown up elsewhere but had long ago chosen this place as home.

      Sage glanced up from his notebook. “It’s exactly what I needed,” he said, surprised by the sincerity in his own voice. “Reminds me of something I’ve been missing.”

      “All that in a cup of coffee,” she said, setting the pot down. “I’m Harley. This little piece of heaven is mine.”

      “Sage,” he replied, offering his hand and savoring the anonymity.

      Her grip matched his, calloused and certain. “You’ve got that look about you—like you’ve been running too long without stopping.”

      A laugh escaped him, rusty from disuse. “Mechanical problems about three miles east. Wasn’t exactly planned.”

      “Nothing ever is around here,” Harley said, leaning slightly against the neighboring table. “Deadwood has its own gravitational pull. Catches folks when they need catching.”

      “I can feel it,” Sage murmured, noticing the easy rhythm of the place, so different from backstage chaos. “Like time moves differently.”

      “That’s what keeps me here,” Harley said, straightening. “You should stick around for Wild West Days this weekend. The whole town transforms—live music in the streets, the works.”

      “Sounds tempting.”

      “Think it over,” she said, retrieving her pot. “Coffee is on the house next time.”

      He found himself aching to prolong the sultry dialogue, captivated by the desire to delve deeper into the mystery of this woman, this town, this unexpected haven of temptation. The relentless grind of his career, the merciless deadlines, and the insatiable cravings of his fans now seemed a faint murmur in the backdrop. They were replaced by the intoxicating allure of an uninhibited conversation with a woman who had ignited a fire within him. It was an honest conversation that took place in a town that felt inexplicably like home, despite being uncharted territory.
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      Harley found herself glancing his way between customers, curiosity warming her cheeks. Most visitors blew through town like tumbleweeds, leaving no impression. But this man—Sage, she’d learn when taking him a refill—sat differently. He watched the world with a stillness that felt like gravity. Their second shared look lasted three heartbeats, something electric passing between them, as surprising as her truck breaking down had been last Tuesday, yet infinitely more welcome.

      Across the room, Sage couldn’t stop watching her. After months of chaotic touring, her methodical movements behind the counter steadied something in him. He noted how she double-knotted her apron strings, the way she nodded at the mailman without interrupting his usual order, how she bumped hips with her barista during the morning rush. Here was someone anchored in place, while he’d been adrift for years. Her presence hummed like a perfect chord he’d been searching for but couldn’t compose himself.

      Sage felt an almost magnetic pull toward Harley. Her presence was a soothing balm to his frayed nerves, a stark contrast to the chaotic energy of his life on the road. He found himself dissecting her every move, not out of an obsessive gaze, but out of a deep-seated curiosity. The way she tied her apron, the small, almost imperceptible nod she gave to a customer she clearly knew well, the easy camaraderie she shared with her staff—it all painted a picture of a woman who was deeply rooted, completely present. This was a form of music he hadn’t composed, a melody he hadn’t written, yet it resonated with him on a profound level.

      When Harley caught him staring, she didn’t look away. Her eyes met his without flinching, without the usual flutter of recognition he’d grown accustomed to. Instead, she studied him with the same quiet focus she gave to measuring coffee grounds or balancing her ledger. Something in his expression must have betrayed him—the weariness behind his careful composure—because her gaze softened slightly before she turned back to her work.

      His pencil moved across the page almost without his direction. Not lyrics this time, but the slope of her shoulder as she reached for a mug on a high shelf. The slight furrow between her brows as she concentrated on steaming milk. The practiced efficiency of her movements as she navigated her domain. He hadn’t drawn anything but stylized album art in years, but now his hand remembered how to capture something real—the way light caught in her chestnut hair, the quiet confidence in her stance. For once, he wasn’t creating for an audience. He was simply seeing.

      Harley glanced over his shoulder, a dish towel slung over her arm. “Got a good eye, don’t you?”

      Sage snapped his notebook half-closed, heat crawling up his neck. “Just... noticing things,” he managed, clearing his throat. “This place has character.”

      “Deadwood’s got stories in every corner.” Her smile reached her eyes as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “What’s that you’re drawing?”

      His fingers hovered over the page. Truth seemed easier than lies here. “Impressions. The café. The people.” His eyes met hers briefly. “You’ve got something about you.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Something, huh? Care to elaborate?”

      “Rootedness,” he said finally. “Like you belong exactly where you’re standing.”

      A soft laugh escaped her. “Ten years pouring coffee will do that. You get to know every creaky floorboard.” She leaned against his table, arms folded. “Meanwhile, you look like you fell off a moving train.”

      “Bus trouble,” he corrected with a wry smile. “Though this is the longest I’ve stayed put in...” He trailed off, taking in the mismatched mugs hanging from hooks, the sun-faded local photographs. “There’s something peaceful about it. Unexpected.”

      Harley’s lips quirked. “That’s Deadwood for you. Folks who try to rush through here end up staying the longest.” She absently rolled a sugar packet between her fingers. “So, what storm blew you into my café?”

      Sage’s thumb traced the edge of his notebook. The whole truth seemed both too much and the only answer. “Fate, I guess. And then my bus trouble did too.”

      “Mmm.” She nodded, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Funny how the universe throws up roadblocks exactly when we need them. Especially for people who’d drive themselves into the ground otherwise.”

      His eyebrow lifted. “What makes you think I’m that type?”

      “Those calluses on your fingertips. The way you keep glancing at your phone even though it’s dead. The three empty coffee cups.” She shrugged. “You’ve got that hungry look. Like you’re searching for something just beyond your reach.”

      Her words landed with unexpected precision. Not an accusation—just clarity. Sage felt a sudden urge to tell her everything: the soulless stadium tours, the label executives dictating his sound, the hollowness of being “Sage Grayson” when he barely remembered who that was anymore.

      “Peace has been... scarce lately,” he admitted, the words barely audible.

      Something in Harley’s face shifted. Not pity—recognition. As if she’d walked similar roads, just on different terrain. Her life here wasn’t glamorous—the worn edges of her apron and the stubborn coffee stain on her sleeve told that story—but it was authentically hers.

      “Well,” she said, tapping the table twice, “you're here now. Good coffee, better pie, and conversation that won’t end up on social media.” She winked, sliding a fresh mug toward him. “Sometimes breakdowns lead to the best discoveries.”

      For the first time in months, Sage’s smile felt real, not the practiced one he’d been using like armor. “I could get used to this place, Harley.”

      “Most people do,” she said, not breaking eye contact. “Deadwood is like that old song you can’t get out of your head—before you know it, you’re humming along without even realizing it.”
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      Something shifted in the air between them, a silent understanding taking root. For the first time in what felt like forever, Sage’s shoulders relaxed. The weight of fame—the constant scrutiny, the expectations—seemed to lift in this little corner of The Coffee Grind. The gentle clink of mugs and low conversations around them created a cocoon of normalcy he hadn’t realized he’d been craving. Maybe the bus breaking down wasn’t the catastrophe his manager would claim. Maybe it was exactly what he needed.

      Sage settled deeper into his chair, uncrossing his arms. With most people, he measured every word, calculating potential headlines or social media storms. But watching Harley move behind the counter, he felt no need for his usual verbal chess game.

      “So,” Harley said, wiping circles on the countertop, her eyes meeting his occasionally, “musician, right? The whole tour bus situation kind of gives it away.” Her smile held no trace of the star struck gleam he’d grown wary of, just genuine amusement.

      A laugh escaped him—not his practiced interview chuckle, but something real. “Singer-songwriter, actually. And yeah, the bus comes with the territory.” He shrugged. “Though apparently so do unexpected stops in small towns.”

      Sage studied her movements—the slight crease between her eyebrows when she focused, the way she cocked her head while listening. Something about her struck him as authentic, grounded in a reality he rarely encountered anymore.

      “Singer-songwriter,” she echoed, eyes lighting up. “Making something from nothing. That must be quite a life.” She looked up. “What’s your style?”

      The simple question landed with unexpected weight. Music wasn’t just his career; it was his refuge, his confessional, his blessing and curse rolled into one. It had also built the very walls that now separated him from people.

      “It shifts,” he answered, measuring each word. “Reflects whatever is... happening. Whatever I’m going through.” He took a breath. “These days it’s mostly... chaos. Pressure. Not much... peace.”

      Harley set down her cloth, meeting his gaze directly. Her eyes held no pity, just recognition. “Sometimes the noise drowns everything out,” she said quietly. “You need stillness to hear what matters.” She resumed wiping; the soft rhythm of her movements punctuated her words. “This town has plenty of stillness. And stories. If you listen, you can almost hear the whispers of what came before.”

      Sage leaned forward, suddenly captivated, imagining gold-seekers and gunslingers, a world utterly removed from his carefully curated existence.

      “I bet,” he said, genuinely intrigued. “Like the history is woven into everything here. Not like the temporary world of tour buses and concert venues.”

      Harley’s laugh rang out, bright as a bell. “Don’t get me wrong—we get our share of drifters. Tourists with their cameras and their Wild Bill Hickok fantasies.” She wiped her hands on her apron, eyes crinkling at the corners. “But underneath all that? There’s bedrock. These walls,” she said, tapping the wooden counter with her knuckle, “they’ve stood while empires rose and fell. Same with the families here—some have roots deeper than the mine shafts. My grandmother poured coffee in this exact spot when Eisenhower was president.” She glanced around the room with quiet pride. “If these floorboards could talk...”

      He scanned the room again, this time letting it sink in. Floorboards worn to a satin finish. Tables bearing the marks of a thousand conversations—rings from wet glasses, initials carved by pocketknives. Photographs in amber tones lining the walls like preserved memories. “You’re right,” he conceded. “There’s something solid here.”

      “Solid is good,” Harley said, settling her weight against the bar, forearms resting on the burnished counter. “Keeps your feet on the ground when everything else wants to blow away.” Her eyes held his. “I get the feeling you’ve been chasing a lot of things that blow away, Sage. Maybe it’s just a matter of finding what you’re looking for and holding on to it.”

      The familiar armor slid into place—deflection, distance—but something in her straightforward compassion made him hesitate. Suddenly, he had a name for the turmoil that had become as familiar as his own reflection. Emptiness. Loneliness.

      “It’s funny,” he started, measuring each word. “You spend your life climbing toward some imagined summit, desperate to be heard. Then you reach it and realize you’ve built yourself a beautiful prison. You’re too busy oiling the gears to remember why you constructed the damn thing.”

      Harley tilted her head, considering him like a difficult chord progression. “Always wanting more. It pulls you like a riptide. What exactly are you chasing, Sage, that’s turned into such a trap?”

      Her question floated between them, simple and unavoidable. He could dodge it with some practiced line about creative vision or artistic growth. But in this quiet corner, the truth felt like the only currency worth spending.

      His voice caught. “Connection, I suppose,” he said finally. “My songs are all about what makes us human—falling in love, having your heart broken, wanting something you can’t have. But I live on a tour bus and in hotel rooms and green rooms. I write about life while barely living it.” He exhaled slowly. “It’s like standing at the edge of a canyon, singing as loud as I can, but the echo that comes back doesn’t sound like me anymore.”

      He studied his hands, running a thumb over the hardened skin where flesh met string night after night. Strange how something so familiar could suddenly feel borrowed. Harley didn’t rush to fill the silence that followed. When she finally spoke, her words came soft as a lullaby.

      “That must be a lonely place to be,” she said. “To be surrounded by people, by noise, and still feel utterly alone.”

      Something hot and unexpected welled up behind his eyes. Sage blinked rapidly, throat suddenly tight. “Yeah,” he managed.

      She rounded the counter, her footsteps gentle on the worn floorboards. She stopped a respectful distance from his table, hands clasped loosely at her waist.

      “You know what my grandmother used to say? That the universe puts detours in your path when you need to change direction.” A half-smile softened her face. “Maybe a broken-down tour bus isn’t just bad luck.”

      Sage looked up at her, this woman who somehow saw through the carefully constructed armor he’d spent years perfecting. Not the magazine covers, or platinum records, or the carefully curated public persona. Just him—tired, confused, and completely lost.

      The words spilled from him before he could catch them. “I think... I think I needed this. I’ve been running so long I forgot what it felt like to stop.”

      “Running from what?” Her voice remained gentle, inviting rather than demanding.

      He weighed the question. The emptiness. The expectations. The gnawing fear of inadequacy beneath his success.

      “From myself, I suppose,” he said, his smile crooked and knowing. “Or who I’ve become.”

      Harley’s expression softened. “Then you’ve stumbled into the right place. Deadwood has a way of catching runners. Makes you plant your feet, face your reflection. Sometimes you even like what you see.” She nodded toward his empty cup. “More coffee? Or should we try that pie I mentioned? Nothing clarifies existential dilemmas quite like a good piece of apple pie.”

      His laugh came easier this time. “Pie sounds perfect,” he said, something tight in his chest beginning to unravel. “An excellent first step.”
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      The mechanic’s wrench whined persistently from the garage down the street, grating on Sage’s nerves like a reminder of the inevitable end to his stopover. His tour bus—that gleaming chrome monster that had carried him to chaos across state lines—sat defeated by a single missing part, stranded for who knew how long. The first day, he’d paced and made frantic calls, rescheduling shows and placating managers. Now, three days in, something strange had settled over him. The silence no longer felt like absence; it had texture, substance, almost a melody of its own.

      Deadwood revealed itself slowly. Walking its streets at a pace that felt foreign to his body, Sage traced his fingers along sun-warmed brick that had witnessed a century of winters. The town wasn’t preserved so much as it was continuing—each building standing not as a museum piece but as a chapter still being written. He found himself lingering at corners, watching the afternoon light transform ordinary windows into blazing gold. The locals nodded as they passed, their conversations unfolding without awareness of an audience. Their genuineness struck him as revolutionary—no one trying to be seen, to be validated, to perform. But most of all, he always found himself at The Coffee Grind.

      Yesterday, he’d watched Harley chat with Mrs. Keller (he knew her name now) about her grandson’s college acceptance. Harley had leaned across the counter, her face lighting up at the news, asking questions that showed she’d been following this story for years. Sage had felt something twist inside him—not quite jealousy, but recognition of something precious he’d misplaced along the way. For all his practiced stage banter and carefully timed vulnerability in lyrics, he’d forgotten how to simply exist in a moment without shaping it for consumption. He watched Harley carefully slide a slice of apple pie, identical to the one he’d devoured with such relish, onto a plate. The aroma, even from a distance, was intoxicating. He’d found himself developing a rather significant appreciation for her. It was more than just her baking; it was tangible. It was everything about her: the way she smiled, the way she talked or pressed her brows together when she was concentrating hard.

      Harley set the pie on the counter and watched the woman walk away. “Another satisfied customer,” she said in a voice like warm honey.

      Sage’s lips curved upward. “Can’t blame her. I think I’m becoming a pie junkie myself.”

      Harley’s laugh brightened the room. “Happens to everyone eventually. Grandma had a theory about that. ‘Two ingredients make these special,’ she’d say with that little wink of hers. ‘Love and pure stubbornness.’ Meaning she’d remake a batch until it was perfect.”

      “Stubborn perfection,” Sage echoed, turning the phrase over in his mind. He recognized that quality—the same force that kept him hunched over a guitar at 3 a.m., repeating a passage until his fingers bled, chasing that perfect sound. But while his perfectionism had built walls, Harley's seemed to build bridges.

      Harley wiped the counter in smooth, practiced arcs. “Have you explored those quiet corners of town I mentioned?”

      Her direct question caught him off guard. “Actually, yes,” he said. “I’ve been walking—real walking, not the backstage-to-tour-bus shuffle I’m used to. Taking my time.”

      “And?” Genuine interest filled her eyes, refreshingly different from the calculated attention he usually received.

      “I’m discovering...” Sage paused, searching. “It’s layered, like geology. Beyond the tourist-friendly gold rush tales, there's something deeper. You see it in how buildings nestle against hillsides, in conversations at street corners. This place isn’t scenery—it’s alive. And the people belong here in a way that...” He hesitated. “In a way I’ve forgotten how to belong anywhere.”

      Harley gave a knowing nod. “That’s our little corner of South Dakota for you. The gold’s mostly gone, but what remains is something more valuable—grit. The pioneers who settled here passed down more than just buildings. They left a blueprint for living.” She held her arms out toward the other patrons. “Nobody here expects easy. They expect real—real coffee, real conversation, real pie with lard in the crust.”

      Something loosened in his chest. “Back in L.A., everything’s about the next hit, the next tour, the next...” He trailed off, the weight of expectations momentarily stealing his words. “In music, we’re taught to push toward the climax, but lately I’ve been wondering if I’ve been missing everything that happens before.”

      “The pause between notes,” Harley said softly, meeting his gaze. “That’s the breath of the song.”

      Her words resonated through him like a perfectly struck chord. When had his music—his life—become so cluttered with noise that he couldn't hear his own heartbeat?

      “I've forgotten how to just be,” he admitted, voice barely audible. He motioned to the café with its mismatched mugs and worn wooden floors. “This place has a different tempo. Slower. Steadier.”

      Harley’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Sometimes engines break down exactly when they need to. The universe has its own timing.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “Word around the garage is your bus needs parts they don’t stock locally. Could be here another week, maybe longer.”

      Something fluttered in Sage’s chest, a sensation he hadn’t felt in years—not anxiety, but possibility.

      “A while longer,” he echoed, tasting each syllable. His earlier irritation had dissolved like morning mist. In its place bloomed something unexpected: relief. The weight of being Sage the Icon had slipped from his shoulders, if only for these stolen moments.

      “You don’t sound disappointed,” Harley noted, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

      “I'm not,” he confessed, his lips curving upward. “Getting stuck here might be exactly what I needed. A forced pause. I’ve been running so long that I’ve forgotten how to stand still. And I get to spend more time with you.”

      His mind flashed to the life he’d left behind: cities blurring into one another, the thunder of crowds, the exhausting cycle of creation and performance that had consumed him. Sage wasn’t just his name anymore—it was armor he’d forged, a character he’d inhabited so completely that he sometimes forgot where the role ended and he began. But in this unassuming corner of Deadwood, that armor felt unnecessary. When Harley looked at him, she wasn’t searching for the rockstar. She was simply seeing him.

      “I’d like that.” Harley’s face lit up with a smile that could light up all of L.A.
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      The café’s ambient noise, which had soothed Sage for days, now energized him like a springboard. He’d immersed himself in this place—the coffee scents, Harley’s pastries—finding an unexpected serenity. Yet within this calm, something stirred: creativity awakening after a long hibernation. His fingers moved across a battered notebook pulled from his suitcase, tracing not melodies but the sharp edges of buildings opposite and the weathered silhouettes of hills beyond.

      “You’re unusually quiet today,” Harley said, her words flowing gently as she collected his empty mug. She remained his steadfast connection to this unexpected reality.

      He glanced up with a slight, self-conscious smile. “Just lost in thought... and sketching. Seems this place sparks more than just deep musings.” He nodded toward his notebook. “Trying to preserve some impressions.”

      Harley’s hazel eyes wrinkled with interest as she examined his work. “That’s talent right there. You’ve perfectly caught how sunlight falls across the old courthouse. Few people get that right.”

      “Thanks,” Sage said, feeling a small surge of satisfaction. “I think it’s about capturing the depth—not just structures, but their narratives. They seem to exhale their past.”

      “They do exactly that,” Harley agreed, resting against the counter. “The entire town does. You’ve been out wandering, haven’t you? Discovering?”

      “More than I expected,” he confessed. “Back in L.A., ‘discovering’ meant finding new agents or record labels. This feels different. More... exhilarating.”

      He’d started his wanderings with an intoxicating hunger, a lustful yearning to become one with the bare bones of Deadwood because he wanted to learn everything about it for Harley. A brutal contrast to the ephemeral shows and skin-deep flirts that had served as poor substitutes for real intimacy in his career. He’d found himself irresistibly drawn to the cobblestone paths less traveled, the shadowy alleyways that murmured with unspoken desires, the age-old buildings that seemed to sway under the weight of their sinful pasts. Everything Harley loved so much. He’d envisioned a life with kids giggling in the background, Harley, his chestnut beauty, displayed at his side. He fantasized about fueling their passion each night, with nothing but the moonlit silhouette of the Black Hills serving as their sultry stage.

      “There’s a raw energy here,” Sage purred, his voice laced with a newfound respect resembling sensual worship. “You can almost taste the residual heat from lovers who lived and loved fiercely here... it’s so damn tangible. So lasting, in a way my superficial world rarely achieves. A hit song is here today, gone tomorrow. But here is where stories of love are made.”

      Harley nodded, a soft smile playing on her lips. “That’s the magic of Deadwood. It’s not just a collection of old buildings; it’s a living testament to romance. People came here with nothing but a dream and a shovel, and they built this. They faced hardship, danger, and they carved out a life. And that spirit... it’s still in the air.”

      “I’ve been trying to translate that feeling into something,” Sage confessed, tapping his notebook. “I’ve been humming little melodies, sketching out ideas. It’s like the history is seeping into my bones and reawakening something inside me I haven’t felt for a long time. The creative block that’s been plaguing me for months... I’ve started to come alive, all because of you.”

      He’d always been a conduit for sound, his music a reflection of his experiences, his emotions. But the constant demand, the pressure to produce, had stifled that connection, turning his passion into a chore. Here, in the quiet embrace of Deadwood, the muse was returning, not with a thunderous roar, but with a gentle, persistent whisper, and Harley made it happen.

      “That’s wonderful to hear. I doubt it was all me, though,” Harley said, her genuine pleasure evident. “You know, my great-grandfather was a prospector. Came here in ’76. Never struck it rich, but he loved the grit of it, the sheer possibility. He used to tell me stories about the boomtown days, about the characters who walked these streets. He said every creak of a floorboard, every gust of wind through a saloon door, had a story to tell. He met my great-grandmother here at this very café. This is where he fell in love with her.”

      Sage’s eyes lit up. “Tell me more. Tell me everything you can remember.”

      Harley perched on a stool behind the counter, her eyes wandering to the window like she was pulling memories from the dust motes dancing in the sunlight. “My neighbor, Mrs. Gable—she’s pushing ninety-three now—told me about when these streets were paved with only brick pavers. They are actually still there today.  She remembered the beautiful automobiles that would line the streets. The ladies would dress in their Sunday finest for church, then rush home to change before the elements ruined their good clothes. And that old building down the way? That was the miner’s union hall. Men would gather there, planning strikes and arguing late into the night. They weren’t just digging for gold—they were laying foundations for a community, fighting tooth and nail for something better. Anyway, Mrs. Gable would sneak behind the Old Style Saloon No. 10 with one of the miners and make out. She was so afraid of getting caught since she was only fifteen at the time. She ended up marrying him. They built a life here.”

      Sage leaned forward, entranced. These stories weren’t the Wild West shootouts plastered across tourist pamphlets—they were the quiet heartbeats of love, the kind that made a place real. In his mind, he saw those miners with their rough hands and grime-streaked faces, their voices echoing off the union hall walls fighting for what they loved. The same reason young Mrs. Gable tiptoed through the streets to meet her boyfriend.

      His chest tightened. How had Harley read him so clearly? He’d arrived empty, hollowed out by his own success, creativity dried up like a desert streambed. Now this unexpected stop was filling something in him—anchoring him, rekindling purpose, coaxing melody from silence. His fingers found his pencil, eager to translate her words, her animated expressions, into music. Notes began to flow across his page, intertwining with text, a composition blooming that honored both her stories and his awakening.

      “I think I lost my way,” he admitted softly. “Chasing applause, I forgot what it feels like to build something true, one note at a time.” He glanced from his scribbled composition to the weathered buildings outside. “This place... it’s survived by holding on to what matters. It reminds me that worth doesn’t always announce itself. Sometimes it just... exists.”

      Harley smiled, a gentle, knowing smile. “That’s the Deadwood way. You learn to appreciate the sunrise after a long, hard night. You learn to find strength in the community, in the shared experience. And you learn that sometimes, the most valuable treasures aren’t the ones you dig out of the ground, but the ones you find in your own heart. Maybe you’ll even find love.”

      She picked up a cloth and began to polish a glass, her movements practiced and unhurried. “It’s a lesson I think a lot of people, myself included, are still learning.”

      Sage watched her, a warmth spreading through him that had nothing to do with the coffee. He’d been surrounded by people who wanted something from him—his music, his fame, his attention. But Harley seemed to offer something pure, a connection devoid of expectation. He was starting to hear the music again, not in the amplified echoes of a stadium, but in something that had meaning. Who was this woman? The melodies that had been dormant within him began to stir, inspired by the rugged beauty of the woman who stood before him.

      Sage cleared his throat. “I think I’ve been missing something,” he said. “All this time chasing after the spotlight, the standing ovations. But you—you remember if someone takes sugar in their coffee. You ask about their kids. It’s like you're composing something, one conversation at a time.”

      Harley set her rag down on the counter, a half-polished glass forgotten in her hand. “I never thought about it that way,” she said, meeting his eyes. “But I suppose that’s right. Every regular who walks through that door adds another note.” She swept her arm toward the café—the scarred oak tables, the chairs that didn’t match, the pastry case with its flaky croissants and lopsided muffins. “No grand symphony here. Just the quiet rhythm of people coming back, day after day.”

      Something clicked into place for Sage. After years of orchestrating stadium-sized emotions, he’d forgotten the power of simplicity—a single pure tone that cuts straight to the heart.

      “Last week I was at this charity thing,” he blurted. “You know the drill—photographers everywhere, everyone air-kissing, calling me ‘Sage’ like we’re old friends.” He winced. “My shoes pinched, my smile felt plastic, and the whole time I kept thinking, ‘Who is this person they’re all looking at?’’’ His laugh was hollow. “My manager just kept whispering about ‘exposure’ and ‘networking opportunities.’”

      Harley’s eyes softened as she put down the glass she’d been polishing. She leaned forward slightly, really seeing him. “That sounds like its own kind of exhaustion.”

      Sage’s shoulders slumped. “God, yes. Exhausting is exactly the word. I used to feed off all that—the screaming crowds, the fans. It was better than any high. Now...” His fingers traced invisible patterns on the countertop. “It’s like I’m reading lines in someone else’s play. And when the curtain falls, I can’t remember which character is actually me.”

      He caught Harley watching him, her head tilted slightly, eyes soft with something that wasn't pity. A tightness formed in his chest. Fame had built walls around him so gradually he hadn’t noticed until now—until this woman who poured coffee and baked scones looked at him without wanting anything.

      “That’s why I keep coming back,” he said, voice dropping to nearly a whisper. “This café. You.” He gestured vaguely between them. “You’re like... hearing perfect pitch after years of distortion. You don’t see platinum records or magazine covers. You just see...” He swallowed hard, meeting her eyes directly. “Me. Just me. And I’d almost forgotten who that was.”

      Harley’s smile was gentle, understanding. “It’s easy to get lost in the noise, Sage. The world is very good at amplifying certain things—fame, wealth, success—and drowning out the quieter, more meaningful sounds. The sounds of connection, of community, of simply being present.” She picked up a stray sugar packet from the counter, her fingers tracing its edges thoughtfully. “I’ve seen it happen to people before. They get caught up in the whirlwind, and then one day, they wake up and realize they don’t recognize the reflection in the mirror.”

      “That’s exactly it!” Sage exclaimed, leaning forward. “I feel like I’m looking in the mirror and seeing a stranger. A very successful, very tired stranger.” He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of exasperation. “My music... it’s started to feel like a chore. Like I’m just going through the motions. I used to pour my soul into every note, every lyric. Now it feels... manufactured.”

      “And that’s a terrifying feeling, I imagine,” Harley said, her voice soft.

      “Terrifying,” he agreed, the word heavy with unspoken emotion. “Because music is all I’ve ever known. It’s how I communicate, how I process the world. If I lose that... I don’t know what’s left.” He looked down at his sketchbook, at the unfinished drawings, the unfinished melodies. “But here... it feels different. It feels like the music is coming back, not from a place of obligation, but from a place of genuine feeling. From the stories I’m hearing, the landscapes I’m seeing, the... the quiet strength I’m witnessing.” He glanced at Harley, a hopeful light in his eyes. “From the simple act of a conversation, with no agenda.”

      Harley reached across the counter, her fingers brushing his lightly as she steadied his sketchbook. The brief touch sent a surprising jolt through him. “Sage,” she said, her voice low and sincere, “you came here looking for a solution to a broken-down bus. But maybe you found something more. Maybe you found a place where you can just... breathe. And listen. Not to the applause, but to the rhythm of your own heart.”

      He held her gaze, captivated by the earnestness in her eyes. In her simple, unadorned world, he saw a profound truth that had eluded him in the glittering chaos of his own. He saw the beauty in the ordinary, the strength in vulnerability, and the quiet power of genuine human connection.

      “I think you might be right,” he admitted, a genuine smile finally gracing his lips. “I was so busy trying to write the next stadium anthem, I forgot how to appreciate the quiet melody of everyday life.” He gestured to the café, then to the street beyond. “This is a different kind of performance, isn’t it? One that’s not about capturing attention, but about building something real. Something that lasts.”

      “It is,” Harley agreed, her smile widening. “It’s about being part of something. Contributing. And finding joy in the simple act of living, moment by moment.” She picked up her polishing cloth again, her movements regaining their practiced rhythm. “You know, I was going to invite you over for dinner tonight. My parents are in town, and my mom makes the best pot roast. It’s nothing fancy, just... family. Good food. A lot of comfortable silence mixed with easy conversation.”
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      Harley’s words lingered between them, shifting the air like a change in weather. “Dinner tonight?” Sage found himself repeating, testing the weight of it. Not the choreographed spectacle of industry dinners with their hidden agendas, but something altogether different—plates passed around a family table, voices overlapping, no cameras in sight.

      His pulse quickened in a way that had nothing to do with spotlights or critics. “Honesty,” he said, surprising himself with the word that surfaced. It felt unfamiliar on his tongue, yet right somehow. “I've been searching for that again.” When he looked up at her, his own candor caught him off guard. “I’d love to, Harley. Really.”

      Stepping outside the café’s familiar boundaries meant shedding the armor he’d worn for so long. This was Harley offering him a glimpse behind her curtain—the everyday rhythms, the genuine connections, the unguarded moments he’d watched her navigate with such natural ease. The kindness she showed everyone, now extended to include him.

      “Don’t expect anything fancy,” Harley said

      matter-of-factly. “Just dinner, conversation. Dad will bend your ear about the good old days, and Mom will keep refilling your plate.” Something softened in her expression. “It’s simple, that’s all. Thought you might need a little of that these days.”

      “Simple,” Sage repeated, feeling the smile form before he was conscious of it. “That sounds perfect.” He pictured it: warm kitchen light, the scent of home cooking, conversation without an angle. Miles from the cold precision of hotel suites and hollow applause he was used to. Here, in Deadwood, he was slowly shedding the layers of his celebrity, allowing the man beneath to emerge. And Harley, with her quiet perception and unwavering authenticity, seemed to see him, not as the polished product, but as the raw man he was underneath.

      Sage cleared his throat. “What time would you like me there?”

      “Six works,” Harley said, her smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. “The little blue house with the porch swing, just down that way.” She pointed vaguely south. “You’ll smell my mom’s bread before you see the place.”

      He committed the details to memory, another pin in his mental map of Deadwood. “Six it is. And Harley... thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said with a smile that lit her face. “See you at six.”

      Stepping into the afternoon sunlight, Sage felt pounds lighter. The chaos of his old life—the constant demands, the shallow conversations—receded like a tide going out. In its place came Deadwood’s gentler cadence, its weathered buildings and unhurried pace setting a tempo his soul recognized. He wasn’t just another musician mining small-town America for material anymore. He was becoming someone else entirely, breath by breath.

      The prospect of dinner at a family table, of conversations that didn’t revolve around him, awakened something he’d nearly forgotten. As he walked, notes for a new composition began arranging themselves in his mind—not the arena-filling anthems he was known for, but something intimate, built from porch swings and bread-scented air and the feeling of being truly known.

      The Dakota evening painted the sky as Sage walked to Harley’s house—blues deepening, oranges flaring at the horizon, stars piercing through like distant stage lights. No arena show could match this. Something about the vastness made him feel both small and somehow exactly where he belonged. A tune formed in his throat, rising and falling like the hills around Deadwood, coming from somewhere genuine inside him.

      The blue cottage appeared just as Harley had described, complete with a porch swing. Smells of dinner drifted out—roasted meat, herbs—homey and inviting. With each step toward the door, Sage felt less like the performer everyone knew and more like himself, whoever that was becoming.

      Harley waited on the porch, backlit by warm window light. When she turned, her smile hit him like a spotlight.

      “Sage. You made it.”

      “Wouldn’t have missed it,” he said, his voice unexpectedly quiet. Her hazel eyes took him in—not the celebrity, just him. He’d grown to treasure that look.

      Eleanor and Robert matched Harley’s description perfectly. Her mother’s hands never stopped moving as she talked, making conversation feel as natural as breathing. Her father watched more than he spoke, but when he did, his dry comments caught Sage off guard, pulling genuine laughter from him.

      The pot roast melted against his fork, its rich aroma mingling with the earthy scent of fresh herbs. Sage closed his eyes at the first bite, savoring the contrast between the tender meat and the snap of green beans. Around the oak table, Eleanor refilled water glasses while Robert passed the gravy boat without being asked. Between mouthfuls, Sage found himself recounting the time a Tokyo sound engineer had stayed three hours past midnight to perfect a single note, and how a barista in a tiny Italian hillside café had remembered his order after a year’s absence. He caught himself mid-anecdote about Nashville, realizing he hadn’t mentioned record sales or stadium sizes once.

      After a comfortable silence, Robert cleared his throat. “Harley mentioned you’re a songwriter and sing as well, Sage.” His tone was matter-of-fact, neither impressed nor dismissive.

      Heat crept up Sage’s neck. “It’s what keeps me sane, really.”

      “We catch your songs sometimes,” Eleanor said, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “When we turn the dial.” She tilted her head. “Strange, though—how music that fills stadiums isn’t always what stays with you at night. Like comparing thunder to rainfall.”

      Sage’s chest tightened. Thunder and rainfall. The words crystallized something he’d felt but couldn’t name: the gap between his stadium self and whoever sat here now, in this kitchen that smelled of cinnamon and honesty.

      “That’s... exactly right,” he managed, swallowing hard. “I’ve been chasing thunder so long I’ve forgotten how much I need the rain.”

      Harley’s fingers grazed his knuckles—brief, electric. “We’re rain people here,” she said, holding his gaze. “The quiet stuff that sinks in deep.”

      Robert nodded, lifting his water glass. “The spotlight follows you everywhere, son. But remember—plants don’t grow from applause. They need what falls softly, when nobody’s watching.”

      Robert’s words struck Sage like a tuning fork, vibrating through him until everything else fell silent. For years, he’d been chasing applause so loudly he couldn’t hear his own melodies anymore.

      The porch swing creaked beneath them after dinner, keeping rhythm with the crickets’ night song. Eleanor’s coffee still warmed Sage’s hands through the mug as he watched stars puncture the darkness above the farmhouse. He breathed in air that tasted nothing like tour buses or green rooms.

      “Mom and Dad really took to you,” Harley whispered, her voice barely disturbing the night.

      “I can see why you love when they visit,” Sage said, meaning it.

      “They’re my foundation,” she said, settling her head against his shoulder with a naturalness that surprised him. “We live in different worlds, don’t we?”

      “Mine’s all movement—venue to venue, song to song, always chasing whatever’s next.” Sage watched the silhouettes of distant hills. “Yours has... permanence.”

      “Both have their place.” Harley traced the rim of her mug. “You’ve seen corners of the world I can’t imagine. I just have... this. Solid ground when you need it.”

      “I haven’t truly seen anything in years,” Sage admitted, the confession rising unbidden. “When everyone’s watching you, you stop seeing. When everyone’s listening, you stop hearing. I’ve forgotten how to be present somewhere without performing it. Except when I’m with you.”

      He looked at her, at the way the starlight caught the highlights in her hair, the gentle curve of her profile. He felt a profound sense of connection, a feeling that transcended the superficial differences in their lives. “With you, Harley,” he continued, his voice hushed, “it’s different. It’s like the noise fades away. I can actually hear myself think. I can... breathe.”

      Harley turned to him, her eyes searching his in the dim light. “That’s what I hoped for. I saw you, Sage, not the rockstar, but the man beneath the fame. The one who was lost, searching for something real.” She hesitated, her gaze softening. “And I... I’m starting to think I’m falling for that man.”

      The confession lingered in the air, intoxicating as a melody strummed on a solitary guitar in the midnight silence. Sage’s pulse hammered wildly in his chest, a raw, teetering hope burning in his veins. He hadn’t dared dream of something so damn real amidst the fabrication of his own existence.

      “Harley,” he began, his voice husky with unleashed desire, “I’m right there with you. This two-bit town, this ordinary life... and you.” His eyes drank her in; wanderlust etched in every line. “You’re that elusive tune I didn’t know I’ve been craving. You're the whisper that ignites my soul.” His hand drifted to her face, fingers tracing a spicy trail along her cheekbone. “I’ve spent years banging out anthems for unknown faces, but I believe I’ve found my goddamn favorite song right here...” His voice trailed off as he closed the gap between them.

      Their initial kiss beneath the infinite Dakota sky began tentatively, exploring before morphing into an urgent blend of tongues and teeth. Their bodies spoke a silent language of intertwined destinies, their shared longing blooming into something far more potent under the cloak of night. It was a kiss laden with starlight and shared secrets, the intoxicating thrill of falling headlong into lust.
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      As days turned into weeks, Sage found himself drawn into the pulsating rhythm of Deadwood like a moth to a flame. His sketches remained constant, yet took on an entirely new focus—the enticing curve of Harley’s hips, the irresistible swell of her breasts under her thin shirts. The vivacious camaraderie he shared with Harley’s friends sparked more than just idle banter—it stoked a smoldering desire that threatened to consume him entirely.

      Their stolen moments escalated from tender, discreet kisses to heated, passionate explorations of each other’s bodies. Harley’s hands traced the contours of his muscles with careful yet confident strokes, her fingers exploring every inch of him. Sage responded by running his fingertips down the curve of her spine, causing a shiver to run up her body.

      He marveled at the way she moved against him—her breaths coming in quick gasps as he trailed kisses down her neck. Their eyes locked for a moment, an unspoken permission granted before he suddenly flipped her onto her back, straddling him as their movements became more urgent.

      Harley arched beneath him, her nails digging into his shoulders as she bit her lip in an attempt to stifle a moan. Their bodies found a synchronized rhythm, their passion building until it threatened to consume them both.

      Through it all, Sage saw Harley in a new light—her untamed passion mirrored in the way she clung to him and the intensity with which her body responded to his touch. It was crystal clear to Sage—this woman’s passion and emotions matched his own.

      Yet, the reality of their contrasting worlds remained. The relentless demands and global reach of Sage’s career constituted a force that Sage couldn’t ignore forever. There were phone calls from his manager, reminders of looming deadlines, tours to be planned. The world of noise was always waiting, a siren song he couldn’t entirely escape.

      One evening, as they sat in Harley’s living room, the conversation turned to the inevitable.

      “What happens when your tour starts again, Sage?” Harley asked, her voice soft, tinged with a hint of apprehension. “When do you have to go back out there?”

      Sage watched the flames dance, the question heavy in the air. He’d been avoiding it, clinging to the peaceful bubble he’d found in Deadwood. But he knew, deep down, that he couldn’t stay in this quiet harbor forever, not without a plan.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted, his voice low. “It’s... it’s a different planet, really. The travel, the schedule, the constant performance. It’s hard to reconcile that with... this.” He gestured around the cozy room, then reached out to take her hand. “With you.”

      Harley squeezed his hand, her gaze steady. “I know it’s not easy. Your life is... huge. Mine is small in comparison. But it’s real, Sage. And I’m real.”

      “And I’m falling in love with your real, Harley,” he said, the words a confession and a promise. “You’ve shown me a different way of living, a different way of creating. You’ve reminded me of the importance of the whisper.” He paused, a flicker of determination in his eyes. “I don’t want to lose that. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “And I don’t want to lose you either,” she replied, her voice laced with vulnerability. “But we have to be honest. It won’t be easy. There will be miles between us, and different demands on your time.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Sage insisted, his voice firm with conviction. “Maybe... maybe I can find a way to incorporate more of this. More of the quiet. Maybe I can find a way to create music that speaks to both the roar and the whisper.”

      He imagined it—writing songs inspired by the stillness of Deadwood, by the authenticity he’d found here, and then sharing that with the world. It was a daunting prospect, a delicate balancing act, but the thought of it filled him with a renewed sense of purpose.

      “It would have to be a partnership,” Harley said, her gaze unwavering. “We’d both have to be willing to meet in the middle. To understand each other’s worlds, even if we can’t always inhabit them together.”

      “I’m willing to do whatever it takes,” Sage vowed, his heart swelling with a love that was both exhilarating and terrifying.

      Sage stood at the edge of something new—a life more complex yet richer than before. Unplugging from fame’s noise had been a beginning, not an end. His new compositions carried a depth they’d lacked before, like the Dakota sky stretching endlessly above them.

      Deadwood’s rhythm, Harley’s laughter, the slow unfurling of quiet days—all had bewitched him. He’d started to believe he could stay, leaving behind the roar of crowds and stage lights. In this harbor town, he could hear himself think and feel his heartbeat sync with something authentic. The peace was so complete that breaking it felt physically painful.

      Then his cell rang. The chirp cut through the quiet, yanking him back to the life he’d fled. Harley read, curled up on the couch, brow furrowed, unaware. He reached for the phone with a knot in his stomach. His manager’s name lit the screen, and Sage felt a chill. Mark never called without purpose—only deadlines, logistics, career.

      “Hey, Mark,” Sage said, keeping his voice as even as possible, a stark contrast to the sudden turbulence in his chest.

      “Sage! Finally. Good, you picked up. I’ve been trying you on your usual burner, but nothing.” Mark’s voice was a rapid-fire delivery of news, laced with his usual, efficient urgency. “Listen, the tour bus is almost good to go. We’re looking at a Tuesday turnaround. Means you need to be back in Denver by Monday night, latest. We’re pushing the Chicago dates up to get back on track.”

      The words struck Sage like a physical blow. Tuesday turnaround. Denver by Monday. Chicago dates pushed up. It was a sudden, jarring return to the relentless momentum of his life. The quiet harbor he’d found seemed to shrink, its protective walls dissolving under the force of Mark’s practicality. He felt a pang of regret so sharp it stole his breath. He looked at Harley, who had stopped reading and was now watching him, her expression a mixture of concern and understanding. She knew this was coming, of course. She’d always known. But knowing and experiencing were two vastly different things.

      “Mark,” Sage began, his voice tighter than he intended, “I... I’m not sure I can make it by Monday. Things are... a bit complicated here.” He chose his words carefully, unwilling to articulate the full extent of what “here” meant to him now.

      Mark, bless his efficient, business-minded heart, was not one for ambiguity. “Complicated? What’s complicated, Sage? The bus is fixed. The crew’s ready. We’ve got a schedule to keep. The fans are expecting you. You can’t just... disappear for an extended vacation and expect everything to pause, my friend.” There was no accusation in his tone, only a statement of irrefutable fact. Sage’s career was a complex, self-sustaining entity, and it didn’t do pauses.

      “It’s not a vacation, Mark. I’ve been... I’ve been working on new material. Finding inspiration.” He tried to inject a hint of his artistic pursuit into the conversation, hoping it would soften the blow.

      Mark’s sigh was audible. “Inspiration is great, Sage, and we all love the new stuff, believe me. But inspiration doesn’t pay the bills, and it certainly doesn’t fill stadiums. We’re talking about millions of dollars and a global brand here. I need you focused. Back in the saddle. The tour is a machine, and it needs its engine. And right now, you’re the engine.”

      Sage closed his eyes for a brief moment, the weight of his responsibilities pressing down on him. The engine. He’d always been the engine, pushing, driving, creating the momentum. But here, in Deadwood, he’d begun to feel like something more than just an engine. He’d felt like a heart, beating with a different rhythm, a more resonant cadence. The thought of returning to the relentless hum of that machine, of becoming just the engine again, felt like a betrayal of the man he was discovering himself to be.

      “I understand, Mark,” Sage said, his voice now resigned. “I’ll... I’ll make arrangements. I’ll be there.”

      “Good man,” Mark boomed, a hint of relief in his voice. “Monday night. Denver. I’ll have someone meet you at the airport. We’ll debrief, get you settled. We’ll be back on track before you know it. Just... try not to lose too much of that road weariness, all right? We need the full Sage experience.”

      Sage hung up the phone, the silence that followed feeling deafening. He looked at Harley, his heart heavy. The spell was broken. The gentle hum of Deadwood was now overlaid with the discordant clang of his impending departure. The future, which had seemed so bright and promising just moments before, now felt clouded with the familiar anxieties of his old life.

      Harley’s gaze was soft, her eyes reflecting in the dim light. She didn’t need him to say the words. She could see it in the slump of his shoulders, the faraway look in his eyes. “Tour bus?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      Sage nodded, the lump in his throat making it difficult to speak. “Yeah. They’re fixing it up. I have to be in Denver by Monday.” He watched her closely, searching for any sign of disappointment, of anger, but found only a quiet acceptance that somehow made the ache in his chest even worse.

      “I knew it wouldn’t be forever,” she said, her voice steady, though a hint of sadness laced her tone. “This quiet life... it’s not the life you’re built for, Sage. Not entirely.”

      “It feels like the life I want to be built for,” he confessed, the words raw and honest. “Harley, you have no idea how much I’ve... how much I’ve come to fall for you.” He reached out, his hand finding hers across the space between them. Her fingers interlaced with his, a silent confirmation of their connection, a fragile tether in the face of his impending departure.

      “I know,” she said softly, her thumb stroking the back of his hand. “And I’ve fallen for you too. These weeks with you... they’ve been... everything.” She paused, her gaze meeting his, and for a moment, the vastness of his world and the intimacy of theirs seemed to converge. “But your music, Sage. It’s a part of you. It’s what you do. It’s who you are.”

      “But is it all I am?” he countered, the question hanging in the air, heavy with unspoken longing. “Because I’ve spent so long being ‘Sage the singer-songwriter’ that I’ve almost forgotten how to be just... Sage. And I think I found him here. With you.” He squeezed her hand, his gaze earnest. “I don’t want to go back to being just the engine, Harley. I want to be more.”

      “And you are,” she insisted gently. “You are more. You’ve just... rediscovered parts of yourself that the noise had drowned out. But the noise is still there, Sage. It’s your life. It’s your calling.” She sighed, a small, almost imperceptible sound. “It’s just... hard. Knowing that the time we have now is limited. That soon, the miles will be between us again. That the roar will come back between us.”

      Sage’s mind raced. “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “Leaving you feels impossible, but so does abandoning the person I’m becoming. What if I don’t have to choose? What if I bring the whisper into the roar?”

      He scanned the room—the stacked books, Harley’s face with its quiet strength. This was his inspiration. He imagined writing in hotel rooms, being in Deadwood with Harley, channeling this authenticity into songs about connection rather than just fame’s fleeting highs.

      “It won’t be easy,” Harley said with a realism he both appreciated and dreaded. “Your world is demanding. Mine is different. We’ll need intention. And honesty. Always honesty.”

      “I’m willing,” Sage promised. He stood and walked over to her, kneeling beside the armchair. He took her hands in his, his gaze locked with hers. “This tour... it’s a deadline, yes. It’s a force pulling me back. But it’s also an opportunity. An opportunity to prove that I can be both. That I can still create the music the world expects, but with a new depth, a new soul. A soul that was awakened here, with you.” He paused, searching her face. “I want to try to write music that has both the roar and the whisper. I want to write about this, the small things that are taken for granted. I want to bring feeling to my words through you.”

      Harley’s eyes softened, a faint smile gracing her lips. “That’s a beautiful thought, Sage. A daunting one, but beautiful.” She reached out, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. “It will take work. A lot of work. From both of us. You’ll be on the road, and I’ll be here. We’ll have to build new bridges across that distance.”

      “We will,” Sage vowed, his voice filled with a renewed sense of purpose. The regret hadn’t disappeared entirely, but it was now mingled with a flicker of determination. The looming deadline wasn’t an end; it was a challenge. A test of his resolve, of their connection. He knew he couldn’t abandon his career, not entirely. But he also knew he couldn’t abandon the man he was becoming, the man Harley had helped him find. “This... this unplugging from the noise, it wasn’t just about finding peace. It was about finding a new way to create. A more authentic way. And I’m not ready to go back to the old way, not entirely.”

      He stood, pulling her gently to her feet. He held her close, breathing in the scent of her hair, the comforting aroma of her home. The thought of leaving this embrace, of trading it for a sterile hotel room, was almost unbearable. But he knew he had to. He had to face the roar, but this time, he would carry the whisper with him, a silent, steady melody in his heart.

      “So,” he said, a hesitant smile playing on his lips, “Denver by Monday. And then... Chicago… and I will be back here. But the music I write on the road... it’s going to be different. It’s going to be for us, Harley. A bridge. A promise. A testament to the fact that even in the midst of the loudest crowds, the quietest whispers can still be heard.”

      He kissed her then, a kiss that spoke of both farewell and a commitment to return, a tender exchange that acknowledged the looming deadline but held fast to the enduring strength of their connection. The roar was calling, but the whisper, he now knew, was just as powerful, and far more enduring. He would carry it with him, a secret symphony playing beneath the noise.

      The weight of the approaching departure settled over Sage like a shroud, a stark contrast to the light, airy feeling that had permeated his days in Deadwood. The phone call from Mark, once a distant hum of his former life, had become a blaring siren, shattering the fragile peace he’d cultivated with Harley. He looked at her now; her silhouetted form outlined against the dying embers of the fire, and a profound ache settled in his chest. This was the choice, wasn’t it? The stark dichotomy between the roaring applause of a thousand adoring fans and the quiet, resonant beat of a single heart that truly saw him.

      He’d spent years chasing a definition of success that was inextricably linked to sold-out stadiums, platinum records, and the deafening roar of adoration. It was a gilded cage, beautiful and impressive, but a cage nonetheless. Here, in the unassuming embrace of Harley’s home, surrounded by the scent of pine and old books, he’d begun to question the very foundation of that pursuit. The melodies that had once flowed from a place of ambition and external validation now felt hollow compared to the raw, honest compositions that had emerged from his time here. They were born not of a need to impress, but of a deep, unarticulated longing for something real.

      Harley, ever perceptive, had watched his internal struggle with a quiet understanding that both soothed and unnerved him. She didn’t push, didn't demand explanations. She simply was, a steady presence that anchored him in a way no amount of critical acclaim ever had. He’d confessed his doubts, his burgeoning desire to redefine his own path, and she had met his vulnerability not with fear or doubt, but with a measured hope that mirrored his own nascent optimism.

      He looked at Harley, his heart brimming with a love that felt both ancient and brand new. “You’ve given me so much more than just a place to hide from the noise, Harley. You’ve given me a new way to hear. A new way to be. And I won’t let that go, and I won’t let you go either. I can’t.”

      Harley’s smile widened, a genuine, radiant thing that chased away the last vestiges of his doubt. “Then you’ll have to learn to play that new song, Sage. You’ll have to find its rhythm on the road. And I’ll be here, listening, cheering you on, waiting for you to come home and play it for me.”

      The promise in her words, the unwavering faith in her eyes, was the anchor he needed. The departure was inevitable; the roar was calling, but it no longer sounded like a threat. It sounded like an opportunity. An opportunity to prove that the quiet moments weren’t a retreat from his life, but an essential part of it. An opportunity to weave the whispers of Deadwood into the grand symphony of his career, creating a melody that was richer, more resonant, and undeniably more authentic. He would carry his love for Harley with him, a reminder of the true cadence of his heart, all the way home so he could build the life he had promised her.

      

      The End
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