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      For my Leah—my partner up on the stages of the many books we’ve written together.

      Melissa.

      Being an author wouldn’t be nearly as much fun without you.
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      There was nothing better than a rock tour. Crowds of screaming fans. Music. Fancy hotels.

      Yet, it was the quiet time between concerts Drew Stone craved. The hours on his bus hanging out with his people, the sleepy afternoons in hotel suites.

      The days off spent in the dance studio preparing for the next spectacle. That’s what the media called his shows. He wasn’t merely a rock star who could dance, more like a dancer with a set of pipes.

      Drew bent to crank the music up louder. His voice filled the room. No, he wasn’t one of those people who got off listening to their own songs, but today had a purpose.

      One month. That was how long he’d been on the road, and already, his mind ached for something new, something exciting. Not the same old parties, the same old people.

      He took up his stance in front of the mirror at the small dance studio in Tennessee. The owner had been beside herself when Drew’s assistant called to arrange some practice time. He paid for the entire studio, not wanting to be interrupted by interested dancers.

      Normally, he enjoyed meeting fans. But today, he just wanted to dance.

      He lowered his head as the beat started. His feet moved of their own accord, going through the dance steps he’d performed a million times by now.

      Muscles aching from sitting too long on the bus, he pushed through it, not stopping as his lungs cried out for breath or his legs begged for reprieve.

      This, right here, gave him life.

      One song changed into the next, and he launched into more familiar steps, following the heavy beat like it had been written for him. He supposed it had.

      He didn’t notice when the music stopped until a slow clap ripped him from the trance he’d entered. He turned on his heel to find Leah Baker leaning against the back wall.

      Drew wiped sweaty blond hair off his forehead and sucked in a long breath. “When did you come in?”

      Leah pushed away from the wall and dropped a duffel at her feet. “I’ve been here long enough to see the show.” She waggled her eyebrows, her eyes skimming down his bare chest.

      “Stop it. You’re creeping me out.” He laughed.

      “Just because I’m taken doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate.”

      “It does when it’s me.” He bent to grab his water bottle and squirted it over his face before taking a gulp.

      “If you had a shirt on, you’d be a walking wet t-shirt contest right now.”

      “I’m telling Amy you were ogling me.” He lowered himself to the ground and leaned against the wall, still trying to catch his breath.

      “She’d probably just tell me I have good taste.” Amy was Leah’s girlfriend, but she wasn’t on tour with them. They weren’t the only long distance relationship this tour created. His assistant Piper was away from her rock star boyfriend, Ben Evans, lead singer of the band Fate. “Okay, serious time, why did you rent out an entire dance studio today? Something on your mind?”

      “Did Piper tell you I was here?” His assistant had a big mouth when she thought she was helping.

      Leah lowered herself to the floor at his side. “Spill.”

      He sighed. How did he explain his restlessness? That he was on one of the biggest tours of his life—and would be for almost a year—yet, something didn’t fit. It wasn’t enough. If he voiced the words, he’d sound like a spoiled rock star, and no one wanted to hear things had gotten too good.

      So, instead of spilling his guts to his best friend, he shrugged. “Just feeling antsy. I needed to move.”

      She laughed. “You always need to move, Drew. It’s one of the things that makes you perfect for this life.” She pushed to her feet and extended a hand down. “That’s why we’re friends. You and I aren’t so different. Well, except for the fact that I can walk down a street without getting assaulted by screaming pre-teen girls.” She winked.

      Drew took her hand and let her help him up. “My fans aren’t all pre-teen girls,” he grumbled.

      Leah flashed him a grin. She wasn’t completely wrong. Drew heard the young feminine cries when he took the stage for each concert. Not all of them were young, of course. He’d been performing since he was eighteen. Now, eleven years later, many of the original fans were still with him.

      “Come on.” Leah walked to where his phone lay on the ground and switched the song.

      “I’m not dancing to Ben.” Ben was a friend of his. That was just weird.

      Leah stomped her foot. “Drew Stone, get your rock star butt over here and dance with me.”

      She looked so adorable with her braided black hair and wide imploring eyes he couldn’t turn her down. Stepping behind her, he put a hand on her waist. “One of our routines?”

      She shook her head. “Let’s just dance, Drew.”

      He nodded and spun her toward him, stepping back and drawing her with him. Dancing with Leah had always been easy. Their bodies knew each other in a way he’d never experienced with another dancer. That was why she was his lead dancer, why she’d been with him on every tour for the last five years.

      When he turned, she turned. When she spun away from him, he followed like a beacon called to him. Despite her ogling from moments before, there’d never been anything more than friendship between them. Their movements were charged with trust rather than sexual energy.

      He didn’t know what he’d do if he didn’t have her by his side concert after concert.

      Drew Stone wasn’t one to serenade his crowd while playing guitar like Ben. He couldn’t wow them with a drum solo like his friend Jo Jackson. There was nothing complex about his singing. The one thing he knew how to do was excite, to get the crowd up and moving.

      To dance.

      He grinned as he caught Leah around the waist before throwing her and catching her once again. He took pride in his strength, a strength developed over a lifetime of training for a future in hockey.

      The first dance class he’d taken as a teenager was to improve his agility on the ice, to build up strength in his ankles. He’d have done anything to make it into the National Hockey League, even if it meant taking a class his teammates teased him for.

      He’d never expected to fall in love with it or for dance to eclipse even his love for hockey. The day the Nashville Predators drafted him in round one should have been the happiest day of his life. But no, that came weeks later when his dance teacher got him in front of a music producer.

      No one understood his decision to quit hockey, but they’d stopped questioning him when he signed his first record deal.

      The song ended, and Leah stepped away from him with a grin. “You’ve still got it, hockey boy.” She reached for his phone to pause the next song and handed it to him. “You have a missed call.”

      He checked the screen, a smile curving his lips. “My mom.”

      “Momma Stone?” She bounced on her toes. “Call her back. I want to say hi to my girl, Lizzy.”

      “Excuse me? Lizzy is totally my girl.”

      “Totally?” She snorted. “All those pre-teen fans are really rubbing off on you.”

      “Shut it.”

      “No.” She snatched his phone and unlocked it.

      “How do you know my password?” He wasn’t upset about it. There was no one he trusted more than Leah.

      “I’m a snoop.” She laughed. “Kidding. It’s Lizzy’s birthday.” She dialed Drew’s mom before he could stop her.

      His mom answered on the second ring. “Drew?”

      “Hold on, Momma Stone. I’m switching you to FaceTime.” Leah waited for his mom to accept.

      A moment passed before her face filled the screen, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she smiled. “Hey, kiddos.”

      To his mom, he’d always be kiddo, and he didn’t hate it. She was his favorite person. “Hi, Ma. We saw you called.”

      Her smile widened. “You caught us at a good time. I’m here with the girls.” She turned the camera to show his three sisters sitting at the counter.

      Lizzy noticed him first and hopped off her stool. “Drew!” There were twenty-four years between Drew and his youngest sibling, but he barely remembered a time she wasn’t around. He’d been an only child for ten years—being that his parents were sixteen when he was born—and then his brother, Asher, came along. Nora, now seventeen, was next, followed by Penny, his twelve-year-old sister.

      Five years ago, they’d had what they claimed was their final kid in Lizzy.

      Nora looked up from her phone. “Ew, bro, put a shirt on. We definitely don’t want to know what you and Leah have been up to.”

      “Nora Renee Stone.” Their mom swatted her with a towel.

      Lizzy chewed on her hair. “What have they been up to?” She looked from the screen to Nora.

      Nora choked on a laugh.

      “Dancing.” Drew offered her a smile.

      Lizzy nodded in approval. “Good. You need to practice.”

      Nora was rolling in laughter now.

      “You girls.” Lillian Stone loved her children more than life. Despite having a big family, there was always enough to go around. And she was better at keeping them in line than their dad. “Your brother is going to stop calling home if you tease him so much.” She turned the phone away from his sisters to her face. “How have the last few stops been? We haven’t connected in a week or so.”

      Leah jumped in. “He’s been great, seriously. Right now we’re in Tennessee but only driving through since we hit Nashville already. We’ll be in Florida in two days.”

      “Yeah, Ma, they have this tour schedule super screwy. I know it has to do with when arenas could be booked since the tour is so huge, but we’re doing a lot of backtracking.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “Chattanooga. We decided to give everyone a half a day off the buses, and then we’ll drive through the night to reach Florida.”

      Penny popped up beside their mom, her blonde hair falling in her face like it always did. “Will we get to see you before the concert?”

      “Sorry, Pen. There won’t be time. You can come backstage and say hi, but I won’t be able to really hang until afterward.”

      Her face fell.

      Drew hated disappointing his sisters. “But look, we scheduled it so there’s a week off after the concert in Tampa. I’ll be sticking around for a few days.”

      Her expression brightened. He’d planned it as a surprise, but seeing her excitement made telling her early worth it.

      “Oh, Drew.” His mom covered her mouth. “Really?”

      It had been months since he was last in his hometown of Gulf City, but that was a long time in his family. They were close… well, most of them. “Is Ash there?”

      She shook her head. “He spends more time over at Lola’s house these days than ours.”

      He tried not to be disappointed. He and Asher were close when his brother was a kid, but things had changed in recent years.

      “That’s okay, Ma. I can’t wait to see you guys.”

      She smiled. “We’re excited you’re coming home, kiddo.”

      “Tell Dad I said hi.” His dad was a night manager at one of the local resorts, so it was rare he caught him home during the day.

      “Sure, honey. Girls, say goodbye to your brother.”

      A chorus of goodbyes came from the most important women in his life, and by the time he hung up, he wanted to hear them again.

      Leah understood without him saying a word. She squeezed his hand. “Soon.”

      Drew had few people in his life he trusted. His family. Leah and the guys and gal of his rock star support group.

      But they were all enough.
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      Lola Ramirez couldn’t recall the day she’d fallen in love with her best friend.

      But she did remember the exact moment she realized he didn’t love her back, at least, not the way she wanted him to. Asher Stone, the beautiful boy she’d known since she was four years old, had been sitting on the player’s bench at the Gulf City ice rink after hockey practice. Even at sixteen, he’d been so sure of himself both on and off the ice.

      Lola had rushed out of work at the Beach Club resort—a job Asher’s dad got her renting cabanas at the beach—worried she’d be late to pick him up. Asher failed his first driver’s test, but Lola had never minded driving him around when it meant spending time with him. They’d been inseparable since they were kids.

      When she arrived at the rink, she found Asher sitting with a girl from their class, the flirty grin Lola recognized plastered across his face.

      She’d watched them before walking closer. That was when she heard them.

      “Are you and Lola like together?” The girl leaned in as if the answer wouldn’t have changed her intentions.

      Asher’s answering laughter sliced through Lola. “Me and Lo? No. No, no, no. She’s like a sister to me, if anything. Or like one of the guys. I could never…” The girl cut off his words with a kiss.

      Lola wasn’t proud of her next moments. She’d rushed away, wanting to leave but stopping herself. She couldn’t leave Asher without a ride. So, instead, she sat in the parking lot, waiting half an hour before he came through the doors with a satisfied grin on his face.

      Lola vowed right then she would get over her feelings for Asher, that she’d put him in the sibling category just like he’d done to her.

      But that was the thing about feelings… they only left when they wanted to.

      Now, three years later, that girl he kissed was nothing but a memory, and Lola was the same girl in love with her best friend.

      She lifted her eyes to the marketing professor writing on the blackboard at the front of the room. Seriously, who used chalk and blackboards anymore? But he was ancient. Maybe he hadn’t yet realized they’d left the Stone Age.

      “You’re not just marketing a product,” he said. “You must sell yourself.”

      Business wasn’t all that different from love. She traced the doodles in her notebook, knowing she’d regret not taking notes later. She’d spent years trying to make Asher see what was right in front of him. Was she pathetic? Yes. But did she care? Also, yes.

      She couldn’t seem to snap out of this cycle of pining and falling over and over. She’d dated over the years but never for long. Asher hated every guy she kissed, and they never stuck around to duel it out with him. Part of her gleaned some kind of hope from his reactions, but the other part hated him for it.

      He didn’t want her.

      But no one else could get close either.

      It left her in a perpetual state of loneliness, watching Asher go from one relationship to the next and hanging out with her in between.

      She stabbed her pencil into the page as anger raced through her. Anger at Asher. At herself.

      Professor Warren turned to the class. “That’s it for today. Don’t forget to do the reading. I’ll have study guides for the test next week.”

      Lola shoved her notebook into her messenger bag and pulled it onto her shoulder. She followed the rest of the students from the room and checked her phone for the time. The professor let them out early. If she hurried, she could make it to the library before Asher finished his tutoring session—he was the tutor, not the tutee.

      She hightailed it out of there and pushed through the double doors into the cloudy Florida day. The University of Southern Florida was about an hour north of Gulf City, yet both Asher and Lola lived at home. It was the only way they could afford college. They’d have a heck of a drive back if the brewing storm erupted.

      She ran toward the library, her bag slapping against her leg. By the time she reached the glass doors, rain spritzed down on her. She yanked them open and ducked inside, ignoring the glare from the student working the front desk as water dripped onto the floor.

      “Perdón.” Lola shrugged. She used her Spanish when she didn’t want anyone stopping her or talking to her. Her mom would be proud of her for using it for something, even though she wouldn’t like the reason. Her eyes scanned the expansive lower level for the telltale mop of blond hair. The entire Stone clan sported golden locks just like their mother. It was a joke in their house that their darker haired father wasn’t their dad after all. “Gotcha.” She found Asher hunched over a book at a table in the back.

      The girl sitting next to him stared at him in fascination. Join the party. There was something entrancing about Asher, a charm beneath the surface. Add in his tanned skin, athletic build, and intense chocolate eyes, and most girls were goners.

      Asher looked up from the book, his gaze finding Lola. A smile curved his lips. “We’re done for today, Tessa. My ride is here.”

      Disappointment flashed across Tessa’s face, followed by annoyance when she saw Lola. She didn’t realize yet that few women captured Asher’s attention for long. Except Lola. That was why she’d never revealed her feelings. She was the one constant friend in his life, and she didn’t want to lose him.

      Asher stood, gathered his belongings, and held them out to Lola.

      She raised a brow. “When are you going to start carrying your own bag?” She slipped his book and notebook into her already heavy messenger bag.

      “Why would I do that when you have one?”

      “You’re kind of hopeless.” She laughed. “Come, your chariot awaits, sir.”

      He flashed her a grin before walking by her, waving to the girl at the front desk—the one who no longer looked angry, only wistful. What did he do to these girls?

      They ran out into the rain, weaving their way through buildings to get to the parking lot where Lola’s ancient Subaru awaited them. She and Asher took turns driving to campus each day. They’d made sure to get on similar schedules.

      They were only sophomores, and already, Lola was ready to get out of this place. Her business degree would position her for promotions at the resort, but she had no real passion for it. Not like Asher and his pre-med classes. He was born to be a doctor, and she could just imagine his patients falling over themselves around him.

      Lola scrambled to unlock her door and pressed the button on the door to let Asher in. They fell into the car, slamming their doors shut. She leaned her head back against the seat, her chest heaving, as she looked sideways at Asher. “That was fun.”

      He laughed. “You always did like the rain.”

      “And you always hated how it messed up your hair.”

      “Not true.” They both laughed because they knew it was.

      A crash of thunder shook the sky, and Lola issued a string of curses in Spanish.

      Asher grinned. “You always turn to Spanish when you’re scared.”

      “I do not,” she scoffed, wishing for once he didn’t know her so well. Sure, she loved the rain, but only when it came without thunder.

      Born and raised in the extremely white bread, suburban Gulf City, Lola stood out with her darker skin and Spanish curses. She might be a Floridian since birth, but her mom came to this country from Mexico when she was a kid. She tried to keep their culture alive within their own home, but she’d been unable to change Lola’s habits, like her preference for English.

      Lola started the car, waiting while it sputtered to life. She patted the steering wheel. “Good Lola.”

      “You know, it’s completely weird to name a car after yourself.”

      She backed out of the parking spot. “It’s not my fault my name is the perfect car name.” She gripped the steering wheel, trying to avoid the other students flooding the lot.

      Thunder and lightning chased them all the way to Gulf City, not ceasing until they’d reached the city limits. Daily storms weren’t anything new for Florida in fall. She pulled into the driveway of the small two-bedroom ranch home she shared with her mom, not bothering to ask Asher if he wanted to go home. She knew what his answer would be.

      For some reason, he preferred the quiet of her lonely house to the beautiful chaos of his own. He didn’t get how lucky he was to have such a large family. There was always someone around.

      Lola unlocked the front door and stepped into the darkened house, dropping her messenger bag outside her bedroom door on the way to the kitchen. “Mama?” she called.

      No answer.

      Dim light seeping past the kitchen curtains provided just enough glow to see the note taped to the refrigerator. She pulled it free as Asher flipped on a light.

      Caught an extra shift tonight. There’s dinner for you and Asher in the fridge.

      Te Quiero.

      Lola sighed as she crumpled the note and threw it in the trashcan. Her mom did the best she could—always had—but Lola couldn’t help thinking she was the reason her mom was picking up so many extra shifts.

      She worked nights as a nurse at the hospital, and lately, Lola saw little of her. She knew her mom felt guilty about the loans Lola took out for college, but she didn’t care about those. She just wanted her mom around.

      Asher opened the fridge. “Yes!”

      “Let me guess, she made tamales.”

      He pulled out a plate of corn tamales, still in the husks. Making tamales was an involved process her mom only took on when she felt bad about something or excited. Lola figured it was the former.

      She pulled two plates out of the cabinet along with the sauces for the tamales. As soon as she unwrapped one and ate a forkful, she groaned. Asher was right to be excited. Lucia Ramirez was a brilliant cook.

      They ate in silence, both savoring every last bite. Her mom had known Asher would be with her. He seemed to bask in the stillness, but she craved more than an empty house and dinner served at the counter of a dim kitchen.

      “So.” Asher shoved his plate back. “Big bro is coming to Tampa.”

      She’d seen that. The news was everywhere. Drew Stone, the hometown boy who’d made it was a big deal. “Yeah?” She’d considered getting tickets to his concert, but they sold out within an hour. Not only was Drew coming to town, but British rocker Noah Clarke was a part of his tour. “And how do we feel about this?”

      Asher sighed. “Well, I managed to avoid him most of this summer when he was in town.”

      “Drew was here this summer?” She didn’t know why it hurt that Asher hadn’t mentioned it. He was weird about his famous brother, almost… jealous. She was always careful not to let him know she listened to Drew’s music or that she pored over YouTube videos to see him dancing, memorizing every step.

      Asher shrugged. “Does Lucia have any ice cream?” He slid from the stool and opened the freezer.

      “There’s probably some macha.”

      “Gross.” He shut the freezer.

      Lola raised one brow. “You know… your mom keeps an entire freezer full of ice cream.”

      “Yeah, but then I have to listen to my sisters’ chatter constantly.”

      She loved his sisters. Standing, she gathered their plates and took them to the sink. “So, you were saying about your brother.”

      He pulled himself up onto the counter next to the sink. “Mom says I have to go to the concert.”

      Lola gave him a deadpan stare. “Oh, poor baby. It must be hard to have to go to the most sought after concert in town. I feel really bad for you.”

      “You don’t know Drew.” He sighed.

      She didn’t, not really. Despite practically being a member of the Stone family, she barely knew the oldest brother. He was around when she was a kid but always on the peripheral, never really part of her life. By the time she was eight, he’d left for L.A. He came home to visit his family, but she wasn’t family.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what happened between you two?” She poked his knee.

      “I mean…” He scratched the back of his head. “It’s not like anything happened. We just grew apart.”

      “You idolized him when we were kids.”

      “I did not,” he snapped.

      She backed away from him. “Whatever you say, Ash.”

      He jumped from the counter and followed her down the hall to her bedroom. She pushed open the door, revealing her perfectly ordered space. A white carpet spanned the hardwood floor underneath the double bed with a turquoise comforter. Her room was her sanctuary. Everything had a place.

      “You’re such a neat freak.” Asher laughed.

      She scowled over her shoulder at him. “Take your shoes off.”

      He did as she asked before collapsing onto her bed in his damp clothes. Some days, she struggled to understand why she had these feelings that wouldn’t go away. Asher was kind of a selfish prick. She had no delusions about that.

      “Off the bed.” She crossed her arms.

      He ignored her and turned onto his back. “So, you coming with me or what?”

      “Coming with you…”

      “To the concert. Didn’t I ask? Mom got an extra ticket for you. It’s Saturday though, so if you have to work I can find someone else.”

      She couldn’t help thinking he hoped she’d turn him down so he could bring a date instead, but it just so happened she could be free Saturday if she begged her boss for a night off. The studio wouldn’t say no to her when she never asked for anything. “If you think I’m missing a Drew Stone concert, you’re cracked in the head.” She collapsed beside him on the bed, no longer caring about their damp clothes or hair.

      “Ew, gross.” He shrank away from her. “You’re a fan. You never told me that.” He held his hand out. “Give me your phone.”

      “What? No.”

      “Come on. Don’t make me come and get it.”

      “Not a chance, Ash.”

      He lunged for her, knocking her onto her back as he tickled her. She squirmed beneath him, trying to break free as she laughed. “Ash. Fine. Uncle!”

      He smirked down at her and sat back on his heels, one hand extended. She unlocked her phone and set it in his palm. His expression darkened as he scrolled through it. “You have every one of his albums on here. Years of music.”

      She sat up and snatched the phone back, holding it to her chest. “I like him, okay?”

      “No, not okay. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why would I? It’s just music.”

      “Because he’s my brother, Lo. I don’t want you to be a fan.” Insecurity shone in his eyes, and Lola’s anger faded. Asher had always had this strange fear she’d leave him one day. It was one of many reasons she never told him how she felt. Romantic relationships ended, but friendships were forever, and she wanted to prove him wrong, to show him she’d always be there for him. Despite his arrogance, his total dude-ness, Asher Stone was her person.

      “Ash.” She set her phone on the bed and leaned forward to wrap her arms around him. “I just like the music. I’ll prove it to you at the concert Saturday. Let’s go and have fun. We can forget who’s on stage. Besides, we’ll get to see Noah Clarke and Jo Jackson perform too. You love them.”

      More like in love. Asher had an obsession with Jo Jackson, the pink-haired drummer. The same obsession she wouldn’t admit she had with Drew.

      Asher rested his chin on her shoulder. “I just don’t want you to love him.”

      And that was the problem. Asher Stone wanted to be her entire world in all ways except one.

      And she wasn’t strong enough to pull away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            DREW

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t forget the words this time.” Piper Hayes tapped her pen against the clipboard in a way that let Drew know she was nervous for him.

      The action only made him smile. “I won’t.”

      “But when you get too caught up in the dancing…”

      “Piper, I’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, but just remember you are a singer first and a dancer second.”

      He grabbed her hand, stopping the pen’s steady beat. “Chill.”

      “Not exactly my strong suit.” She sighed and ran her free hand through her long hair.

      Drew laughed at the sight of his normally calm—weirdly so—assistant letting herself get frazzled before his show. It wasn’t her fault. The week before, he’d gotten so caught up in his dance steps and the adrenaline racing through him, he completely spaced on an entire song, missing words and coming in at the wrong places. He tried to cover up his mistake by moving faster, letting his body mesmerize the crowd into forgetting the words too.

      They hadn’t.

      The tabloids the next morning revealed his mishap to the world, but he didn’t care, not like Piper at least. It was her job to keep the trains running on time, to make sure he was where he needed to be at the correct times.

      She saw his forgetfulness as an indictment of her.

      It was ridiculous, but there was no changing her mind on that.

      He released her hand and dropped his voice playfully. “Write a song about it.”

      She glared at him. Piper would one day be the biggest songwriter in the industry. He knew it in his gut. The entire world now knew she’d been writing Fate’s hits for years after her sister Quinn admitted as much at a press conference. Soon, everyone would clamor for a Piper Hayes song—Drew included.

      Her pen resumed its tapping. “How did soundcheck go today? Sorry I missed it.”

      “Pipes, you are there for everything. One measly soundcheck doesn’t break your streak of being the most diligent person I’ve ever met.”

      She shook her head. “No. It’s not professional of me to miss anything just because Ben is here. It won’t happen again.”

      He grinned. This woman. “I think Ben would have had my head if I didn’t allow him time with the woman he lurves.”

      Her face scrunched. “Do you have to say it like that?”

      “Why yes, yes, I do.”

      “You going to answer my question?”

      He nudged her with his elbow. “Soundcheck was perfect. This concert will be perfect. I am perfect.”

      She snorted. “Okay.”

      “I feel like that was an insult, but I’ll let it go because you love me.”

      “Drew, I’m your assistant. I don’t love you.”

      “Whatever you say, milady.” He bowed. “Now, I must be off. These muscles aren’t going to stretch themselves, and I have a dance show—whoops, I mean concert—to do.” He laughed at the way her face reddened. “I promise I won’t forget the words again. The world already thinks I’m an idiot, so I just wanted to prove them right so they didn’t feel bad about themselves.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Drew.” She tucked the clipboard under one arm.

      He shot her a lopsided grin. “See? I knew you loved me.” With that, he sauntered over to where Leah sat on the floor stretching with two other dancers—Brooke and Nolan.

      Brooke jumped to her feet as he approached, her face flushing. “Hi, Drew.”

      “Hey, Brookie cookie.” He wrapped her in a one-armed hug. “You ready for tonight?”

      She nodded against him, her grip too tight for comfort. Releasing her, he extended a fist down to Nolan. Nolan met his fist bump, barely looking up from his stretches.

      “Hey, weirdo.” Leah elbowed him when he sat beside her. “You ready to rock?” She stuck her tongue out and pretended to scream.

      “And you call me a weirdo?”

      “That’s what you’re wearing?” She eyed him up and down.

      “I think he looks good.” Brooke nodded.

      “Thanks, darling.” Brooke’s attention had always made him uncomfortable. Leah teased him for it, telling him he just needed to give the girl what she wanted. But Drew had a rule. He didn’t get involved with people on his tours whether it was a one-night thing or longer. Relationships complicated everything, and he wanted the tours to remain as uncomplicated as possible.

      He side-eyed Leah. “I like what I’m wearing, thank you.” Loose jeans would let him move easily, and the white button down wouldn’t stay buttoned up for long. Underneath, he only wore a thin tank. The tour’s stylist designed everything to make the girls in the crowd go wild. He had to give them what they wanted.

      “Get to stretching,” Nolan chimed in. “Wouldn’t want old man Stone to break a hip out there.”

      Drew raised a brow. “Dude, I’m twenty-nine.” In the dance world, that was old, but Drew wasn’t a mere dancer. He owned the show. One day, he’d have to slow down and realize he wouldn’t be young forever. He surveyed the dancers preparing to take the stage. Leah was the only one over twenty-five. Most of these dancers had been new to him when they started training before this tour. They were a bunch of kids.

      And it was his fault. He’d told Leah to hire fresh dancers, ones he could train to move like he needed them to. Sure, they’d all been dancing their entire lives, but the world of professional dancing hadn’t ruined them yet.

      “How old are you, Nolan?” He didn’t want to hear the answer, but curiosity got the better of him.

      Nolan shrugged. “Twenty-two.”

      That surprised Drew. Nolan was one of the few seasoned dancers on the tour. He had quite the resume already. “Way to make me feel old, man.”

      Leah laughed like this was the funniest conversation she’d ever heard. “You guys realize we’re an hour away from stepping onto a stage in front of like fifteen thousand people, right? And this is what you want to talk about?”

      “Drew can talk about whatever he likes.” Brooke pouted.

      Leah rolled her eyes, and Drew suppressed a laugh. Being famous never got less ridiculous. People said the oddest things to him and believed he could do no wrong. They failed to see the person behind the songs or the pretty face. Surrounding himself with people like Leah and Piper was the only way for him to keep his head on his shoulders. They didn’t let him get away with anything.

      A security guard approached, the words Arena Security stretched across his chest. “Mr. Stone.”

      “Yeah?” He continued stretching, trying to ignore the title Mr. Stone.

      “Your family is here, sir.”

      “Perfect.” He jumped to his feet and clapped the man on the shoulder. “But I’m nobody’s sir. Show me to the gaggle of girls who look like me.”

      The man turned without a word, and Drew followed him through the bowels of the arena to his dressing room. Piper must have brought them here.

      Drew brushed past the guard and pushed the door open. Screaming assaulted him as Lizzy sprinted across the room followed by Penny. They barreled into him, almost knocking him over.

      Drew laughed as he caught his youngest sisters in a hug.

      Piper crossed toward them and nodded to the security guard. “You can go. We’ll give them some privacy.” She followed him out.

      His mom came next, a smile on her face. “I like that assistant of yours.”

      “Me too, Ma.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek before lifting Lizzy off the ground and holding her with one arm. “You miss me, Lizard?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Not really.”

      “Liar.” He tickled her, eliciting a squeal, before putting her down and turning to his dad. “Hey, Dad.”

      His dad put a hand on each of his shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. “How are you, son?”

      “I’m good.” Most days. Other days, he wasn’t sure what he was. But no parent wanted to hear that. “Real good.” A grin slid across his face, and it even felt fake.

      His dad’s brow furrowed like he could see beyond the grin, but he released Drew with a pat on the shoulder. “Glad to hear it.”

      Drew crossed the room to where Nora hadn’t moved from the white leather couch.

      She looked up at him, one eyebrow raised. “Sup?”

      Other than Asher, Nora had always known Drew better than their other siblings. In part because their time at home with their parents overlapped. He was there for her first words, her first steps. He taught her how to skate, to shoot a puck.

      Seeing her reminded him he was home. She brushed golden hair behind her ears, a slow smile spreading across her face. Their stand-off was only an act, her aloofness an illusion. He knew she missed him just as much as he missed her.

      Lowering himself to the couch beside her, he draped an arm over her shoulders. She didn’t move for a moment before curling against him. He hugged her to him, not wanting to let go.

      Goodbyes were a part of his life now. He never stayed in one place for long. Sure, he owned a home in Gulf City, but every time he went home, he knew it would have to end, that his life was elsewhere now.

      “I missed you,” Nora whispered.

      He kissed the top of her head. “You’re a teenager; I don’t think you’re supposed to admit you care about anything.”

      She laughed and lifted her head. Nora was most like the boy he used to be. She played on the Gulf City hockey team as one of the few girls and spent her free time listening to music. There wasn’t a defiant teenage bone in her body. She was all sweetness and little sass.

      Unlike their brother. “Where’s Ash?” He’d sent tickets for all of them.

      His mom perched on the arm of the couch. “He’s already in our seats. I’m sorry, Drew. We tried to get him to come backstage but that boy…”

      “I know.” Asher had changed in recent years. Drew couldn’t fix the fact he wanted nothing to do with his older brother. “It’s okay, Ma. I’m glad you guys are here.”

      Lizzy jumped onto his lap. “Lola came with us. They’re probably too busy smooching.”

      “Elizabeth Ann!” Their dad tried to cover up a laugh with exasperation. It didn’t work.

      Drew chuckled. “So, Ashy is dating his oldest friend?” He remembered Lola from when she was nothing more than a kid running around with his brother.

      “No.” Their mom shot Lizzy a disapproving look. “Asher and Lola are just friends.”

      “But they’re totally getting married one day.” Nora grinned. “Then, she can be our sister too.”

      Penny nodded in agreement. “They love each other. They’re just too oblivious to smooch.”

      “What does a twelve year old know about smooching?” Nora crossed her arms.

      Drew pulled back to look down at her. “You better not know much about smooching either.”

      “I’m seventeen, Drew.”

      Drew’s jaw clenched.

      “Smooching!” Lizzy yelled.

      “Uh.” Piper stood in the now open doorway. Drew didn’t know when she’d gotten there. He was used to his family’s crazy, but he wondered how many people had heard Lizzy yelling.

      Standing with a laugh, he lifted Lizzy with him and set her on the floor. “What’s up, Pipes?”

      She looked down at her clipboard, her cheeks reddened. “The opener just went on. You’re up next.” She looked up to catch his eye. “Noah wanted me to remind you not to go over your time.”

      He grinned. “No, he didn’t. Noah wouldn’t care. That comes from Jo, but she thought it would sound better coming from Noah. Well, let her know I’m more likely to listen to her than him, anyway.”

      “Why, Drew?” Lizzy slipped her hand into his.

      He bent down to whisper into his sister’s ear. “She scares me.”

      Lizzy giggled.

      Drew turned back to his family. “Piper can escort you guys out to your seats. Tell Ash… just tell him I asked about him, okay?”

      His dad put a hand on his arm. “We will.”

      They filed out, and Drew watched them go before shutting the door to his dressing room and following a security guard back to where his dancers were now warmed up and ready to go.

      He bent for some last minute stretches as he waited to prove to his parents that all his sacrifices were worth it.

      Because each time he stepped out on stage, he had to prove it to himself.
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      The opening act was good.

      Drew Stone would be better.

      Lola hadn’t been able to sleep last night in anticipation of seeing him up close on stage. Their seats were in the second row, so close they’d be able to see the sweat glistening on his skin.

      But she couldn’t react. She couldn’t cheer or sing along to the songs she knew by heart. Not while Asher sat stewing silently beside her. He didn’t want to be there, but more importantly, he didn’t want her to be there with him.

      Because this, her fandom, wasn’t something he could control. He couldn’t make her stop idolizing his brother, and if she knew Asher, that infuriated him.

      It was times like these she did everything she could to turn off the thoughts in her mind that wanted to reach out to him, the small part of her she worried would never be free of these feelings. She wasn’t an idiot. Asher Stone wasn’t someone she should love, not like that. He cared little for anyone else’s feelings, was a major control freak, and could be callous in his own desires.

      She wanted to hate him despite their history together, but if she didn’t have Asher, what would she have? A college path she hated? A job she didn’t want?

      A mom who was never around?

      And Asher knew it. He knew she’d never let him go. There was a time he was different, and she clung to the sweet childhood friend she’d revered.

      Her leg bounced in time with the beat as the crowd stood around them, swaying to the music.

      “People in the front row shouldn’t stand,” Asher grumbled. “It’s rude.”

      “You know, we could stand.”

      He shot her his patented ‘don’t be stupid’ look.

      By the time the rest of the Stone family joined them, it was a welcome break. Nora slid into the seat on Lola’s other side and flashed her a grin.

      The woman—she couldn’t remember her name—finished her final song and grinned at the audience. “Thank you, Tampa. You’ve been wonderful.” The crowd cheered. “Now, I know you aren’t all here to see me. Two major acts follow mine, and I know you’re really here for Drew Stone! He’ll be out shortly.”

      The crowd waited restlessly for about ten minutes or so as the dark-clad crew raced across the stage. Finally, the lights dimmed and shadows ran out, taking up positions as the crowd chanted Drew’s name. Lola scooted forward on her seat, her hands gripping the arms while she tried to see Drew.

      The music started first, a familiar beat Lola could have hummed in her sleep. It was one of Drew’s earliest songs, a crowd favorite. The people surrounding them jumped to their feet as the lights flashed a rainbow of colors, revealing the dancers crowded onto the stage.

      Drew emerged from them as he picked up the first line of the song. The dancers stood frozen behind him, letting his voice lift to the rafters until the beat picked up.

      The back row of dancers started moving, their steps perfectly timed, before the next row started until they reached the front where a lone woman showcased her skills.

      Leah Baker. Lola had read about her. Drew’s concerts featured a whole host of dancers, but only one ever danced with him. She led them all like a maestro directing her orchestra.

      She seemed to float across the stage until she reached Drew. He reached out a hand and spun her toward him.

      The crowd erupted as their dance kicked up.

      This was what she’d imagined a Drew Stone concert was like, why she’d pored over YouTube videos. The dancing spoke to her, it entranced her. Watching Drew and Leah on stage called to the dreams she’d made herself forget.

      “Come on, Lola!” Nora yelled as she jumped to her feet to dance along, pride glowing on her face. She reached down to pull Lola up.

      Asher’s tense posture beside her no longer mattered. He couldn’t keep her from enjoying a show unlike any other, for appreciating the athleticism and talent it took to stand on that stage.

      The other dancers didn’t hold a candle to Leah and Drew and the connection that was so obvious between them. They’d been dancing together for years, and it showed. But his voice… deep, much deeper than anyone would expect. It made the hairs on Lola’s arms stand on end.

      Nora screamed at the top of her lungs, and Lola joined in, forgetting about everything else except this moment and the pure joy of living in this music.

      By the time the song ended, Drew was already panting. But she knew from articles about him that he was tireless. He could dance for hours.

      He walked to the front of the stage, a grin on his handsome face. Running a hand through his blond hair, he laughed. “Boy, it is good to be home.”

      The crowd screamed.

      “I grew up just north of here in Gulf City, and I’ve got to admit, I’m a little nervous tonight. My parents are in the crowd along with my three sisters and my brother.”

      His eyes found their seats, and Lola sucked in a breath, unable to take her eyes from him. On a basic level, she knew his gaze was for his family who surrounded her, but still, the look burrowed into her, and she couldn’t move.

      A section of the crowd yelling “We love you, Drew!” seemed to snap him out of a momentary daze, and he tore his eyes away.

      “I love you too.” He chuckled. “So, why don’t we show my family just what we can do?”

      The crowd yelled their approval.

      “This one is for my sisters. I’m just a small-town Florida kid who somehow ended up on this stage. Living proof that anything is possible.” He smiled in their direction.

      Stepping back, he dropped his chin to his chest. Leah joined him. Their moves started slow, matching the rhythm of the song as Drew sang. His words picked up momentum and so did the dance steps.

      “Lola,” Asher called. “Sit down.”

      “Not a chance.” She bumped hips with Nora. This was what she missed when Asher wanted to hang at her empty house instead of his full one. Lizzy stood on her chair, her arms in the air while Penny danced in a circle, singing the words along with her brother.

      More than anything, Lola wanted to be one of them, to have siblings, people who’d back her up.

      Anyone who’d tell her Asher wasn’t good for her. That the boy he’d been was not the one now.

      She looked down at him, noting the stubborn set to his jaw, his arms crossed over his chest. “Ash, enjoy the concert.” No matter how he’d changed, she wasn’t yet ready to give up on him.

      He didn’t respond.

      “Ash.” She dropped into her seat. “You’re acting like a child.”

      His eyes widened, and she didn’t blame him for the shock. It wasn’t like her to say things like that to him. Normally, she did everything she could to make things easy for him. But now, as she looked into his angry eyes, she didn’t know why.

      Asher shot to his feet. “I’m going to get a drink. I’ll be back when Noah Clarke is on. Are you coming?”

      She looked to the stage as a new song started and then back to Asher. “No, I want to see this.”

      He stormed away, pushing through the row of seats. Lola watched him go. When she turned back around, she found Mrs. Stone watching her youngest son as well, a note of sadness in her gaze. Their eyes connected in understanding. Both of them cared about Asher, but they’d seen the changes in recent years, the way he refused anything having to do with Drew.

      Mrs. Stone slid into Asher’s empty spot and wrapped an arm around Lola’s shoulders. “He’ll come around.”

      Lola wasn’t so sure he would.

      But tonight couldn’t be about Asher, not when his brother commanded the stage, his body entrancing an arena full of people with its fluidity, its grace.

      For a once-hockey player, a guy rippling with muscles, Drew moved with a surprising agility.

      He was famous for his music, but it was his dancing she couldn’t tear her eyes from.

      They say you can sometimes see a fall coming steps before it happens, but Lola didn’t think that was true. If it was, maybe they would have foreseen what happened next.
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      Drew dragged Leah to him, the two of them moving in sync as their bodies pressed against each other. She danced away from him, and he chased her.

      It was almost a play within a dance, steps meant to mimic the meaning of the song. A love story. Losing love. Chasing after it.

      Drew’s shirt hung open, revealing a thin tank that was almost sheer, highlighting the muscles along his chest.

      Lola stood on her toes to get a better look.

      Mr. Stone lifted Lizzy onto his shoulders so she could see the brother she idolized.

      Nora and Lola danced together, their excitement shared.

      One moment, this concert held a promise of hours of joy.

      The next, it was like everything slowed.

      She saw it happen before her mind could register it. Leah Baker’s scream echoed through Drew’s mic, and his words faltered before ceasing altogether.

      Leah’s legs collapsed beneath her, and everything stopped.
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