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        -Ava-

      

      

      I stared down at the photo in my hands with a feeling akin to jumping off a cliff. It was one thing to think about my best friend, but another to be asked to replace him in some capacity.

      “Luke, you asshole. Do you expect me to help them, or should I tell them no?”

      I shook my head at my own thoughts. Luke leaving my brother’s band with no notice wasn’t helpful, and he certainly hadn’t done me the courtesy of warning me ahead of time. He had to know they would ask me to fill in.

      “Okay, I’m going to try. I’m going to give it a shot. If it becomes too much, I’m pulling out, and there’s no way I’ll feel bad for it then.”

      Sitting on the edge of the hotel bed with a heavy sigh, I clicked on my brother’s contact and called.

      “Hey, Eddie. Yes, I’m willing to join temporarily at this point, and if things go well, we can discuss a longer arrangement beyond this tour if Luke hasn’t come back by then. You gotta get him under control or at least make it real fucking clear that I’m not putting up with anything. I mean it. Okay, I’ll meet you guys in Reno, our last show on this tour is tonight. I love you too. I’ll see you soon.”

      After ending the call, I stood up and began packing what meager belongings I’d taken on tour. My prized bass caught my eye, and I felt the weight of the last ten years land on my chest again. The tears came immediately, and I angrily swiped at my cheeks.

      Beyond the principle of the thing, I couldn’t let myself cry as I had no time to redo my makeup. I looked at the mirror over the hotel desk. “Get your shit together. You’re not a kid anymore.” The loud, abrupt knock on the door made me jump, ending any time for self-pity.

      “I’m coming, one second.” I scooped the suitcase and threw my last few things in a duffel bag before throwing that over my shoulder and picking up my bass. If there was one thing I was used to, it was putting everything but the show on the back burner. I had learned that from my brother.

      It wasn’t as easy as usual, though, and I had to fight memories best forgotten while I was on stage playing. When it came time to sing the song that everyone was waiting for, I closed my eyes before approaching the microphone. Bass in hand, I finally let the emotions come and funneled them through the lyrics.
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      Walking through the double doors of the record label’s conference room took not only a large amount of bravado I didn’t have, but also nerves of steel. The booming voice on the other side of the door was not only as familiar to me as my own, but rose to a volume I had expected but also dreaded. My body reacted instantly, a mix of excitement and dread, if that were possible. It is a peculiar thing to love and loathe someone simultaneously.

      “She’ll never fucking go for it, and why should she? She’s not going to want to replace him any more than we’d want her to!” Raven’s voice shot out, causing a deep pain in my chest.

      Deciding I couldn’t wait another moment to hear what other hurtful shit he was going to unleash, I slapped the door open and walked in with a falsely sweet smile plastered to my face. “And yet here I am motherfucker…”

      My brother immediately ran over to me. Picking me up in a bear hug, he then spun me around. “I knew you wouldn’t leave us hanging. I love you, sis.”

      Returning the hug, I whispered. “I love you too, I hope I don’t let you down.”

      “Impossible, that.” Eddie backed away after putting me back down, and I looked over at the source of my anxiety. Jacub “Raven” Alexander stood at nearly six feet eight, and all of that was pissed off male at this moment. He had hacked some of his legendary long black hair off so that he actually looked more model than rockstar, and this threw me off for a minute. I quickly recovered and pointed at him.

      “Hey there, Raven. I know you’re not happy about this, and if it weren’t so important to my brother and your band’s continued success, I’d bail. I didn’t decide to help easily, but if you don’t want my help, I’ll go. I wasn’t a part of Luke’s decision, nor was I warned he was making it. But I refuse to do this if you’re being forced to agree.”

      I used every bit of false confidence to keep the smile plastered to my face and not start tearing up. Seeing Raven always reminded me of our childhood, and that made the sadness that much more difficult to bear.

      “Christ. Ava…I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I just don’t know if it will work. Will you be able to play his parts? I know you physically know all the songs, but are you going to be okay emotionally?” Raven’s voice was like velvet over rock. Even if he were being kind, there was always a bit of hardness behind it.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think I could do it. I’m not a kid these days, I’ve certainly grown on my own, and Luke knows that too. I think that’s why he didn’t warn me. He knew my band was taking a break, so I’m available. If I’ve moved on, I don’t know why you feel so conflicted. If this helps your band out, then I’m willing to try.” Taking a deep breath, I met Raven’s eyes. “I think Luke wants me to do it. He’s my best friend, so of course I will.”

      Raven ran his hands through the half of his head that had hair down to his waist in long, thick waves. “I don’t want you with us out of misguided guilt, Av…you don’t owe us, or Luke, a damn thing.”

      “It’s not guilt. If he decided this impulsively, he has a good reason. He was there for me when things were bleak. I won’t let him down. He would have told me if he needed me with him, but since he didn’t, I’m assuming this is where he needs me. I’m probably the only other bass player who knows your entire catalog of music. I know the style, I know your cues, and I’ve played with you before. While I was a giant pain in the ass to you all as a teen, it served a purpose in the long run.” I looked over at my brother and was relieved to see he didn’t seem upset.

      “No one complained about you then, and we won’t complain about you now, Ava,” Eddie spoke up softly.

      “I’m sure there were complaints, but you all were kind enough not to have them in front of me. So, what’s it going to be, boys?” I didn’t want to stand there debating for too long, as having to convince Raven was more emotionally exhausting than I’d prepared for.

      “I want to talk to you alone before I agree.” Raven’s surprised me with this announcement, and I reluctantly nodded in agreement. Eddie looked like he would argue, and I interrupted that with a hand in the air. I wouldn’t let Raven smell blood in the water or sense any weakness in me. I knew better.

      “Fine, let’s talk so we can get this figured out.” I folded my arms across my chest as Eddie reluctantly walked out of the conference room along with their manager and the record label executive who was waiting for the decision to be finalized.

      Being alone with Raven had the effect of sucking all of the air out of my lungs, and I found I needed to sit to muster my defenses. I took a seat in one of the large conference chairs and plopped my booted feet on the table before grinning at him. “Well, you’ve got the room, Cubby.” I used my nickname for him and felt a twinge of sadness at how much I’d missed calling him that.

      He sat across from me and watched me closely. “How are you? You’ve barely said two words to us since that night. I know how close you and Luke are. I don’t know if your brother really gets that. Is this going to be good for you?” Raven’s voice was concerned, which I was not prepared for.

      I blinked to hold in the wetness that filled the back of my eyes at the tone of his voice and the reminder of the past. “I talk with Luke and Eddie all the time, up until now. I don’t know what’s going on with Luke, and I don’t like that, but I should be fine.”

      “Then you’ve only been avoiding me? I’ve sent you texts, I’ve left you messages, you don’t respond.” The accusation was blunt.

      “Oh come on, you usually send me videos and memes, and I do send some back. We’ve both been on tour, so it’s been hectic. You deal with stress much differently than I do, and I don’t think you really want me to trauma dump on you when you’re touring.”

      “That’s bullshit, Av, and if you believe that I cope differently, how are you going to tolerate us on the road? Eddie, despite your likely belief otherwise, is no more of a monk than I am.”

      “I’m no more unaware of my brother’s hobbies in the skirt-chasing arena than I am of your shenanigans. I’m in a better place right now than I was when I was a literal teenager. He’s managed to leave me out of his troubles, and as long as you’re not involving me in your pastimes and you don’t act like a douche to me, we will be fine.” I wasn’t quite sure who I was trying to convince of that last line. It didn’t help that Raven thought of me on the same lines as my brother.

      “What about you? What are you going to be doing when we’re out having fun?” Raven’s gaze didn’t waver once, which made the palms of my hands dampen in nervousness.

      “I’ll likely do the same as I do when I’m on tour with my own band, write, record, and rest. Look, if you’re worried I’ll be moping around and bring you two down, I won’t. Besides, I can always be the sober driver or the one who wakes you sleepy heads up if needed. That’s an added layer of adulting provided for free with my services.” I winked, trying to lighten the mood. “Besides, how do you know I won’t find my own fun out there? I’m not exactly a nun.”

      “Okay, Av, I’m going to agree, but only because you seem to think it’s something you need to do, and we desperately need you. I hate that we do, but that’s where we’re at. I will try not to get in your way. Your brother wants to do your song on tour, by the way, but I told him he’d need to clear that with you.” He stood up and walked out of the conference room after that statement.

      I looked down at my hands and lifted them from the table. The slight tremor was the only evidence of how much that exchange cost me emotionally. I’d never been well-equipped for confrontations with Raven. This time had been no different, and I’d escaped without oversharing everything I was feeling, which was an improvement from when I was younger.

      I spent the rest of my day signing contracts with my brother and Raven, who didn’t say another word to me, which was super comforting. Apparently, Leather had planned to record a new album and tour with Luke and now wanted those plans transferred to me. I got a weird feeling about the timing of that, but I loved Luke, as well as my brother, and I knew they wouldn’t do something intentionally awful to me, but it certainly felt like a nightmare. Raven and Eddie had a list of songs they had written, but my brother also wanted to use the music I had written a few years ago, which I had played live but not recorded yet. He didn’t understand the reasons or the inspiration for the song.

      “I don’t know, Eddie, let’s work on the other songs first, and I’ll try to get myself prepared to do that song, okay?” I wasn’t sure if that particular wound was ready to be reopened with them, let alone recorded and played live for mass consumption.

      “Yeah, no problem, maybe after you’ve been playing with us for a bit, you’ll feel better about it, right? I really think it’s time you put that track down, though, Ava.” My brother was never one to mince words, which was great when it wasn’t directed at me.

      “I promise I’ll think about it, okay? That’s all you’re getting today.” I sighed as we walked up to the hotel rooms we’d be staying in while recording.

      “I’m holding you to that.” Eddie hugged me before going into his room.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I walked into my hotel room and shut the door. I had enough to think about with the songs I already knew, learning the new ones, and now avoiding emotional pitfalls. Throwing myself on the bed and laying my arm over my eyes to block out the sunlight, I let out the exasperated groan I’d been holding in. “I sure hope you know what you are doing, Luke. I don’t know that I do.”
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