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The hallway hums like an old amplifier — low, steady, almost tired. A backstage hum that always settles somewhere in Bryce’s bones, deeper than memories, deeper than breath.

Tonight, it smells like dust and rosin and the faint sweetness of hairspray. Old theater scents. Childhood scents. The kind that make him feel fourteen again even though he’s trying, desperately, not to be.

On the far end of the corridor, a single flickering bulb blinks in an irregular pulse, throwing slow shadows over the metal cases stacked against the wall. Someone laughs in the distance, someone else coughs, and through the heavy door just ahead, an audience is gathering — settling into red velvet seats, rustling programs, clearing throats. The kind of pre-performance chatter he used to love.

But tonight, the air feels tight. Too tight.

He hears his own heartbeat before he hears Jamie’s footsteps.

They come fast — impatient, uneven, almost angry. Bryce doesn’t look up right away. He keeps wiping the smudge off the microphone he’s been assigned for the family performance, polishing it even though it’s already clean. Something to do with his hands. Something to control.

Jamie stops in front of him so abruptly the air shifts.

“You weren’t at soundcheck.”

Bryce exhales slowly through his nose. He was expecting this. He was bracing for it.

“I got delayed.”

“You always get delayed.”

It isn’t the words. It’s the way Jamie says them. Light voice, sharp edge. Like a small blade wrapped in paper.

Bryce finally looks up.

Jamie’s hair is still damp from the rushed styling, curling a little at his temples — he hates when it does that. His hands are shoved inside the pockets of the black formal jacket their father insisted they wear, and his mouth is already pressed thin, like he’s holding back more than he wants to admit.

He looks young. Too young to be this upset.

“Jamie,” Bryce says, soft but steady, “it was ten minutes.”

“You missed the harmonies.”

“I know them.”

“That’s not the point.”

It never is, Bryce thinks.

Jamie shifts his weight restlessly, the heel of his boot scraping against the floor. He looks at Bryce the way he has been looking at him for months — like Bryce is a locked door he no longer has the key for.

And Bryce hates it.

Hates that he caused it.

Hates that he still doesn’t know how to fix it.

He straightens the mic cable on instinct, aligning it with the floor tape. “We’ve performed this song since we were kids,” he murmurs. “We’ll be fine.”

Jamie scoffs. “Yeah. Because everything’s always fine for you.”

The word hits harder than it should. Bryce swallows, throat tight with something that feels too close to regret.

“You think I don’t feel the pressure too?”

Jamie laughs, sharp and humorless. “You? Please. You live in pressure. You breathe in it. You probably need it to function.”

Bryce doesn’t respond. He knows Jamie’s hurting. He knows the past months have been full of tension — rehearsals overshadowed by their parents’ arguments, whispers about their future, changes they didn’t choose. He knows Jamie is trying to say something real but it’s coming out sideways.

Still, some things hurt no matter how much understanding you layer over them.

Jamie takes a breath like he’s about to say more, but the backstage coordinator yells their call time from across the hall.

“Arbor family — two minutes!”

Jamie flinches like the shout physically pushes him. He turns away for a moment, running a hand through his hair again. It only makes it messier. Bryce steps forward and fixes a strand automatically, fingertips light against Jamie’s temple.

Jamie jerks back.

“Don’t.”

The word is small but it carves clean through him.

“Jamie—”

“No. Don’t act like nothing’s wrong.”

Bryce feels the beginnings of something dangerous rising in his chest — frustration, fear, both knotted so tightly he can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.

“If you want to talk about what’s wrong,” he says quietly, “then talk to me.”

Jamie’s eyes flash. “You wouldn’t listen.”

“You never try.”

“That’s because you already decided everything for me!”

Bryce freezes.

There it is.

The real wound.

The sharp, unhealed thing Jamie keeps inside his voice.

Before he can respond, the door behind them cracks open and their father’s voice fills the hallway, low but heavy.

“What’s with all this noise?”

Jamie’s shoulders stiffen instantly. Their father’s presence always lands like a weight on the room. Even in a simple suit, even with a calm face, Aspen Arbor carries the stage with him — the authority, the expectations, the decades of perfection.

“We’re fine,” Bryce says automatically.

Jamie shoots him a look.

Betrayal flickers across his eyes.

Aspen sighs, glancing between them. “We go on in a minute. Fix your expressions and focus.”

Jamie’s jaw works. Bryce watches the way he tries to swallow his anger, swallow his hurt, the way he looks like he might choke on both.

Their father steps back into the dressing room, muttering about schedules.

As soon as the door closes, Jamie turns toward Bryce again — but now the hurt has sharpened into something reckless.

“You always protect him,” he whispers. “Every single time.”

“That’s not—”

“You think I can’t handle anything. You think I’m just—” He cuts himself off, looking down at his own clenched fists. “Forget it.”

“Jamie,” Bryce pleads, letting the softened version of his brother’s name slip out. “Stop twisting my words.”

“Stop acting like you don’t twist everything first.”

There’s no time for this.

Not now.

Not with a full audience waiting, their parents’ careers balancing on this one reunion stage.

But Jamie looks like he’s on the edge of breaking.

And Bryce knows — knows — that saying the wrong thing now will shatter whatever fragile thread still connects them.

“Can we talk after?” Bryce asks. Gently. Carefully. Like handling glass.

Jamie’s eyes flash again.

“After? When you’re done shining onstage? When you’re done being perfect for them?”

“That’s not—”

“You didn’t even want to perform tonight!”

The volume climbs.

The hallway seems to shrink.

“That’s not fair,” Bryce says, though he doesn’t raise his voice. “I wanted this for us.”

“For us?” Jamie laughs bitterly. “Or for the image?”

Bryce’s hands curl into fists at his sides. “You know me better than that.”

“Do I?” Jamie’s voice breaks. Just slightly. “Because it feels like I don’t know you at all anymore.”

The words hit Bryce like a physical blow.

He’s about to answer — truly answer, honestly for once — when the door to the dressing room opens again. This time, their mother steps out, her soft gaze flicking between them. Her makeup is immaculate but her expression is tight, exhausted.

“What’s happening?” Mari asks.

Jamie turns away immediately. “Nothing.”

“Jamie—” she starts.

But Jamie is already moving.

He reaches for the microphone on the stool beside him, gripping it too tightly. Bryce watches him — sees the tension in his fingers, the shaking in his wrist.

He knows what’s coming one second before it happens.

“Don’t—” Bryce says, stepping forward.

Jamie hurls the microphone at the floor.

It hits with a crack, the sound exploding in the small hallway — sharp, ugly, irreversible.

Everyone goes still.

The mic rolls in a small circle before settling, metallic and defeated.

Jamie breathes hard, like he’s been punched. “There,” he whispers. “Now you can be disappointed properly.”

Their mother covers her mouth. Someone down the hallway shouts about equipment damage. A dull ringing fills the air, or maybe Bryce’s ears.

“Jamie,” Bryce says again, voice low, controlled, but cracking at the edges. “What are you doing?”

Jamie looks at him — really looks — and Bryce has to fight the urge to step back.

Because Jamie’s eyes are shining.

Not with anger.

With something far more devastating.

“I’m ruining everything, right?” Jamie whispers. “Like always.”

“That’s not—”

“You don’t have to lie.”

Before Bryce can move, Jamie pushes past him, shoulder grazing his arm with a broken sort of force.

“Jamie, wait—”

But he’s already running down the hallway — fast, desperate, like a kid escaping something that’s been chasing him for years.

He doesn’t look back.

And Bryce...

Bryce stands frozen, staring at the smashed microphone on the floor.

The audience hum grows louder behind the heavy double doors. Announcements echo faintly from the stage. Their parents whisper urgently behind him. Someone picks up the broken mic and curses under their breath.

But Bryce doesn’t move.

Doesn’t breathe.

All he can hear is the lingering echo of Jamie’s footsteps.

The sound of him leaving.

The sound of something breaking.

And he doesn’t know —

not yet —

that this will be the last time they ever stand backstage together for years.

That every rumor in the future will twist this moment into a legend.

That he will replay this split second in his mind again and again until he can barely breathe.

He only knows one thing:

He didn’t stop him.

And he should have.

For a full five seconds, Bryce can’t hear anything except the faint metallic ring of the broken microphone rolling to a stop.

The hallway is too bright now.

Too loud.

Too full of the wrong kind of silence.

Mari moves first, bending to pick up the microphone with trembling hands, like she can piece the moment back together simply by touching what shattered. Aspen mutters something tight and angry under his breath — something about professionalism, about timing, about responsibility.

But none of it reaches Bryce clearly.

His focus tunnels to the end of the hallway, where Jamie disappeared around the corner.

He should go after him.

He knows he should.

His body knows it too, muscles tensing to move forward.

But something inside him — old instinct, old fear, the heavy weight of always-say-the-right-thing — pulls him still.

“Bryce,” his mother says quietly, shaking him back to the present. “We need you onstage.”

He turns toward her slowly. Her eyes are soft but pleading, framed with years of sleepless nights. She’s holding the shattered mic like she’s afraid to let go, afraid it’ll make the fracture permanent.

“Jamie—” Bryce starts.

“We’ll handle Jamie,” Aspen cuts in sharply. “Right now, you go. The audience is waiting.”

Bryce flinches at the tone. The old tone. The one used in rehearsals when missing a note wasn’t an option. The one that carved discipline into him long before he understood what choice was.

Mari places a gentle hand on Aspen’s arm, but she doesn’t correct him. She never corrects him. Not in moments like this.

And that — that’s what hurts more than the words.

“Go,” Aspen says again.

Bryce breathes once.

Then he walks.

Not toward where Jamie ran.

Toward the stage.

Because someone has to.

Because someone always does.

Because that someone has always been him.

He crosses the backstage area in stiff steps, the noise of the crowd swelling until it’s all he can hear. A staff member rushes a replacement mic into his hand. Another adjusts his in-ear monitor. A third pushes him gently toward his mark.

Everything feels too fast, too scripted, too wrong.

Someone announces their family’s name.

Applause rises like a wave.

And Bryce steps into the lights alone.

—
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The warmth of the stage lights hits him first — too bright, too blinding, washing out the wings where he usually glances to find Jamie’s silhouette. Habit shoves his gaze there anyway.

Empty.

The crowd doesn’t notice yet. Not fully. Not the meaning behind that empty space.

They think Jamie will run onstage at the right moment, like always. That he’s just late. That it’s part of the entrance.

Bryce grips the microphone so tightly his knuckles pale.

He looks out. Rows and rows of faces. Phones raised. Expectation curving through the air like a wire pulled too tight.

His father steps beside him.

Then his mother.

Their voices blend into the scripted greeting they practiced.

Bryce’s mouth moves with theirs but his mind is elsewhere — replaying the last five minutes in brutal detail.

Jamie’s shaking hands.

Jamie’s voice cracking.

Jamie saying, You already decided everything for me.

His stomach twists.

He should have said something different. Something softer. Something that didn’t come out sounding like control or disappointment or the cold silence their father uses when he wants obedience.

He shouldn’t have let Jamie walk away alone.

Why didn’t he follow?

The spotlight shifts. Cameras flash. Their parents begin the song’s introduction.

His heart knocks hard against his chest.

He knows exactly when Jamie’s voice is supposed to join — the fourth line of the first verse. The harmony that always made their family sound whole.

Aspen starts singing.

Then Mari.

Then...

Silence.

The space where Jamie’s voice should be is so noticeable it shakes the room. Sharp enough to cut through the melody. Sharp enough to make the audience murmur. Heads turn toward backstage.

Mari’s eyes flick left, panic almost hidden.

Aspen’s jaw clenches mid-lyric.

Bryce’s throat tightens. He steps forward instinctively, adjusting the arrangement on the fly — singing Jamie’s part under his breath, blending into the harmony without overpowering. He tries to fill the missing space without making it obvious.

But the emptiness is loud.

The performance stumbles but doesn’t stop. Years of training force their voices into cohesion, even as the air feels wrong, wrong, wrong.

When the final chord fades, applause rises with a confused undercurrent.

Their mother bows with a smile too tight.

Their father nods stiffly.

Bryce stands in the center, pulse ringing deep in his ears, praying Jamie is somewhere safe — just angry, not hurt, not—

Stop.

He can’t think like that.

Not now.

Maybe not ever.

A host begins walking onto the stage to introduce the next segment, but Bryce barely hears him.

As soon as the lights dim and they’re ushered backstage, he pulls out of formation.

“Where is he?” Bryce asks, voice low, shaking despite his control.

A staff member stutters. “We... we thought he was with you.”

Mari touches Bryce’s arm softly. “He wouldn’t have left the building, sweetie. He just needs time. He always needs time.”

“No,” Bryce says, sharper than intended. “This isn’t — he wouldn’t just vanish.”

Aspen steps in front of him. “Bryce. Enough.”

“Dad—”

“You don’t chase someone when they’re acting irrational.”

Bryce stares at him.

Something inside him slips.

Jamie wasn’t irrational.

He was hurt.

He was hurting.

And Bryce saw it — saw it clearly — and did nothing.

“I’m going to find him,” Bryce says, pushing past.

Mari tries to call him back, but he’s already moving.

—
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The backstage corridors stretch longer than they should. Every door he checks opens onto empty dressing rooms, prop storage, the echo of hurried staff.

He checks the stairwell.

The loading dock.

The lounge where they used to warm up together.

Nothing.

His footsteps sound too heavy on the tile. Every corner he turns stings with the possibility of Jamie leaning against a wall, arms crossed, eyes wet but defiant, ready for another argument or a reluctant apology.

But every corner brings only quiet.

He stops finally at the far end of the lower hallway — the place where the old posters of past performers line the walls. His family is on one of these posters. A photo taken when Jamie was ten, Leslie eleven, and Bryce thirteen. All smiles and matching outfits and naïve joy. Before the pressure. Before the comparisons. Before all of this.

He stares at it.

Jamie is holding onto his sleeve in the photo — something he used to do when he thought no one would see. A little gesture of trust. Of safety.

Bryce lifts a hand and touches Jamie’s printed shoulder.

“Where did you go...” he whispers.

A soft shuffle echoes behind him.

He turns.

Leslie is there, small in an oversized hoodie, hands clasped together, eyes wide with worry. Her hair is tied back loosely, as if she ran when she heard the performance end.

She looks at him — really looks — and her expression softens in painful understanding.

“You didn’t find him?” she asks quietly.

Bryce shakes his head.

Leslie steps closer, eyes drifting toward the old family poster. “He’s not answering texts,” she murmurs. “But he’ll... he’ll come back. He always does.”

Not this time, Bryce thinks.

He doesn’t dare say it aloud.

“Les.” His voice is raw. “Did he say anything to you before—”

“No,” she whispers before he finishes. “Just that he felt... small today.”

Small.

The word hurts.

It hurts more than anything Jamie threw at him.

Bryce closes his eyes.

“I shouldn’t have...” His throat closes. “I shouldn’t have pushed him.”

“You didn’t,” Leslie says gently. “You were trying to hold everything together.”

He laughs softly — a humorless sound. “I didn’t hold anything together.”

Leslie hesitates, then touches his arm. “You’re too hard on yourself.”

Bryce finally meets her gaze. “And Jamie thinks I’m too hard on him.”

Leslie’s mouth opens, then closes. Silence stretches.

“You think he left the theater?” she asks softly.

Bryce’s heart stumbles.

He didn’t want to think it.

But he did.

“I don’t know,” Bryce admits. “I don’t know where he goes when he’s hurt like this.”

Leslie swallows.

The lights above them buzz faintly.

“Maybe...” she murmurs, voice fragile, “he just needed space. Maybe he’s giving himself time before coming back.”

“Space isn’t what he needed,” Bryce whispers, more to himself than to her. “He needed me to follow.”

The words fall heavy between them.

Leslie’s eyes shine, the way Jamie’s did before he ran. “Bryce... you don’t have to blame yourself for every fracture.”

He does, though.

He always has.

—
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An hour later, a staff member confirms that Jamie left the building through the back exit. No one saw where he went. He didn’t take his bag. He didn’t take his phone charger. He didn’t tell anyone anything.

Mari calls him over and over.

It goes to voicemail.

Aspen grows angrier.

Then quieter.

Then sits down heavily, rubbing his face.

And rumors begin — immediately, almost as if the audience had been waiting.

“Did Jamie storm out?”

“Why did he skip the stage?”

“They were fighting, weren’t they?”

“Is this the end of the Arbor Family?”

Whispers grow teeth.

Teeth grow claws.

Claws turn into headlines.

And Bryce stands in the center of it all, numb.

Every now and then, he hears a version of the microphone breaking echoing in his ears — sharp, splintered, final.

He eventually gets into the car with his parents and Leslie, though he doesn’t remember walking there. The city blurs past the window, streaks of neon and wet pavement.

When they reach home, he goes straight to the room he shares with Jamie on performance weekends.

He pushes the door open.

And stops.

The room is dark except for the dim reflection of streetlights through the curtains. Jamie’s bed is unmade. A hoodie is half on the chair, half on the floor — he must have grabbed it in a hurry. His phone charger is still plugged in.

Bryce stands in the middle of the room, staring at the empty bed like he’s staring into the gap between two lives — before and after.

His chest tightens.

He sits on Jamie’s bed, the mattress dipping under his weight.

In the quiet, he hears faint sirens somewhere distant.

The hum of the refrigerator.

A dog barking two houses down.

Normal sounds.

But something inside him has shifted irrevocably.

The door clicks open softly. Leslie steps inside, carrying two mugs of tea — one for him, one for Jamie. She pauses when she sees the empty bed.

She sets the second mug down anyway.

On Jamie’s nightstand.

Just in case.

“Dad’s calling the event staff again,” she whispers. “Mom’s talking to security.”

Bryce nods but doesn’t move.

Leslie sits beside him, curling her legs onto Jamie’s duvet. She leans her head gently against his shoulder, her hair brushing his sleeve.

For a moment, they just breathe.

“He’ll come back,” Leslie says, more firmly this time, as if saying it aloud could anchor the future. “He just needed to be away from the noise.”

Bryce’s hands tighten.

“Les,” he whispers, voice thick, “I think Jamie needed me to run after him.”

Leslie’s breath stutters.

And this time, she doesn’t tell him he’s wrong.

—
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Hours pass.

Jamie doesn’t come home.

Mari cries quietly in the kitchen.

Aspen paces the living room until his voice goes hoarse.

Leslie checks the windows every ten minutes.

Bryce sits on the floor of the hallway, back against the wall, eyes fixed on the front door like he’s willing it to open.

But morning comes.

Pale, cold, too calm.

And the door never moves.

—
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The first official rumor hits the internet before sunrise.

“Sources say the Arbor brothers had a major fight backstage.”

“Bryce was seen yelling at Jamie moments before the performance.”

“Jamie stormed off — witnesses claim the brothers haven’t gotten along in years.”

“Breaking: Family performance ends with Jamie missing.”

Each headline twists the knife deeper.

Each tweet reshapes the truth.

Each comment threads a lie through the space between two brothers who once sang harmonies like they shared a single breath.

And by the time the sun fully rises, the rumor has solidified into something permanent:

“The Arbor brothers have hated each other since childhood.”

Bryce reads it on his phone, somewhere around 6 a.m., alone on the stairs.

The world has decided the story for them.

And he has no idea how to fix it.

He lowers the phone, pressing it to his forehead.

A single, trembling breath escapes him — one he didn’t realize he was holding.

He whispers into the quiet house, barely audible:

“I should have followed you.”

The words hang, suspended in the dim morning light.

They will haunt him for years.
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— BROKEN RESONANCE —
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CH. 1 — Bryce’s World
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The hum is the same in every country.

Low. Constant. A kind of electric heartbeat running beneath the floorboards of every arena. If Bryce closes his eyes, he could mistake this place for any other city he’s performed in — Seoul, Berlin, Chicago, Singapore. It’s all the same backstage pulse.

But tonight, in Tokyo, it feels heavier.

Maybe it’s the jet lag.

Maybe it’s the weight of the first night of the world tour.

Maybe it’s the rumor he didn’t mean to read on the flight, the one twisting the old wound in a new direction.

“Bryce Arbor refuses to acknowledge his brother — again.”

He scrolls past it, always scrolls past, but it stays anyway, lodged like a splinter.

“Five minutes, Bryce.”

A stagehand passes him, adjusting a headset. The entire backstage area is a well-orchestrated chaos: crew members carrying cables, lighting techs shouting cues in clipped Japanese, stylists running between dressing rooms with garment bags. Everything moves with purpose.

Bryce stands still in the center of it, wearing all black — fitted shirt, tailored pants, a thin silver chain that rests against his collarbone. His hair is styled slightly undone, the way fans like it. His in-ears are looped around his shoulders, waiting.

He rolls his shoulders once, loosening the tension.

Outside the walls, thirty thousand people shout his name.

You’d think the sound would make him feel less alone.

It never does.

He looks at his reflection in the narrow mirror propped against a lighting case. Someone stuck a tiny raven sticker in the corner — fan gift. Cute. Harmless. But his eyes drift to the empty space beside him.

He knows what should be there.

Or rather — who.

Jamie used to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him during warm-ups, bumping him lightly whenever Bryce got too stiff. Back then, the world was smaller. The dreams simpler. The expectations lighter. Back then, it was just about singing together.

Bryce presses his thumb against the edge of the raven sticker until it curls.

“Thinking too hard again?”

He turns slightly.

Lena Waters leans against a speaker, arms crossed, a knowing half-smile on her face. She’s been his producer, mentor, and occasional emergency therapist since he was nineteen.

“I’m fine,” Bryce says.

“You always say that.”

“I’m always fine.”

Lena raises an eyebrow. “If you lie any harder, the speakers might explode.”

Before Bryce can reply, RAVENLIGHT’s drummer, Kai, jogs up with sticks in hand.

“Yo, frontman. Crew’s calling for the pre-show hum.”

Bryce nods once, professionalism snapping into place. “On it.”

But as Kai runs off again, Lena’s voice follows him softly.

“Don’t lock up tonight, Bryce. You’ve been doing that lately.”

He doesn’t respond.

He doesn’t have to.

She already knows he’s lying.

—
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The hallway leading to the stage feels endless — lined with metal barriers, glowing EXIT signs, and taped marks where staff should stand during transitions. The floor vibrates with the crowd’s chants.

Ravenlight!

Ravenlight!

Ravenlight!

Most vocalists would feed off the adrenaline.

Bryce lets it wash over him without absorbing a drop.

He’s been doing this long enough to build walls against the noise — walls the size of stadiums.

But sometimes...

sometimes the quiet between the shouts aches louder.

“Bryce!”

The voice comes from behind. Jonah, their bassist, catches up, adjusting his ear monitor.

“You good?” Jonah asks.

“Yeah.”

“Ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Gonna talk more than three words tonight?”

Bryce lifts a brow. Jonah smirks.

“Just making sure the rumor mill didn’t eat your tongue again.”

Bryce’s exhale is almost a laugh. Almost.

Jonah slings an arm around his shoulders for a brief moment — contact, warm and grounding.

It reminds Bryce too much of how Jamie used to do the same.

He shrugs the thought off.

Or tries to.

“Don’t worry,” Bryce says dryly. “I’ll sing at least one full sentence.”

Jonah snorts. “Try two. Really treat the fans.”

A stagehand shouts for positions. Jonah squeezes Bryce’s shoulder once, then jogs off.

And Bryce is alone again.

—
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The pre-show hum begins backstage — the low sustained note Kai starts on his drum pad, the vibration that runs through the floor and into their bones, syncing breath and heartbeat. It’s a ritual. One they built together.

Bryce joins in, voice slipping naturally into the tone.

The resonance travels through his chest, up his spine, into his jaw.

He feels centered.

Except...

Except for the blankness beside him where another harmony used to slot in.

Jamie always hummed too loudly.

Always slightly off-key at first.

Always grinning at Bryce like it was their secret.

Bryce’s throat tightens for a second. The hum wavers.

He forces it stable.

This isn’t the time.

The crew pulls back the black curtain.

Light floods in — white, gold, blistering.

The roar of the arena hits like a tidal wave.

Bryce steps forward automatically.

Every step feels rehearsed.

Every breath measured.

Every blink timed.

He has mastered this version of himself — the one who makes eye contact with thousands, who commands the stage with effortless gravity, who holds the crowd in his hand.

But as he walks toward the blinding light, something flickers in the far edge of the arena screens.

A fan-made sign.

Hand-painted letters.

Blue ink, uneven strokes.

“Where’s Jamie?”

The world doesn’t slow.

But Bryce does.

Only for half a second.

Barely perceptible.

But enough.

Enough to twist the old pain awake.

Enough to remind him of every rumor, every headline, every whisper that carved distance deeper between them.

Kai passes him on the way to the drum riser. “You alright?”

“Yeah.”

But his breath snags faintly.

He hopes no one hears it in the in-ears.

The song intro begins — a single guitar line, clean and sharp. The arena explodes with cheers.

Bryce steps onto his mark.

This is where he shines.

This is where he escapes.

This is where he becomes everything people say he is.

Except tonight...

his voice enters the first verse a fraction too late.

A tiny delay.

A hairline crack in perfect timing.

The kind only a few notice.

But it rattles him more than it should.

Jonah shoots him a glance mid-riff.

Bryce ignores it and sings.

Harder.

Stronger.

Flawless, if you don’t listen too closely.

But between lines, the thought presses in —

Would Jamie have been proud of this?

Or would he have seen it immediately?

The tightness in the jaw.

The held breath before the high note.

The way Bryce’s fingers tremble against the mic stand when the lights go blue.

Jamie always noticed the cracks before anyone else.

He always said, “You’re not a robot, Bryce. You can breathe, you know.”

Bryce inhales between lyrics, steadying himself.

He sings through the ache.

He always does.

—
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By the third song, the pressure eases.

By the fifth, the adrenaline sharpens him.

By the seventh, the arena feels like an extension of his pulse.

People scream his name.

Fans cry in the front row.

Light sticks wave like a galaxy.

He moves across the stage with calm precision — crowd work, harmonies, transitions, everything executed cleanly.

He almost feels like himself again.

Almost.

Until—

A camera drone zooms in front of him for the live-streamed shot.

Its screen flashes.

A comment feed scrolls across the lens.

One stands out, bright white letters on a dark bar:

“Is it true you refused to talk about Jamie again?”

The lyric catches in his throat.

Only for a fraction of a second.

But it’s enough.

Kai misses the cue.

Jonah stares.

The audience thinks it’s just a stylistic pause.

Bryce continues.

Because that is what he does.

What he’s trained to do.

What he must do.

But his chest burns.

The comment replays in his mind like a neon echo:

refused to talk about Jamie

refused to talk about Jamie

refused to talk about Jamie

He never refused.

He just... didn’t know how to talk about him without breaking.

Leslie once told him, If you speak Jamie’s name out loud, you’ll expose the whole wound.

She wasn’t wrong.

And yet silence created its own pain.

He finishes the song flawlessly.

The arena goes dark.

The crowd chants again.

The next track waits.

Bryce closes his eyes.

Just for a moment.

He lets the noise push against him like a tide.

He lets the tension sit heavy in his lungs.

He lets the memory of teenage Jamie — furious, hurting, running down a hallway — surface for the first time in months.

Then he opens his eyes, expression composed.

“Next track,” he tells the crew.

His voice doesn’t shake.

Thank God.

The lights flare.

The band explodes into the next beat.

And Bryce sings.

Because if he stops...

even for one breath...

the truth might spill out onstage.

The final chord of the night reverberates through the arena like a deep pulse — heavy, slow, dissolving into a roar of voices chanting the band’s name.

Bryce bows with the others.

Controlled smile.

Measured breath.

Eyes steady enough to convince the cameras he’s fine.

But inside, something shakes loose.

He walks offstage first, as always. The second the curtain drops behind him, the noise mutates — from a wall of applause to the familiar backstage dissonance: crew shouting cues, stagehands rushing past, the metallic clatter of equipment being hurried off the risers.

Jonah leaps onto Kai, yelling “First night down!”

Crew members clap shoulders.

Someone hands Bryce a towel.

Someone else pushes a water bottle into his palm.

The whirlwind carries everyone.

Except him.

Bryce wipes his face slowly, methodically. His ears still ring in the shape of the earlier rumor — that drone’s lit-up comment, bright as a wound.

Is it true you refused to talk about Jamie again?

He drinks from the bottle.

The water tastes metallic, or maybe that’s just the blood in his throat from pushing too hard on the bridge.

“Great show,” Kai says, passing him with his sticks tucked into his back pocket.

“Thanks,” Bryce replies.

“You were a little late on the Verse 1 takeoff,” Kai adds without judgment.

Bryce tightens his grip around the bottle. “I know.”

Kai gives him a gentle pat on the back and jogs off to the crew waiting near the dressing rooms.

Bryce heads down the narrower hallway that leads to his private dressing area. Each step feels heavier — not from physical fatigue but something quieter, deeper. The kind of exhaustion that doesn’t show on camera.

His dressing room door closes behind him with a soft click.

The silence is immediate.

Almost too immediate.

Everything here is orderly: a long counter with bottled water, protein bars, perfectly folded towels. A bowl of fruit no one touches. A screen displaying fan comments from the live feed — automatically synced by the label unless someone disables it.

He walks past the screen.

Stops.

Backs up.

The comment feed moves too quickly to grasp individual words for long, but he catches flashes:
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