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Lying on her back on the soft, silk-quilted four-poster bed, watching the steady whirling of the ceiling fan, Avril Coker felt the vibration of heavy guitar through the earbuds in her ears and pondered whether she should stay there or go downstairs.

Both options were tempting. She was comfortable, cool, and relaxed where she was. But she was also hungry, and since she was already dressed, there was no reason she couldn’t go and get some food. The Eshton-Golds’ fridge was always well stocked.

The door burst open and Lyra Eshton-Gold burst in, her sandy hair in a flurry, her mobile phone clutched in one hand. Avril sat up, pulling the earbuds out as she did so. Lyra didn’t look like she was willing to wait, whatever it was.

“Avril, guess what?”

“What?” Lyra was the kind of person to get excited about anything, so Avril had no idea what this was likely to be about.

Lyra held up her phone, a text glowing on the screen.

“Levi texted me. They’ve ended the tour early. He’s coming home.”

Levi.

She should have known, and yet Avril felt the news like a blow to the stomach.

Levi Eshton-Gold, Lyra’s brother—and her ex.

Levi was coming home.
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The kitchen, like every other room in the Eshton-Golds’ house—or mansion, probably—was huge, luxurious, and filled with every modern device. Avril, having followed Lyra downstairs, sat at the polished table while Lyra bustled about making scrambled eggs. It was generally easier to let Lyra handle the cooking.

In any event, Avril had other things on her mind.

Levi.

She had been living with Lyra’s family for just over a year, after her parents had kicked her out. It wasn’t a period she enjoyed thinking about, but Lyra had approached her parents and they had been very happy to take her in. Even though at that point she and Levi had been over, she had always had a good relationship with his parents.

And it wasn’t as though they couldn’t afford to take her in.

Ty Eshton-Gold, Lyra and Levi’s father, was currently retired, but everyone knew who he was. The lead singer and rhythm guitarist for rock band Straight Pipe, lead writer on twenty years’ worth of successful albums, and producer for several bands his children were now in. Levi’s band, Astral Shudder, had been touring for just over a year and their first album had been quite the success under Ty’s watchful eye.

And now Levi was coming home.

They had ended the tour early. Why they had chosen to do that was unclear. Apparently Levi’s text had been vague on the subject. From what Avril had heard, they’d had no problem with ticket sales, so it seemed strange they would cancel their remaining dates.

Still, that part wasn’t her problem.

She had other concerns.

“You like ketchup on yours, don’t you?” Lyra asked, spooning out eggs onto two plates.

“I do. Thanks. Look, Lyra—” 

Lyra turned and folded her arms, the expression on her face suggesting she knew exactly what was coming.

“Yes?”

“I don’t know where I’m going to go now.”

Ty and Elspeth had been very clear that they considered her part of the family now, but now that Levi was returning... There was no way she was going to approach her parents even if she had thought they would accept her, and the office duties she did for Ty’s production company didn’t pay well enough for her to get her own place. If Levi’s return meant her exit, she had no idea what she would do.

“You go nowhere. It’s that simple.”

“Oh, come on. I won’t be able to—”

Lyra carried the plates to the table, plonked hers in front of her and looked her square in the eye.

“Yes. You will. There’s more than enough space, and my parents love you. They’re not going to kick you out just because Levi’s back. Besides, it’s not like you parted on bad terms. He went touring, that was all.”

Avril took a bite of scrambled egg to avoid answering for a moment. While she knew Lyra had a point, she also knew there was something Lyra was ignoring.

Something she didn’t feel ready to discuss with Levi.

It was true enough that they hadn’t ended things on bad terms. They had only been dating a few months, having met shortly before both had graduated university. Avril had been studying music production, while Levi had only just managed to pass his business degree, his focus being on Astral Shudder rather than his studies. The band were already doing quite well—their first album had come out just after graduation.

And then their tour had been organized, and that had been that.

There had never been any suggestion of Avril going with them. They were on a shoestring budget, living out of a tour bus barely large enough for the band and their gear. And, much as both had been reluctant to admit it, things happened with fans on tours, and having a girlfriend back home was a recipe for heartbreak.

But oh, seeing Levi on stage had been an experience.

Though at twenty-two he was young for a rock star, Levi had learned everything from his father, how to work the audience, how to move. His long brown hair falling in his face as he sang, the cocky strut of his hips in those leather trousers, his piercing blue eyes. And that throaty, thrilling voice making every lyric seem as though it was directed at her. 

“I’ll write a song for you,” Levi had told her that last night before he had left. “You’re part of our history and always will be.”

And now she was part of his family—in a sense, anyway. Levi didn’t know that, of course. He hadn’t been there when—it—had happened, when her parents had thrown a fit and slung her out the door. And Ty had felt no need to inform his son that they were currently housing his ex. Levi was expected to be on tour for a good two years, possibly more. Anything could happen in that time.

But instead Levi was coming home early.

How was he going to react to seeing her in his house? Even though they hadn’t ended things badly, surely he wouldn’t want to see her there. 

Unless he had ideas about picking up where he had left off. An odd sensation filled her stomach at the thought. She honestly didn’t know how she felt about that.

“Relax,” Lyra said, and Avril realized she had been sitting with a forkful of egg in the air. “It’s going to be fine.”

Avril wasn’t convinced, but it looked like there was nothing she could do about it.

She would just have to wait and see.
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It was only at dinner that evening that Avril plucked up the courage to ask the question.

There were only the four of them around the table—Avril, Lyra, Ty, and Elspeth. While the house was built to have enough bedrooms for all the Eshton-Gold family, all the adult children were either away at university or living elsewhere, and it had been a little too short notice for them all to stop by to welcome Levi home. The enormous dining table showed how many people were missing, a huge expanse of empty space while they were all gathered around one end.

Levi was due around seven, and Avril’s stomach was in a knot.

“Ty.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “Are you wanting me to go now Levi’s coming back?”

“Don’t be silly.” Ty shook his head, black hair falling in his dark eyes. “You know we’d never kick you out.”

Hmph. That was more than Avril could say about her own parents.

“Isn’t he going to feel weird about having me here?”

“I don’t see why. There’s no bad blood between you.”

“No, but I never told him I was moving in.”

Ty shrugged. “We might have, if the little bastard had kept in better contact. We were lucky to get one phone call a month.”

Avril opened her mouth to mention what else Levi didn’t know, then chose to put a forkful of spaghetti in it instead. That was something everyone knew already and didn’t need to be discussed.

And it had been easier not to tell Levi about it at the time. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

“And there’s plenty of room,” Elspeth commented, bringing Avril’s attention back to the conversation. “Even when everyone else gets here there’ll still be space for you. And that won’t be for a while yet, since Levi managed to leave it until the last minute to tell us he was coming.”

That seemed reasonable. It wouldn’t necessarily be simple to rearrange work and university at the last moment. Still, it was going to be a very full house—but if Elspeth and Ty were fine with it, Avril decided it was best not to worry about it.

“Besides,” Ty added, brandishing his fork as he spoke. “I’ve got plans for the future of the band, and they include you. So don’t worry about it.”

Avril waited for a moment for Ty to elaborate, but apparently Ty had said all he was going to say on the subject for now. 

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Ty and Elspeth never cared about phones at the table, so Avril took it out to look at it. A text message showed on the screen with the name Ezra. Levi’s lead guitarist.

Have you heard from Levi?

Lyra has, Avril texted back.

Did he tell her why we cut the tour short?

Nope. Why did you?

Three dots flashed on the screen for a few moments.

I’d better let him tell you.

Oh ffs, Avril fired back. Ezra trying to be mysterious instead of just saying what he meant.

Three dots again, and finally a response.

He’s going to need your help.

What do you mean?

No dots this time, and Avril inwardly cursed. Clearly she was going to have to wait until Levi arrived to find out what this was about.

But why would Levi need her help?

What the hell was going on?

Lyra was talking about her siblings and when they would be arriving, and Avril let herself listen as she ate. Talith would be coming back from university soon, Jala was trying to get some time off work, and Chase was finishing off some work on an album with his own band. Apparently Jala would be bringing a friend back with her too—neither Ty nor Elspeth seemed too concerned about that. Their house was open to everyone.

It wasn’t until they were finishing dessert that they heard a knock on the door.

“I’ll get that.” Ty stood and moved towards the doorway. “He must have lost his key.”

Lyra and Elspeth both stood and followed him, Avril trailing behind them uncertainly. This had the potential to be very awkward.

Ty unlocked the door and Levi stepped in, dragging his wheeled suitcase behind him. His eyes immediately locked onto Avril, a look of surprise crossing his face. Avril stared back at him, waiting to see if he would speak first.

She knew she looked different from when he had last seen her. Her blonde hair was now cut short and highlighted; she was wearing contacts instead of glasses, so her green eyes were brighter, more visible. She had had her ears pierced a second time, dangly earrings brushing the Astral Shudder tattoo on her shoulder. And she had stopped getting spray tans, so her skin was back to its natural alabaster shade.

Levi looked thinner than before, but his brown hair was still long, held back by a bandana that made him look like a young Axl Rose. He was wearing eyeliner, something he had rarely done in the past, but it brought out his brown eyes, which were fixed intensely on hers. And he was wearing leather trousers and a leather jacket over a t-shirt—he had always said he wanted a new leather jacket, and here it was.

She had always loved his leather trousers. The way they hugged his perfect ass as he moved on stage, the delicious scent they had given his skin. She could remember the way his hair had swayed as he sang, the way the sweat glistened on his taut muscles. 

She remembered everything.

Elspeth stepped forward and pulled Levi into a hug, breaking the tension. Avril felt her shoulders relax. Maybe this would be straightforward after all.

“Darling. We’re so glad you’re finally home. You must be exhausted.”

Levi nodded silently, and Ty moved forward to take the case from him.

“We’ve saved you some dinner. Sit down and you can tell us everything.”

“No,” Levi answered haltingly. “I can’t.”

Something in Avril’s gut twisted painfully.

Levi’s voice, once rich and throaty, was now a rasp.

This is it. This is why they stopped the tour.

Levi’s perfect rock voice had
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