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  A deathbed promise could lead to freedom.
Or dig up painful secrets better left in the past.
When Shiori Ayase comes across a casting call to dance on stage for Winter’s Wrath with a model she idolizes, she jumps on the chance. But her family’s history with the Trousseau brothers leaves her afraid to share the truth she promised to protect before her sister took her last breath.
Will a few weeks on the road be long enough to find out if they can be trusted?
Brave Trousseau has to face the damage he’s done to the band in his efforts to push his younger brother away. But then his goddess, a young woman with a sharp wit and moves that drive him crazy, joins the band on tour to take over the sexy performance meant to entice the crowd, Brave ends up more than motivated to be on his best behavior.
Unfortunately, he’s not the only one enchanted with Shiori.
Malakai Noble, the band’s bassist, has always been a strong, steady presence at the core of Winter’s Wrath, but he’s now become Brave’s most bitter rival. How can Brave show he’s changed with Malakai's constant reminders of every mistake he’s made?
With the band on the line, and Shiori stealing her way into his heart, maybe there’s only one way to prove he’s the better man.
And that’s by letting her go.

Author’s Note: Diminished (Winter’s Wrath Book Two) is an MMF rockstar romance with a HEA for all.
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  “There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.” 
~Leonard Cohen






  
  That Which We Call

Snow falling as you drift,

Farther and Farther away.

Pulse slows

But did your heart ever beat at all?

Come closer,

Please don’t fall

Fall farther and farther away.

I need you now.

Need you more every day.

What’s in a name?

A promise never kept,

Deceit so high.

The pedestal where we buried you,

With flowers in the snow.

Come closer,

Please don’t fall

Fall farther and farther away.

I need you now.

Need you more every day.

Let me pretend,

Make it a new game.

You were the man I looked up to,

So alone.

Never found,

But I’ll never stop searching.

For you in my reflection.
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  Chapter One

[image: image-placeholder]

The bitter cold of the morning seeped into the room, chilling and refreshing all at once. Shiori Ayase pulled on the black leather duster jacket she’d found at a vintage store earlier that week, long enough to cover her simple, snug black dress and keep her warm. Black stiletto boots and her outfit was complete. 
And would get her out of the house for her interview without an interrogation. If she could reach the bus stop, she could handle whatever the world threw at her.
She slipped out of her bedroom and walked the twenty-two steps along the carpeted hall, holding tight to her purse strap so the metal chains wouldn’t jingle. A flash from the living room doorway, followed by the theme song for Sesame Street told her Hiro was awake. He’d be fine with his cartoons while she was gone, but she didn’t want him to hear her leaving. If he fussed and woke her stepfather, the man would demand to know where she was going.
She managed to get the front door open without so much as a click before soft, padded footsteps sounded behind her.
“Where are you off to?”
Shiori planted a calm smile on her lips and turned to face her stepfather’s girlfriend, Elizabeth. “Just a job interview.”
The tall, slender brunette looked her over, her brows lifting as though she was ready to question Shiori’s words. Then she smirked. “Good. You’re too old to still be living off Brian. Are you thinking of moving out?”
That was a tricky question to answer. Shiori would have moved out a long time ago if it wasn’t for Hiro, but Elizabeth was convinced that she stayed because she was too lazy to get a job. Nothing Shiori said would change her mind, so she didn’t bother explaining herself anymore.
And if she wanted to get out of the house before her stepfather woke up, she needed to keep the conversation short.
So she simply shrugged. “If I get the job, I might. Wish me luck?”
“Good luck.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Not to be a bitch, but it’s about damn time.”
Not bothering to answer, Shiori stepped out onto the front walkway, closing the door softly behind her. She hurried through the fresh white snow covering the sidewalk, reaching the bus stop with a few minutes to spare.
Only once she’d taken a seat on the bus heading to downtown Detroit did she let herself relax. She plugged her earbuds into her phone and slipped them in her ears, closing her eyes as the music pulled her in.
She’d listened to this album over and over since it came out. Her best friend, since high school, Wendy, had pre-ordered the album with a whole fan pack—T-shirts, guitar pick, phone cover—last month for Shiori’s twentieth birthday. They both loved the music, but Wendy follow the band almost religiously. She’d been over the moon about the interview, convinced that Shiori would definitely get the contract and would soon have backstage passes to hand out.
If Shiori got the job and had access to passes, she would get Wendy one. But she didn’t consider anything in life a sure thing. And even if she got the contract, could she take it? Wendy knew all her plans, and most of the reasons behind them, but she didn’t understand why Shiori was afraid to leave her nephew for any length of time.
Elizabeth might hate Shiori, but she was good with Hiro. He loved her and he’d be taken care of if Shiori was gone for a few weeks.
But her stepfather was a different story. Elizabeth thought he was an amazing man, taking care of his stepdaughter on his own for so long, as well as the child of the other stepdaughter who’d lost her life so young. In her eyes, the man was a saint.
Just thinking of her big sister brought tears to Shiori’s eyes. Kyoko had Hiro when she was only sixteen, but while she was pregnant, she’d still had so many plans for their future. She wanted to get a place somewhere. Take Shiori with her. And leave the life they’d been trapped in since their mother’s death.
She gotten to hold her son only once as her small, delicate body lost the last of the strength she’d retained during the difficult pregnancy.
“Promise me you’ll take care of him, Shiori. That he’ll never…that what happened to us will never happen to him.”
“I promise.” Shiori had taken Hiro into her arms as the doctors and nurses rushed around her, one drawing her aside as they tried to save her sister.
The doctor had warned Kyoko that she might not survive bringing the baby to term. Shiori watched them, helpless, knowing her sister was already gone.
Kyoko hadn’t cared about the risk. She loved Hiro’s father and used all her strength to cling to the only part of him she had left. Asking Shiori to care for their child had meant more than her own survival. Once Shiori said the words, Kyoko let go. 
I would have taken care of him no matter what.
Keeping her promise to her sister hadn’t been hard, but Hiro was getting older. Almost six now. Another year or so and she might not be able to protect him. The casting call had come at the perfect time. Her stepfather was going to Taiwan for a couple months to negotiate a business merger. There was nothing holding her back.
Wendy had called her, freaking out when she saw the post involving their favorite band.
“Diverse Faces, Shiori! You’d be perfect for this!” Wendy laughed, happy even though she had to be a little jealous. “Too bad they’re not looking for a cute, short, pudgy redhead. I’d so try out!”
“Oh stop it, you’re beautiful.” Shiori read the article on the heavy metal site, which speculated on why the band would need another model on such short notice. Her pulse quickened as she clicked on the link to the agency and filled out the application. She’d left the link open until the next day, bringing her laptop to Wendy’s house so her best friend could read over all she’d written and take a few pictures to upload. “There’s gonna be girls all over the country applying. I’ll try, but there’s no guarantee I’ll get in.”
“But you deserve it! Shiori, listen to me. None of them are you and you have an advantage.” Wendy bit her bottom lip. “Maybe if you tell them everything, they’ll—”
“No.” Shiori clicked send on what she’d put together and set her laptop aside. “What if they say something? I won’t risk it. If this doesn’t work, I’ll find another way.”
“What if you can’t?” Wendy frowned, her smooth, freckled forehead creasing with concern. “This isn’t only your chance to get away, Shiori. It’s his.”
Shiori’s throat tightened. “I know. And I…I’ll think about it, okay? But if I’m not a good fit, any story I might tell them won’t change that.”
Wendy had let it go at that. She imagined a much better future for Shiori than she’d ever considered for herself, but her enthusiasm helped Shiori get a little wrapped up in the dream. Maybe tomorrow would be better. Maybe she could actually change her life.
Hope could be painful, so she didn’t lean on it too much. Tonight, she’d be coming home to the same life she’d been living since she was a little girl. Being ignored was usually the best scenario. Being noticed was bad.
But today, she needed to be noticed. To stand apart.
The bus pulled up to her stop and she quickly made her way onto the curb. Double checked the address, then headed into the office building. Getting past the first stage, where she’d actually been invited for an interview, was a big deal. Even if she didn’t get the job she wanted, she might have other opportunities.
Could she take them, though? A chance to give Hiro a better life—even if she had to leave him for a short while—was worth just about anything. But money alone didn’t guarantee that.
The receptionist smiled at her and waved her on, instructing her to go to the waiting room on the eighth floor. Shiori took the elevator up, slipped her jacket off, and folded it over her arm. She stepped out, looking around at the clean, crisp white and glass room, with photos of models on every wall. Her eyes went wide as she took them in.
Every picture portrayed a woman that defied the typical standards of beauty. Many magazines still had blue eyed, blond women on the cover, but these images made them seem plain. There was a black woman in several pictures whose fierce gaze alone made her impossible to forget. Another prominent picture was of an older Chinese woman whose smile lit up the whole room. A picture of an Indian woman, with a bindi mark on her forehead, hung on the wall behind the desk in the center of the room. As stunning as every woman on display.
Did Shiori really belonged here? Sure, she was pretty. Being pretty hadn’t worked in her favor since she was little. She wasn’t as smart as people assumed she would be. Even well-meaning teachers asked if her parents expected better than the grades she managed.
Her stepfather didn’t care about grades. So long as she didn’t do bad enough for teachers to annoy him, he was satisfied. She’d learned how to make his coffee in the morning, to be sweet and quiet. He considered that traditional enough. She was his good little girl. Pretty and submissive. What more could a man want from a daughter?
Her own father would have expected more. She told herself so all the time, even though he’d died before she was born. Maybe he would have been one of those fathers who went to violin recitals and smiled when his child played perfectly. Or showed up at teacher/parent interviews, asking how his child could improve in math or science.
She had Japanese friends who complained that their parents always wanted them to do better. And she’d give anything to be one of them. Her grandparents had been like that with her mother, and she’d always spoken fondly of them. Even after they disowned her for marrying Shiori’s stepfather.
They’d hated the man. Had wanted better for their daughter. And, in some way, even her mother had believed them cutting her off had been out of love. But she’d chosen a man over her family.
And refused to admit she’d made a mistake until her very last breath.
“Shiori?” A tall, black woman, in a charcoal-colored suit, came into the waiting room, pulling Shiori from her thoughts. She smiled when Shiori looked up, holding out her hand as Shiori approached her. “A pleasure to meet you. Please come with me.”
She led Shiori to an office down a long hall, lined with various pictures of the agencies models. Shiori spotted a portrait of the model who worked with the band and inhaled roughly. After just a few months in the music scene, the model’s face could be recognized anywhere. She’d done perfume ads with a member of the band. Several magazine spreads. A music video that was already considered one of the most impressive in the business in recent years.
If Shiori got the job, she’d be working with her. And despite all her other reasons for wanting the contract with the band, one of the most personal was that she really wanted to meet the woman. Ever since she’d first heard of Danica Tallien, she’d admired her. There were rumors of Danica dating one of the members of the band, but none shadowed the impression she’d made with her presence in the music scene. She wasn’t the first model to step on stage during a heavy metal performance, but few had made as big of an impact as she had.
Her beginning as a child star, then her return as a fierce performer, set her apart.
The office Shiori stepped into had walls of glass. She shut the door carefully, intimidated by the knowledge any who walked by could see her. Maybe one of those famous models? She focused on the room. A modern office, with a sharply defined black desk and two art deco, red padded metal chairs sitting in front of it. Suitable for the CEO of one of the leading agencies in the fashion world.
“Shiori, please have a seat and make yourself comfortable. My name is Sophie.” The woman motioned Shiori to one of the chairs. “I’ll assume you read the email and know your profile will be done here once we’ve spoken, since you don’t have one already. I don’t want you to feel overwhelmed, but things move fast here. I called you in because I think you have the look my agency needs. You applied specifically for this casting call, but are you interested in other work if we find something for you?”
Well, at least she wasn’t beating around the bush. Not that Shiori had the first idea how to answer that question. She wasn’t aiming for another job, but would she turn one down?
She smiled her practiced smile and met Sophie’s level gaze. “To be honest, I came into this hoping to fill the spot you’d made the casting call for, but I think I’d be willing to consider other options.”
“You think you’d be willing to consider them?” Sophie took a seat behind her desk, her eyes fixed on Shiori’s face. “Why do you want to work with Winter’s Wrath, Shiori? Very few models would even consider getting on stage with a band as a way to start their career.”
“But Danica Tallien did and you represent her. From what I’ve read she signed on with them to change her image.”
“She did, but she already had an impressive portfolio. Only, she was seen as a child star and that wasn’t helping her move forward. You don’t have that issue.” Sophie placed her hands on her desk, her eyes narrowing. “You’re a beautiful young woman, Shiori. I could find you work. But you implied being on stage with the band was what you wanted, more than anything.”
“It is.”
“Why?”
Not easy to answer, without revealing too much. Or looking like a desperate fan. Shiori clasped her hands on her lap and took a deep breath. “There are…personal reasons, but I don’t want them to matter. I want the job because you think I’m the best for it. The rest? I…I don’t know. I didn’t plan that far ahead.”
“But you did plan something?” Sophie’s frown drew lines in her forehead. She shook her head. “Shiori, I will tell you this. I need to see you dance. See you with the band before I make my decision. That said, they’ve had more than their share of drama. I’m not ready to sign up for more.”
Drama? Shiori hadn’t considered that. And maybe she should have. The headlines about the band had been nasty for a while before the press got bored. Drugs, sex and violence sells. They could have used the tawdry gossip to their advantage.
Instead, they ignored the speculation and focused on their new album. On creating cutting edge music videos that reached their core audience and kept fans begging for more.
They were known for their talent and worked hard to keep it that way.
Shiori’s presence could change all that. Sophie deserved the whole story. And a promise it wouldn’t be the next headline.
Media attention wouldn’t save Shiori. Or Hiro.
But the job just might.
“I don’t want the spotlight…” Shiori ducked her head as Sophie arched a brow. “Okay, on stage, yes. I want to be seen. But I want people to love the band. And I’m good with being a pretty prop.”
“Oh, sweetie. You’ll be so much more.” Sophie reached across the desk and took Shiori’s hands in hers. “If it helps, there is a non-disclosure clause in your contract. Which works both ways. Anything you tell me remains between us.”
Saying she didn’t need a clause in her contract to trust Sophie would be easy, the woman was a wonderful mix of professional and approachable, something she hadn’t expected.
Shiori had read so much about different models, how they got into the industry, horror stories of being manipulated by their agents. Danica’s Instagram posts covered some of her journey, showing her on tour with the band, her trips around the world to different fashion events whose coordinators competed for a chance to have her make an appearance. And scattered among those posts were pictures of her and Sophie, with captions that showed how close they were.
Danica spoke of Sophie as though she was family. Something between a maternal figure and a close friend.
What must it be like to have someone like that in your life? Shiori couldn’t even imagine. And didn’t dare to. Not yet.
But she could have someone who’d work hard to give her a successful career. Who’d have her best interest at heart. It was no secret Sophie did that for all her models, giving that personal touch which made her one of the best in the industry.
Her future would be in Sophie’s capable hands.
After she gave the woman a glimpse of her past.
“I hope this doesn’t change your opinion of me. Or ruin my chances to work with the band.” Shiori took a deep breath. “I’m not sure where to begin. Or…or maybe I am. I should tell you about my sister. Because as much the opportunity to work with the band means to me…I need to do this for her.”






  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Another crumpled paper filled with lame attempts at lyrics. Five new songs to write and this one had become an obsession. Brave Trousseau slumped on the leather sofa spanning the front lounge of the tour bus. The noise from the other bands hustling around the parking lot outside wasn’t helping him brainstorm. He tossed his notepad on the cushion beside him. 
I fucking hate that bastard. Why write a song about him?
Worst thing was, no one had asked him to. Well, no one besides Winter’s Wrath’s ex-manager who was stuck in prison for the next three-to-five. That son-of-a-bitch had insisted a song about the ‘tragic’ death of the eldest Trousseau brother, Valor, would bring a spike in sales.
His other ideas for publicity almost ended the life of Brave’s younger brother, Alder, so fuck what he thought.
Still, Brave couldn’t shake the urge to write the song. And nothing else seemed to inspire him. With a studio deadline looming he didn’t have time for writer’s block, but there was no way around it.
The front door to the bus opened, bringing in more noise. He looked over to see Jesse Vaughn, their new tour manager and longtime roadie, climb up the steps with a clipboard in one hand and a cigarette in the other.
“No fucking smoking on the bus.” Brave scowled at the slight quirk of Jesse’s lips, but at least the man tossed his cigarette out on the curb. “And I’m good on time, so don’t get on my ass.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Jesse chuckled as Brave ground his teeth, making the innuendo even more obvious. He stepped up to the dinette across from Brave, setting down the clipboard before turning to face him. “You asked for an update on the security detail. Their van’s still stuck on the side of the highway—they gotta wait for Triple A. Your bodyguards won’t be here in time.”
“Cancel the show.” Brave took a deep breath, rising slowly as Jesse shook his head. “This isn’t up for discussion.”
“No. It isn’t.”
I’m about to knock this asshole’s teeth in. They were in Detroit for the first time since Alder had been stabbed. No fucking way in hell was the band getting on stage without bodyguards. Jesse claimed to love his brother, but he had a fucked up way of showing it.
“Brave, listen to me. I get it. Every goddamn time you guys hit the stage I’m watching the crowd, wondering…” Jesse rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s been seven months. There are no new threats.”
“You need one?” Brave fisted his hands by his sides, leaning heavily on his newfound restraint. “Not that we’d know if there’s another psycho out there since Reese has all our mail screened.”
“She does that so you don’t have to stress about it.” As usual, Jesse acted like Winter’s Wrath’s new manager walked on fucking water. Sure, she was great for the band, but she hadn’t been there while Alder almost bled out on stage with a ‘fan’ holding a knife to his throat.
Seven months and everyone treated Alder’s brush with death like old news. Everyone except Brave.
Recording the first few songs for their new album rather than going on the road had given Alder time to heal, and releasing a new single, along with a kickass music video, had kept the band relevant. Brave had delayed the tour as long as he could, but then Reese called a meeting to cement the importance of building off fan excitement. Avoid hitting a plateau.
The band took a vote.
And he’d surrendered to the overwhelming majority. Not that he’d had a choice, but the team of military trained bodyguards shadowing them seemed like a reasonable compromise.
Now they wanted him to give that up too?
Not happening.
He had one card to play. And he didn’t think twice before tossing it on the table. “The band can’t go perform without me.”
“True… Alder could probably sing a few songs on his own, but the fans will be disappointed.” Jesse glanced around, a thoughtful expression on his face. “You never mentioned how much the bus cost you. I know you’re all making good money now, but I suspect our new house was cheaper.”
‘Our’ was Jesse, Alder, and Danica Tallien—the band’s stage performer. The happy trio had bought a nice little bungalow in upstate Michigan. Which they’d be renting out now that they were back on tour, because they were all about the purchase making good business sense.
Brave was fine with his old apartment. Investing in the band meant more to him. His first big paycheck on signing with their new label went to buying the bus, a slick 2014 Prevost XLII. A few of the guys had wanted to pitch in, but he needed to do this for them.
He’d almost destroyed the band once in a spectacular meltdown. Winter’s Wrath was his whole world. And there was nothing he wouldn’t do to prove it.
“Get to the point, Jesse.” He folded his arms over his chest and held Jesse’s level gaze. One that once would have been filled with lust. Lust Brave could have used to get anything he wanted.
The game had been fun while it lasted. The big, muscular man had a mouth meant to suck cock. And a hard body, with sleek muscles and an ass Brave could—
He belongs to your brother. His ass is off limits.
Right. They had a professional relationship now. One that grated in moments like this. Jesse had been an excellent choice for tour manager because his extensive knowledge of the band members’ strengths and weaknesses left them all at a disadvantage.
He knew where to find Tate Maddox, their drummer, when he went AWOL. He effortlessly kept heated arguments from coming to blows, making it easy to forget how volatile he himself had been less than a year ago. The man had become calm and collected, slipping into his new role like it had been made for him.
And he’d probably figure out exactly how to get Brave up on that stage no matter what he said.
Let him fucking try.
“You are aware you signed a contract with the label? You’ll be fined if you don’t perform barring medical reasons. And that’s not in the fine print, so no way you could have missed it.” Jesse shook his head when Brave glared at him again. He went to the fridge to grab a beer. “Unless I’m wrong, you can’t afford the fine. Which will create all kinds of issues for the band. Possibly screw up the recording schedule, the promotion, pretty much everything the label supplies.”
“For missing one show?” Brave snorted, but his confidence faltered. Reese had been clear that the label was taking a chance with them. She wasn’t tough on them for the fun of it. They had a lot to prove. “Security concerns are a good reason to postpone.”
“If there were any, I’d agree.” Jesse opened the fridge again, grabbing another beer and holding it out to Brave like a peace offering. “Do you think I’d put any of you in danger? Seriously, Brave. You know I love your brother. The venue has its own security and I’ve met their guys. They don’t fuck around.”
“They’re not our guys. They don’t know—”
“They do know. Damn it, haven’t I earned your trust?” Jesse set the bottle aside when Brave didn’t take it. “Look, business aside, I get it. I was with you on postponing the tour, but the band needs this. Alder needs this. He’s been going nuts with everyone trying to put him in a fucking bubble. He can’t let that night cripple him forever. He needs to get past—”
“Can you? Can you get past seeing him up there, bleeding out? Am I the only one not willing to put him at risk again for the almighty dollar?” Damn it, Brave felt like he was losing his damn mind. Part of him wanted what was best for the band. Another part was fucking scared to death, because success wasn’t worth losing another brother. Not Alder. Alder was better than them all.
“No one is risking him—or any of you—for money! No one’s risking you at all!” Jesse slammed his fist on the table, losing his annoying as fuck composure. “I thought you were done pulling this diva shit!”
Diva shit? Brave let out a cold laugh. “You wanna go there, Jesse? Maybe I wouldn’t need to pull ‘this shit’ if you’d been doing your job that night.”
Jesse’s fist cracked into his jaw. He stumbled, then threw himself forward, slamming his shoulder into Jesse’s gut. Jesse fell over the dinette table. Beer bottles hit the floor. Latching onto his arm from the floor, Jesse jerked Brave down. He flipped Brave on his back, pinning him with a forearm on his throat.
“Enough! Get off him, Jesse. Now.” The cold snap of a familiar voice had Brave and Jesse scrambling to their feet. Reese Griffith, their new manager, regarded him, then Jesse, like a teacher would a couple of kids in the schoolyard acting like fools. And she had no time for their shit. “Sound check is in ten minutes. The rest of the band is setting up. Why are you still here?”
“He’s decided not to sing tonight because our security detail was held up.” Jesse straightened his black shirt, then ran a hand through his neatly trimmed, dirty blond hair. “We were…discussing his options.”
“Clearly.” Reese’s lips thinned. She was a Korean woman with sharp, angular features and wide, dark brown eyes that narrowed with annoyance when she caught them being childish. She also had a brilliant smile the whole band craved, though she hadn’t graced Brave with it yet. She didn’t seem to like him very much.
And what she’d just walked in on wouldn’t help.
He cleared his throat, going for his most calm and reasonable tone. “I’m sorry. Maybe I didn’t handle this well, but—” He cut himself off and dropped his gaze. If Jesse thought venue security was good enough, so would she. “This is our first show in Detroit since Alder was attacked.”
“Very true. And while I don’t believe the city itself has any bearing on what happened, there’s been some concern expressed on social media. People will be watching this show to see how we address those concerns.” Her tone softened slightly. “Brave, I can see how this would be difficult for you. If I believed the venue security was lacking I’d postpone the performance myself. The band’s safety is my top priority.”
“So a few bouncers are supposed to be good enough?”
“No. But this venue has a capacity of five hundred, limited specifically for the most hardcore events. They’re known for handling unruly crowds. Which is one of the many reasons I booked you here.” She moved to the sofa and took a seat, smoothing her crisp gray skirt over her knees. “Please sit.” She waited until he joined her before continuing. “Your own security being delayed was unexpected. However, this venue has full screening. Metal detectors, bag-check, rules against crowd surfing, and a wide barrier from the stage. No one will get anywhere near you.” She stared at him until he met her eyes. “Or Alder.”
He took a deep breath and nodded. “You probably think I’m being paranoid.”
“You have reason. But your safety and security is my highest priority. And Jesse’s.” She shot Jesse a look he couldn’t read. “For future notice, please don’t hesitate to contact me with your concerns. I need you focused on singing and writing music. I am here to make sure you don’t have to worry about anything else.”
“I’ll do my best.” He rubbed his throat, wondering if he could use it being sore as another excuse to reschedule the show.
Reese let out a soft laugh. “Don’t bother. Your voice sounds fine. You will perform tonight.” She pushed off the sofa and smiled at him. “I must say, you’ve proven to be a much different man than I thought I was dealing with.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. That was an observation, not a compliment.” Her slight smile softened her words. “I hope this will be a mutually beneficial partnership. You have reservations because of your former management. I have my own, to be perfectly honest, because your track record is shit.”
He wet his lips, nodding slowly. “But things have improved.”
“Slightly, yes. But not enough. You’ve agreed to three of the ten stops on the tour so far which is unacceptable. There are fifteen planned in North America before you begin your European tour. I will give Jesse a list of places Winter’s Wrath will perform before I leave.” She looked around the bus, her lips thinning slightly at the pile of dirty dishes by the sink. But she didn’t comment on them. Instead, she jutted her chin toward the door leading to the bunks. “How many spare beds are there?”
“Technically three, but one’s used for storage.” His whole body tensed as she continued to give the bus a critical once over. The dishes were only there because he refused to clean up after Connor Phelan, their bass player. The muscle-head had been off with their opening bands all morning. Soon as he came in tonight, they were gonna have a chat.
“Good.” Reese started for the door. “You have two interviews with bloggers scheduled tonight.”
“Yeah. Jesse told us.”
“I’m happy to hear he’s fulfilling his role.” She paused and glanced back at Jesse. “Let me know if that changes.”
She left the bus to a heavy silence. Brave retrieved the still intact beer from the floor. He took a few swigs, arching a brow as Jesse pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket.
Jesse rolled his eyes and started off the bus.
“Wait.” Brave followed him to the door, tension building between his eyes as he met the other man’s hard gaze. They’d gotten along better when they’d been fucking. Now, he had no idea how to talk to the guy. “I wasn’t trying to mess with your job.”
“I know.” Jesse sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “But you should be in there, working this shit out with the band. And with your brother. He convinced me and Danica he was ready. Maybe he’ll convince you too.”
The man had a point. Brave stared at the door after Jesse shut it behind him, wishing it was that simple. Writing music—or attempting to—was all he knew how to do anymore. His relationship with the band was still strained. And it was up to him to fix that, but old habits died hard. For years he got the final say, no matter what they wanted. The shift in dynamics gave him whiplash.
Running the band like a democracy meant more than discussing their plans for the future. If he suggested so much as a restaurant to stop for lunch, one of the guys would come up with a ‘better’ option. And the rest would agree while watching Brave to see if he’d get pissed.
He kept his damn mouth shut. Every fucking time. He got it. He wasn’t in charge anymore. He’d abused his power and to make up for it, he was left with none.
But he hadn’t felt that extreme lack of control so fiercely until now. His one redeeming quality, one that had been a surprise to everyone, was that he’d do anything to protect Alder. Reasonable for a big brother, right?
Apparently not.
Finishing off his beer, Brave eyed the time. He should have been inside a few minutes ago. Shoving his long black hair back he pulled a leather tie from his snug black jean pocket and tied his hair at the nape of his neck. A glance in the mirror on the far wall showed a smudge of gray—probably from his left hand rubbing over the pencil-scrawled pages for so long. He rubbed it off. Not a huge improvement. There were dark shadows under his eyes and his clothes were rumpled. He looked like shit.
At least one thing he could control. The fans wouldn’t care, but his bandmates would be annoyed after having spent time primping for the show. He glanced at his nails, covered in chipped black polish and smirked.
Too fucking bad.
Leaving the bus, he hustled across the lot, lifting his hand to wave at the people in line who noticed him and started screaming his name. The metal barriers held them at bay and in seconds he was inside, taking the back entrance and striding along the dark hall toward the greenroom.
One of the doors along the hall opened and Danica stepped out. She blinked when she saw him, her blood red lips tipping at the edges.
“You’re a mess.” She grabbed his wrist and tugged him into the dressing room she’d just left. Her makeup lady straightened from where she’d been cleaning up all her tools from the vanity. “Lucky for you, Gloria can fix you up in no time.”
“Ah…yeah.” He gently pried his wrist free. “Unfortunately, we have no time.”
“We have plenty. Lighting blew a breaker. Sound check’s been delayed, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.” She patted his cheek. “I’ll let the guys know you’re getting prettied up. See you in a few.”
“Awesome.” Brave frowned at Danica’s back as she skipped off, but flashed a smile at Gloria when she spun the chair—which looked like it belonged in a barber shop—around and motioned for him to sit. Wasn’t her fault his one last attempt to exert some control had been foiled.
So this is the life of the rich and famous.
Only, he wasn’t rich anymore. And none of them would be famous for long if they didn’t work this shit out.
For the moment, the distance between them was only felt by the band.
But it wouldn’t be long before it poisoned the music as well.
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Shiori hugged herself tightly as the lights went out and the curtain at the very back of the stage parted, revealing the huge Winter’s Wrath logo, a skull in a snowflake, which had been hidden while the opening bands played. Beneath it was a drum kit, which seemed to have twice as many drums as any band she’d seen before.
One bass drum had the logo, while the other had the band’s name in realistic blood splatter. The drummer, Tate Maddox, made his way behind it, drawing excited screams from the crowd.
From the side stage, Shiori could see his little smirk as he took his seat. He was too freakin’ cute—even cuter than she’d expected from his pictures. His golden-brown hair was shaved all around, except for a long part on top that fell over one eye when he bowed his head. The black eyeliner around his eyes made his pink-toned, white skin even starker in contrast, and he almost glowed under the neon lights.
Next came Malakai Noble, the bassist, who strode on stage and gave the crowd a cold smile. His darkly tanned skin, broad jaw, and the way he moved made her think of a powerful beast with a wild edge tightly leashed by his own hand. If he loosened his grip, he’d be dangerous. Having him so close gave her a strange thrill, like the temptation to play a risky game, exciting and scary all at once.
She shivered as he glanced her way and crept further into the shadows, bumping into Sophie who steadied her with a hand on her shoulder.
“He plays the part well, but he’s not as mean as he looks.” Sophie whispered to her. “Reese, and I have spoken about ways to work on the band’s image, but he’s one we’ve agreed doesn’t need to change. On stage, he’s dark and mysterious. All tight muscles, military style, and out of reach. His fans have all kinds of theories about his dark past, which puts him just below Brave as the favorite.”
“Does he have a dark past?” Shiori bit her bottom lip, not sure she should have asked. She was here to see the band in person, meet with them after, and get the stamp of approval from Reese to start her trial run.
For two weeks, she’d gone through a crash course in modeling. Her audition and training were rolled together, everything from proving that she looked good on camera, to becoming comfortable with interviews—all pretend ones with Sophie, but she’d been assured that was enough. Over and over she’d been tested on her ability to mimic Danica’s dance moves, but the work had paid off. She’d been offered a temporary contract with the band as Danica’s understudy. Sophie and Reese had gone back and forth for another few days and finally come to some kind of agreement.
Shiori didn’t know all the details. Only that she’d be on tour with them for at least a week to see if she was a good fit. Starting tonight.
She hadn’t met any of the guys yet. Or Danica, who she’d been taking over for if all went well. Reese insisted Shiori needed to see the band perform first. When Shiori admitted she’d only been to the concerts of a few small local bands, Reese hadn’t been pleased.
Seeing that huge crowd out there, she understood Reese’s reluctance. As much as Sophie tried to sell her as a perfect fit, she couldn’t hide her lack of experience. Sure, Shiori would get to rehearse before she actually got on stage with the band, but that didn’t change the fact that a high school play was the biggest performance in her portfolio.
Strangely enough, one three-way phone call with Shiori and Sophie was all it took for Reese to give her a chance.
“I’ll be honest with you. Danica set the bar high. This may not be PC, but I refused to consider replacing her with the standard pretty white girl most agencies would have offered. Her presence made an impact because she’s different and talented. She has a special quality that can’t be matched.” Reese went silent for what seemed like a long time. “I’m not asking you to go up there as a token, Shiori. I’m asking you to become a presence. To earn your own fanbase. To give the crowd something they’ll never forget.”
Sophie jumped right in. “A new talent could do that. We won’t know until—”
“I need to hear it from her.” Reese had a no-nonsense tone that intimidated Shiori, but she respected the woman for knowing exactly what she wanted.
So she took a deep breath and did her best to assure she could fulfill her role with the band while Danica was gone. “Danica is…everything I want to be. Her confidence on stage inspires me. I wasn’t sure what I wanted until I saw her up there. I want to be able to do that. To know that some other girl, somewhere, will look at me and know she can do anything.”
“You could do that in many professions. Become a journalist. An actress. You’re a beautiful young woman with a lot of potential.” Reese sounded kind and supportive, but Shiori knew this was another test.
She cleared her throat. “I could. And maybe I will one day. But when will I get another chance like this? I want to be on that stage. I want people to see me, to feel how much I love the music so they can share their own passion with me.”
Reese let out a soft laugh. “Damn. That was perfect. If nothing else, I want to see if she can be this convincing when all those bloggers start grilling her.”
“She can. She has something Danica didn’t and I think the fans will love it.” Sophie’s tone was light, as if she’d known all along Reese would agree that Shiori was the best choice. “She loves the music just as much as they do.”
“I don’t need a fangirl.” Reese’s voice sharpened. “Or a groupie.”
“You’re not getting one. Shiori is well aware of who your boys are. She has no illusions about them.”
“Perfect.” Reese’s smile was clear in her tone. “That’s all I needed to know.”
Sophie squeezed her shoulder. “You’re not even listening to me, girl. Please tell me you’re not star struck already. I’d hate for you to prove me a liar.”
Shiori blinked as she realized she’d been staring at Malakai while lost in thought. Good thing she’d drifted away too, because as she focused on him again, her belly got all fluttery. He looked over and her mouth went dry. His expression never changed, but something in his eyes told her he was well aware of her presence.
His playful wink heated her cheeks.
“No, I’m not… This is all just…” Trial run, Shiori. Pull it together. She wet her lips with her tongue. “I’m excited. And yes, he’s incredible to see in person, but he’s not the one I’ll be looking at.”
“Good.” Sophie straightened as two guitarists strode onto the stage. “Keep that in mind and you’ll do fine.”
Smiling with relief, Shiori focused on Alder Trousseau, her chest squeezing slightly as she caught the familiar features. His long, sleek black hair sliding down to cover most of his face helped, but for a split second, she could imagine how Kyoko had felt, six years ago in the crowd, looking up to see that face.
The Trousseau brothers all had that smooth, irresistible appeal. They were so different in attitude, but even the worst of them could charm a woman with a smile. Make her forget that they had so many girls like her lusting after them.
A few sweet words, a bit of attention, and Kyoko had been a goner. Back then Shiori had thought it was so romantic that her sister had fallen in love with a rock star. Sure, the band played metalcore, but it was all the same. The dark hero, the sweet virgin, a forbidden love that ended in happily-ever-after.
They’d both been silly little girls, ready to latch on to whatever dream they could find.
Only, Kyoko had paid the price for hers.
And Shiori had learned from it.
Connor Phelan, the rhythm guitarist, didn’t mess with her senses like the others, so she observed him as the band began the opening of their latest big hit, Subsist. He had bigger muscles than the rest, mussed up blond hair, and a ruddiness to his skin that told her he spent a lot of time outside. He flashed a charming smile at the girls leaning over the metal barrier set a yard back from the stage.
A deafening scream rose from the girls and spread through the crowd as Brave Trousseau sauntered up to the mic, his head down, his wavy, long black hair covering his face completely.
The beat quickened. Rose to a fever pitch. Goosebumps spread over her skin as she anticipated the sound of his voice.
He latched onto the mic and tipped his head back enough to reveal his lips. “Red gifts, teeth, and candy. So many innocent lies. Let me believe… Let me always believe.”
The whispered lyrics sent a chill down her spine. She’d listened to this song over and over, it affected her every time, but never like this. He growled and her pulse skipped a beat as he threw his head back, the power of his voice vibrating through her bones with each word. In seconds the music had a hold on her soul, clearing her mind of all but the aggressive beat as Brave’s passion wrapped around her.
Like thunder fading into the distance, the first song ended and Brave raked his hair back to grin at the rowdy throng. “Fuck, it’s great to be home! Let’s hear it for the best city in the world! Detroit, you ready to tear this place apart?”
Screams and howls. Devil horns in the air in a wild salute. Fans pressed against the barrier.
Shiori held her breath as she watched them reach toward the stage, crushing one another in their excitement. Being up here was incredible. Down there? She’d be freaking out.
Brave laughed. “Let’s hear it for the opening bands! Atlas, Spider-Spawn, and Gear-Core!”
More cheers and some clapping. A group in the back started chanting ‘Gear-Core!’ and pumping their fist in the air. Shiori hadn’t come out until just before Winter’s Wrath hit the stage, but she knew a few songs from the other bands. Unlike some shows, this line-up fit Winter’s Wrath’s style perfectly. She wouldn’t be surprised if the opening bands earned themselves some new fans.
“Now, I know you’re all waiting for something, but I can’t quite put my finger on it…” Brave cocked his head to one side. “Wanna give me a hint?”
Silence. Then a low hum, growing louder and louder as everyone in the crowd seemed to catch on. Voices rose, singing lyrics of another song Shiori knew well.
Journey’s ‘Don’t Stop Believing’. She’d almost forgotten Winter’s Wrath did a cover of the song every time they played in Detroit. A few bands did, but she might be a little biased because none of them came close to this intensity. This wasn’t an offhand tribute. The way Brave sang, the way every member of the band played, truly expressed the feeling that they’d come home.
Before the song finished the beat changed, shifting effortlessly into the opening of ‘Center Mass’. Shiori shook with excitement as Danica ran onto the stage, sliding on her knees to the edge in front of Brave, forming a gun with her hands and ‘firing’ over the crowd.
Oh god, she’s gorgeous! Shiori bit her bottom lip as Danica leapt to her feet, punching her fist in the air at the chorus. She was wearing a camo skirt, tight little vest, and a green beret. Her incredibly long legs were covered with strategically ripped fishnet stockings and she had platform combat boots on her feet.
Boots Shiori would probably break her neck trying to walk in, and here Danica was, dancing in them. As confident as she’d been about her ability to take this job, actually seeing the woman out there gave her serious doubts. Would the fans even accept her as a temporary replacement?
“I know that look!” Sophie practically screamed in her ear to be heard over the music. “Don’t do that!”
The uber professional Sophie shouting while making faces at the music was too funny. Shiori stifled a giggle, her mood instantly lighter, and went back to watching the show.
Two more songs, then Brave worked the crowd a bit, flirting and making risqué comments about a local politician everyone seemed to hate. Most of the fans seemed to enjoy his jabs, but a group of guys near the barrier started grumbling.
“Hey, who fucking cares?” One man, whose words were slightly slurred, leaned over, giving Brave a one fingered salute. “Didn’t you learn anything from your brother? We want to hear about pussy!”
For the first time that night, Alder spoke into his mic. “Yeah, I tried to teach Brave about pussy, but the two girls with him told me he’s got it covered.”
The attention got the man even more riled up. He burst out laughing. “Not you, loser! Valor!”
Oh no. Shiori brought her hand to her lips as Brave stepped forward and Alder grabbed his arm. After losing a sibling herself she could imagine how painful it was to have their dead brother thrown in their face so heartlessly.
At least Alder remained calm. A good sign.
“Whatever, pal.” Alder gave the man a cold smile. “You need material to whack off too, try PornHub.”
“You wanna entertain us? Play something by LOST!” The man looked around for support, but even his friends were trying to get him to calm down. He ignored them and pointed at Alder. “I say the wrong brother died! Go home and fuck your nasty bitch! Get us some real talent!”
The second Alder jumped off the stage, Shiori covered her eyes and groaned. The night was about to go to hell. And even though she understood Alder snapping, she couldn’t ignore the impact of his actions.
If this went on his permanent record, she might as well go home now.
Sophie tugged her away from the stage, nudging her to keep going. “Wait for me outside. And don’t worry. Reese will have a plan.”
Will she? Shiori retreated from the chaos, her throat tight as she felt all her hopes slip away. She’d known meeting Alder and Brave wouldn’t fix all her problems. Might not solve anything at all. Their hardcore lifestyles weren’t ideal. Still, she respected all they’d accomplished.
But those accomplishments wouldn’t do her any good if they didn’t come off as stable on paper. She didn’t judge them, but her opinion didn’t matter.
She wouldn’t be the one who decided Hiro’s future.






  
  Chapter Three
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Alder leaped over the metal barrier, crunching his fist into the face of the asshole who’d insulted Danica. He’d been worried about Brave losing it when Valor was mentioned, but now all he cared about was shutting this fucker up. He’d gone too far. Then further. 
Enough was enough.
A punch caught him in the mouth as his wrists were restrained. A shoulder hit his gut. He was lifted over the barrier. Another fist caught him in the eye before he was jerked out of reach.
Growling, he struggled against the grip on his arms.
“Alder!” Jesse pinned him against the stage. His big hand framed Alder’s jaw. “Cool it!”
“You heard what he said!”
“Words! Nothing but the words of one drunk fucker who’s getting dragged out as we speak.” Jesse leaned against him, breathing hard. “Don’t you ever fucking do that again.” His eyes widened as he brought a hand to Alder’s lips. “Damn it, you’re bleeding.”
“I’m fine.” The lights glared on. Alder ground his teeth. Shit, were they shutting everything down? “We have to keep going! Jesse—”
“I know.” Jesse fisted his hand in Alder’s hair, fixing him with a hard stare. “They haven’t told anyone to leave yet. Get on stage. Talk to Brave.”
“What about Danica?” She’d heard what the man said. Sure, she was tough, but that didn’t make it okay.
“Malakai kept her from jumping in the crowd after you. She’s fine.” Jesse gave his hair another tug. “Are you?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
Jesse put a hand on his chest, over the scar where he’d been stabbed. The wound had healed well, though there was some nerve damage. His doctors weren’t worried.
But Jesse still was.
“Jesse, I love you, but you have to stop. I’m good. An ugly scar is all I have left of that night.” He cupped Jesse’s cheek when his man didn’t look convinced. “Trust me. I’m fine!”
“Are you?” Jesse’s brow creased. “Prove it. Sleep with me tonight.”
“And leave Danica alone?” Alder bit into his cheek at Jesse’s confused frown. The three of them had a strong relationship—anything less wouldn’t survive the crazy schedule or the long tours—but in bunks that were a tight fit for two people, someone always ended up alone.
Since Danica didn’t take up much space, sharing with her made the most sense. And Jesse liked snuggling more than he’d admit. Alder used to tease them that he wanted his turn, but not lately. Even at home, he didn’t spend much time in the bed they’d bought to accommodate them all.
He didn’t sleep much and he didn’t sleep well.
Maybe that was the issue Jesse was trying to tackle.
“What’s the right answer?” Jesse pulled away and sighed. “Sure, me and her still have our weird moments, but at night we cuddle like it’s the most natural thing in the world. Am I supposed to focus on that? Am I a bad boyfriend if I’m not thinking about her right now?”
A ‘Yes’ would shut down the conversation, because Danica was Jesse’s first girlfriend and he still wasn’t sure he knew what he was doing. He was bisexual, like Alder, but leaned toward men. His relationship with Danica meant exploring something new. Lust was easy. Jesse was a passionate man and there was no doubt he desired Danica.
But romance was a different ball game. Jesse was still learning and acted like Alder was some kind of authority on the subject.
Using that against him would be a dick move.
“You’re not a bad boyfriend.” Alder glanced up at the stage where Brave was speaking to the venue’s head of security. The crowd was grumbling, making conversation difficult. He turned back to Jesse and gave him a quick smile. “We’ll talk later. Let me see if I can help Brave salvage the show.”
“Good luck.” Jesse stepped back, and Alder could feel him watching as he climbed back on stage.
Brave glanced over, his eyes hard. “You look like shit.”
My loving brother. Alder swiped his hand over his bottom lip, biting back a wince at the dull throb of pain. “It’s nothing. What’s the verdict?”
“We can finish the set.” Brave nodded to the security guard. “Tell him you won’t jump offstage again.”
The beefy guy smirked and shook his head. “Don’t bother. I know your type. Do what the fuck you want, but the owner will clear this place out if there’s any more trouble.”
“Works for me.” Alder stood by Brave as the guard left the stage. Rolling his shoulders, he eyed his brother to gauge his mood. “Sorry about that.”
“Don’t be.” Brave’s jaw ticked. “I didn’t want you out here at all, but you can handle yourself, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.” Brave inhaled roughly. “Guess that’s it then. You wanna tell the fans the good news?”
“Sure.” Alder reached for the mic as the overhead lights went out, leaving only the spotlights to see by. He pressed his tongue into his bottom lip. “You ain’t pissed?”
“Does it matter?” Brave’s tone was cold. Which Alder was used to, so he simply shrugged.
Things were better between them since he’d been attacked on stage, but they still weren’t close. The difference was, Brave wasn’t to blame.
He’d been protective. Asked Alder all the time how he was doing, if he wanted to hang out or even just talk. And every time, Alder brushed him off.
Not intentionally. Part of him wanted to accept the effort his brother made, but the concern reminded him of what had happened and he wanted to fucking forget it. He needed people to stop treating him like he was fucking fragile. Like there was something wrong with him.
How messed up was it that he knew exactly what was off between him and Brave, but he couldn’t fix it?
The words were on the tip of his tongue. His lips parted, but Brave had already retreated, leaving him to the crowd.
Rubbing his chin, he forced a smile and spoke into the mic. “So…that was fucked up, huh?”
Nervous laughter spread through the crowd. They watched him expectantly.
Brave would probably know exactly how to get them back on track. He worked the mic like a fucking master. Alder was perfectly happy in the background, but he was the one who’d screwed up.
He cleared his throat. “Will you all forgive me if I promise not to punch anyone else?”
More laughter, like a massive exhale this time, relieving all the tension from the room.
“We love you, Alder!” A girl screamed.
“I’d pay to see you punch someone else!” A guy shouted.
Then there were more voices, coming all at once, some praising him for attacking the guy, others requesting different songs.
He focused on the later.
“You want more?” He let his tone drop and reached out, confidence building as his guitar was placed in his hand. “Tell me how much you want it!”
Howls, whistles, cheers and more screams. Behind him, Malakai and Connor began the chords to S.L.U.T.
Which drove the fans wild.
Tate pounded out the beat and Danica skipped up to Alder, licking the side of his face before snatching the mic.
“He’s been a bad, bad boy.” She nudged him back to his own spot on stage. “Should I punish him?”
The crowd loved that idea. Danica handed Brave the mic, grinding against him and shooting Alder a saucy look as Brave began to sing. Playing along, Brave tangled a hand in her hair, thrusting his hips at her suggestively.
As the song continued, Danica moved from Brave to Malakai, slinking close to Alder seconds later, only to slip out of reach and dance over to Connor. While she only flirted lightly with Alder, the rest of the guys got her full attention. Which drove him nuts, but got the crowd engaged.
They finished the next two songs, along with an encore, without issue. Heading to the bus, he looped his arm around Tate’s neck, ready to celebrate a damn good performance.
Ducking his head to slip out of reach, Tate glared at him. “Fuck off.”
Alder stopped short, staring after the drummer as the kid sprinted for the bus. Malakai followed him in without a word. Connor took off with one of the opening bands.
Footsteps approached him and he stiffened as his brother stopped to his side.
“Give them time, they’ll get over it.” Brave’s tone was stiff. Detached. Almost as though he expected any comfort he offered to be rejected.
All Alder wanted was to know what the hell was going on. “This isn’t the first time one of us has gotten into it with a fan.”
“True. But this is different.”
“Because they don’t think I’m ready? Because they think—”
“No.” Brave put a hand on his shoulder. “They believe you’re ready.”
So what’s the fucking problem? “I don’t get it.”
“They’re not ready, Alder.” Brave sighed and let his hand fall to his side. “You scared them.”
Shit. Hunching his shoulders, he brought one hand up to rub the tense spot between his brows. Brave having to remind him he wasn’t the only one scarred by that night was pretty messed up. Alder hadn’t given a thought to what the others must be going through. He needed to prove to himself, to everyone, that he was back to normal.
Only he wasn’t. And neither was anyone else.
“How do I fix this?”
Brave chuckled. “You seriously asking me?”
“I don’t see anyone else here.” Alder ground his teeth. A few words and he’d left himself vulnerable to his brother. Let the man know that he still cared about his opinion when he shouldn’t. “Never mind.”
“All right, stop.” Brave grabbed his arm before he could walk away and towed him toward the front of the bus, away from the watchful eyes of the roadies who’d begun carting out all their equipment. “I can’t tell you how to make things better with the guys. Maybe talk to them. Surprise them with beer and bacon. Who fucking knows?” Releasing his arm, Brave took a step back and leaned against the hood of the bus. “This is our band. Our family. We started this together, Alder.”
“I know that.”
“Do you?” Brave shook his head. “We’re going places, which is fucking awesome. But we’ve got to be solid.”
“Is it my fault we aren’t?”
Lips parted, Brave stared at him. Then dropped his gaze. “No.”
This was getting them nowhere. Things had been so easy when he almost died. Now it was like they were rebuilding everything from scratch. The band. His relationship with his brother.
And maybe that’s what Brave was getting at. Their relationship had always put a strain on the band. Maybe, if the guys saw they were doing better, the rest would fall into place.
If only he could figure out how to take that first step.
“Brave, I…” He swallowed hard. Tipped his head back to stare up at the black sky, patchy with gray clouds and a few dim stars. “You laugh at me and I’m gonna hit you.”
“I won’t laugh.”
Alder nodded. “I want my brother back.”
Sighing, Brave scuffed his boots in the dirt. “You hardly knew him, kid. He might have eventually straightened up and been a good man, but—”
“I’m not talking about Valor.” Alder looked at Brave. Really looked at him for the first time in a while. The man was worn down. Fucking tired.
Brave had watched one brother die, almost lost another, and had been ditched by their parents. He’d assumed Valor was the one Alder wanted because that’s how fucked up their family was.
“Remember when I was little and you used to pack my lunch for me?” Alder smiled at the memory. If he closed his eyes he could still picture Brave tossing him an apple before he left the house every morning. And he’d done so much more. “I was really young, but I think I remember you tucking me in at night too. Reading to me until I fell asleep.”
Lips curving at the edges, Brave inclined his head. “I read you Lord of The Rings and The Circle of Time. You got so bored you passed out.”
“I loved it, though. I tried to stay awake.”
“They weren’t the best books for a little kid.” Brave lifted his shoulders, staring off into the distance. “But I loved them. I wanted to share them with you.”
“I’d like to read them sometime. You got a bunch of books—you still got those?”
“I’ve got them all on my kindle. You can read them on your phone… I’ll hook you up on my account.” Brave shoved his hands in his pockets. “Uh…this is good, right? Progress?”
“Definitely progress.” Also kinda weird. Alder snorted. “Not sure this will cut it with
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