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Ruby Bright wore exhaustion like a scratchy, woollen cardigan in the middle of summer, the threads knitted into her skin and the pockets weighed down by sharp stones. She wanted nothing more than to sleep, but with her unadjusted ears still ringing in the rare bout of silence and her heart still racing in time to a phantom bass, she knew it would take hours to drift off — especially with the tour bus jolting and the engine humming beneath her as it carried her to the next nameless city, the next faceless gig. 

Twelve more, she reminded herself, collapsing into the corner of the couch and burying her face into a velvet pillow. Just twelve more, and then she was back to the studio, where the chaos and the fatigue and the constant stifling pressure would ebb just enough that she could breathe again. She marked it off with a black Sharpie — the same one she’d been clutching since the end of the show, used to sign autographs and casts and sometimes bras — on her calendar, which swung like a pendulum against the bus’s movements on the wall behind her. Two hundred consecutive Xs had already been penned there, spanning from March of this year until now: September.

It used to feel like an accomplishment. Now, it felt like a punishment; like she was a prisoner tallying off the end of one dragging day while already dreading the next. 

“Cerys told me you haven’t eaten yet.” The voice came from behind her, as melodic as it was when singing beside her on stage. Ezra Lawson was its owner: Gen Y’s lead guitarist, Ruby’s songwriting partner (and, according to Fusion Management and the tabloids, her romantic partner, too), and her best friend. He emerged from the steps leading downstairs, where Max’s faint laughter pealed in sporadic bursts. The party never ended for the bassist, nor for Spencer, the drummer, who was no doubt down there with her. For Ruby, it had ended long ago, and that was probably why the band had drifted apart of late.

“I wasn’t aware Cerys was monitoring my diet now too,” Ruby retorted, popping the lid back on her pen and shooting Ezra a pointed look.

With dark circles stained beneath his hazel eyes and his shirt hanging loosely off sagging shoulders, he looked as tired as she felt. His tattooed hands clutched a pizza box. 

“She’s monitoring everything,” he huffed, collapsing onto the couch beside her and placing the box on the table. Though she was their manager, Cerys was also a dear friend and tried to help where she could; she was still a cog in Fusion’s machine, and it showed in her overbearing need to know what Ruby was doing, eating, and drinking twenty-four hours a day. “She’s just like the rest of them, even if she doesn’t know it. Her heart’s in the right place though.” 

He opened the lid to reveal the pizza had already been half-eaten by the gannets downstairs. Ruby loved pizza, but tonight the stench of grease and fried meat left her stomach churning and she pushed it away with her slipper-clad foot. “I’m not hungry.”

“Rubes.” Ezra sighed and scratched his head, leaving his jet-black curls even more mussed than usual. It wasn’t a scolding, though. She knew that. Only sympathy and understanding swam in his voice, and Ruby tried not to acknowledge the prickling promise of tears in her already gritty, eyeliner-ringed eyes. 

“I don’t know if I can do it anymore,” she admitted anyway, because it was him and because they had said it a million times before — and then a million times after, they would get up the next morning and do it again. It was just how it worked. Their greatest dream had become a nightmare they couldn’t escape. 

“You might not have to.” Shadows passed across Ezra’s drawn features — features which Ruby knew weren’t just caused by their perpetual discontent. He avoided her gaze, scraping a hand over his face and pinching the bridge of his nose. 

Ruby frowned, sitting forward in her chair and tugging his wrist away so that she could see his face again. His skin felt somehow both hot and cold, soft and rough in her palm. “What do you mean?”

“I....” Ezra chewed at his lip, looking anywhere but at her. “I did something stupid today.”

She groaned. “Not another groupie.”

He didn’t laugh as he usually would, his face remaining hewn from stone, and dread curdled in Ruby’s stomach. He always laughed at her jokes. Even the ones that weren’t funny. 

“What?” she asked. “What did you do?”

“After the meeting.” His jaw clenched, a muscle tensing beneath a dark shadow of stubble that would no doubt be shaved tomorrow. Just as it was every day. For the fans. They wouldn’t like it if he looked older, more unkempt. It wasn’t the right “image.”

Ruby’s dread intensified as his words finally resonated. The meeting. They’d had a meeting with their team today, another arbitrary rattling off of rules and decisions the band had no say in: what they would do next, where they would go, how they would sing their songs and treat the fans and sell themselves to the public with false relationships and planned appearances that were supposed to look candid. It had been the final straw for her. Confirmation that when her contract was up in two years, she would take a much-needed hiatus. Find out who she was without a dozen different people heckling her with powerpoints about who she should be.

She knew Ezra had hated it, too. It had ruined his last relationship and the hope of any future ones. They would lose fans — Mason, Fusion’s company director and head of management, had claimed — if he was seen kissing a man. Crazed teenage girls liked to believe their idols were obtainable, and despite their rock sounds brimming with adult content, they were nothing if not idolised by teens. Well, Ezra was idolised; many of them didn’t like Ruby. She didn’t follow all of the conventions of a popular musician despite Fusion’s attempt to change her, especially since she had curves in all the wrong places and refused to slim down. That, and she was now believed to have stolen the “future husband” from millions of teenage girls. In the last few months alone, she had been the target of countless death threats, and with some of them arriving in dressing rooms and hotel suites, Cerys believed a stalker was at play. Ruby tried not to think anything of it, though they had also managed to get her last phone number somehow and had sent text messages that made Ruby feel sick.

But if Ezra had blown up about it all today, or if he had hinted towards the fact that he and Ruby wanted out.... 

“What?” Ruby gulped, voice hoarse and throat dry. “After the meeting, what?”

“I talked to Mason in his office,” he said. Ruby held her breath, praying he was not about to say what she thought he was. “I told him that things can’t go on as they are. I told him that you almost passed out on stage last week, that they’re running us into the ground and it’s not right.”

She squeezed her eyes closed, though it did nothing to make her feel better. She had almost passed out. Stress had left her without an appetite, so she wasn’t eating as much as she should. With that and the two hours of sleep she got — if she was lucky — each night along with the anxiety of crowds always screaming at her and the constant and inescapable need to paste on a smile and be Ruby Bright, lead singer of Gen Y, it was no wonder her body had given out on her. At the end of the set, with dizziness engulfing her, she had almost fallen off stage and into the crowd. It was Ezra who’d pulled her back, cutting the gig short and hauling her backstage to get medical attention.

Exhaustion and a lack of iron spurred on by her period had been the diagnosis. The treatment had been a large bottle of water, a few protein bars, iron tablets, and another show the next day. And the next, and the next, and the next. None of it had stopped her from feeling unsteady on her feet every time she stood. Perhaps that would never go away now. Perhaps once she had stopped listening to her body, it had stopped listening to her, and the two would continue on with this long-distance relationship that could only ever end in disconnect.

“And what did he say?” Ruby could guess the answer. The show must go on. No pain no gain. All of the other toxic positivity quotes one could find stamped on graphic tees in Primark. They were all Mason’s favourite way of brushing them under the rug and making sure they continued to rake in the money. 

“He said this is what I signed up for, and if I want to be a rock star, I’ll have to deal with it.” Ezra’s fingers flexed with anger, and Ruby took hold of them quickly to calm him down, drawing soothing circles around his knuckles. “I couldn’t help it, Rubes. I exploded. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t watch them do it to you. I told him that if he didn’t step up and fix things, we’d come clean to the press about everything. The lying, the mistreatment, pushing us to the brink of exhaustion, making us hide our relationships, withholding our earnings. All of it.”

“Ezra.” It was the only thing Ruby could manage to say with her heart hammering against her ribs so violently. 

“Something has to change.”

“And will it? Because I can’t imagine Mason responding well to blackmail.” Her voice quaked, still recovering from the show. Just another thing pushed to the point of breaking. Another thing Fusion relied on, but not enough to give a toss about. There would be nothing of her left soon. 

Ezra grimaced and leaned back, letting go of Ruby’s hand to rake his fingers through his hair again. “Yeah, well... he didn’t. He threatened me. Said he could break us like that.” A click of his fingers. Ruby could imagine Mason’s wide thumb and ring-littered forefinger performing the same gesture. “I said I didn’t care. Let him break us. At least then we’ll be free.”

Ruby groaned. “You should have talked to me about this before you went in there, guns blazing. We agreed we’d figure it out together.”

“I didn’t mean for it to happen. I didn’t plan it. I just lost my head after that stupid fucking meeting and everything just... came out.”

She couldn’t blame him for it. Ruby wished she was stronger, too. Strong enough to speak out. But she also knew that it took more than strength in this industry, especially when she was locked into a contract for a multimillion-pound company. She had seen other clients endure the same hardships, but she had also seen them leave when their contract was up with enough money and respect to be able to take a long break. To be free again. Maybe even return to the charts under new management years later, well-rested and sounding better than ever. 

That was just how it was supposed to be.

But now Ezra had broken all the rules.

Ruby sighed her frustration, bringing her knees to her chest and contemplating what would be next. At best, a slap on the wrist. At worst, their lives made a hundred times worse than they already were, with stricter regimens as a reminder that they weren’t the ones in control here. Whenever they pushed, Fusion always pushed back with their teeth bared and claws sharpened. Ruby had learned this the hard way when she had come into her fame as a naïve twenty-five-year-old who still had a shred of integrity. They had made sure to snuff that out quickly.

“Don’t be mad at me,” Ezra whispered, eyes puppy-dog soft as he twirled a finger through Ruby’s dark waves. 

“I’m not mad at you.” It was the truth. Ruby was frightened and exhausted, but she couldn’t blame Ezra for reaching his breaking point. God knows she had reached hers. “I just... I can’t see an end to this. Can you?”

He shook his head and pulled her close. She fell into him, burrowing her head into his warm chest and inhaling the stale scent of whiskey, sweat-mingled cologne, and cigarettes. The closest thing she had to home. She couldn’t imagine ever getting through this without him. At least they were in it together, even if it was just as painful to watch Ezra suffer too. 

After a few moments of nothing but the bus’s purr and the din downstairs, he murmured, “Maybe we should come clean to the press. Mason can ruin our careers, but at least we’d finally be free.”

“And then what?” Ruby asked. “I can’t see you as a plumber or a teacher or a lawyer.”

Ezra snorted. “We’d figure it out. Maybe I have a hidden talent somewhere.”

She wished she could believe it. It was why she was still here. She couldn’t go back to... nothing. She couldn’t let her family do the same. She’d bought her Aunt Fiona a house the first time she’d gotten a dreg of her earnings, leaving her comfortable enough that she was able to start a family with her husband — a life Ruby never had, and she wasn’t going to pull that rug from under her aunt. She wasn’t going back to standing behind a cash register in Asda either.

“We’re going to be okay,” said Ezra. “It’s you and me against the world, yeah?”

“Yeah.” Ruby smiled and let Ezra’s breath lull her into sleep. For hours they stayed there... until the party downstairs guttered out and the sky paled with morning — and the tour bus careened off the road somewhere along the M1 motorway. 

It was the lurch that woke Ruby. She didn’t have time to grip onto anything, though she could feel Ezra gripping her, his fingers bunching in her jumper. And then honking, and the world tumbling upside down, and them being thrown apart as they were battered from all sides. Screams. Agonising pain. Was she upside down? She didn’t have time to find out. They kept going, kept hurtling towards a place that seemed to have no finish line. 

Ezra, she wanted to shout, but her breath was torn from her.

Ruby lost Ezra after that. She lost everything — enslaved by darkness offering no reprieve. 

When she woke in the hospital days later with bruised ribs and a broken arm, Ezra was still gone.
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Everything that Ruby had seen of Cumbria so far was tainted by black-tinted windows and sharp pains shooting through her ribcage. She hadn’t been able to decide yet if the latter were a result of the accident itself or what she had lost in it. Absently, she stared out onto rolling fields and many, many lakes, wondering how she was going to spend the foreseeable future in the middle of nowhere without going mad. One prison swapped for another, only this one was very colourless and very cold and very Ezra-less — much like the rest of the world since she’d woken in the hospital.

She missed him. She couldn’t bear how much she missed him. So much of her felt numb still, as though unconsciousness had never really released its clawing grip on her after the crash. Even as Cerys rattled off information about cancelling the tour, through a phone she had been warned would be confiscated soon, Ruby was barely listening. It felt like being trapped underwater, the surface just unreachable and covered with a sheet of ice. Without Ezra, she didn’t think she’d want to break through it anyway. It was easier this way, wrapped in grief, with nothing able to touch her but the distant aches and pains of supposed recovery.

“Ruby?” Cerys’s voice sounded wary — an unusual occurrence for Ruby’s ruthless manager.

“Yes?” Ruby’s voice was hoarse from what little speaking she had done, sounding alien to her ears. She wondered if Cerys was about to prescribe her another diet of honey and lemon tea to soothe it for when all of this would be over and she would make her big comeback. Apparently, having her tour bus crash, killing half of the band's road crew and their guitar player and drummer, had not been reason enough for Ruby to be released from her contract. Cerys wanted her to spend the next two years pursuing a solo career. When you’re ready and all of this is settled, of course, which was just code for when Fusion began to see the loss of earnings.

“You’re going to be okay, you know?” Cerys said, voice light and unsure as they treaded this foreign territory. Their friendship had been based on ignoring all of the awful things before — Cerys making sure Ruby ate and slept and took care of herself but never acknowledging why those things were impossible to do in the first place. “They’ll catch your crazy stalker. I’ll make sure of it.”

Ruby hardly believed that Cerys held any bearing over Scotland Yard’s power to find the person who everyone assumed was behind the crash after realising the attack was targeted. A stolen car, a runaway driver, and a threatening letter, delivered to Ruby’s hospital room shortly after, had been the evidence.

Ruby closed her eyes against memories she didn’t want to see, letting the car rock her until she felt drowsy. “I know.” 

“And you’ll write while you’re there?”

Ruby hadn’t been able to pick up a pen since the crash, and not just because of her broken right arm, now pinned in a stiff white cast, but she nodded and hummed her agreement anyway. As long as she kept writing music, kept being profitable. As long as she was still Ruby Bright, even when there was no Gen Y to sing with anymore.

“All right. I know it’s easier said than done, but just enjoy the time away, yeah? You deserve it.” The way Cerys crooned “yeah” as “yah” grated on Ruby when it never had before, as though she was a Californian reality star rather than a woman born in Leeds, England. “Listen, I’ve got to go but I love you, babe, and I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“‘Kay. Bye.” 

As she hung up, Ruby’s sigh cleaved through the taut silence of the car. The officer who was driving, a tall, thirty-something man who had introduced himself as “Officer Liam Halstead but just Liam is fine,” glanced over his shoulder for just a moment. His lips spread into an easy, amicable grin, an attempt at reassurance. Somehow, that grin reminded Ruby of Ezra, and the pain ricocheted all over again, swiftly chased by the void swallowing her.

“Time to turn off your phone, Ruby,” Liam said.

She did, glad to see the back of hundreds of unopened text messages and Twitter DMs. At least now she had an excuse not to answer them. She handed the phone to the woman in the passenger seat, one of Fusion’s hired security team members who had introduced herself as Claire, and watched as she slid it into the glove compartment.

It took another hour for the snaking tree-lined lanes to be swapped for uneven gravel and spongy soil. A house came into view not long after, grey-bricked and red-doored. The car slowed to a stop, and a small pang of distaste cut through Ruby’s numbness. 

For a so-called “safe house,” it didn’t look very safe. 

The buildings were old, a stable and outdoor shed flanking the crumbling farmhouse on either side. Even the fence lining the large expanse of land was crooked and low, though there were plenty of trees sequestering the area in all directions. By the smoking chimney on the roof of the main house, a lonely weathervane pirouetted in the wind, screeching rustily as though forced against its will.

Ruby didn’t know if she would be able to manage in a place like this. It was so... ramshackle. Drab. Isolated.

Robotically, she unfastened her seatbelt and let Liam open the door for her. As she stepped out, her Gucci leather boots sank into a murky puddle, leaving her jeans splattered with dirt. She rolled her eyes, and then her attention was snapped to the creaking of a door. 

A blonde woman emerged from the main house, a black Labrador racing out with her. The latter sprang up onto Ruby, sullying her houndstooth-patterned coat with dirty paw prints and nearly knocking her back into the car. It left her tender rib cage singing with pain, and she let out an Oof! as she fought to be free. 

“Flint!” the woman scolded, prying the dog away by its blue collar. Unfazed, the dog only wagged its tail and raced off to chase a band of pigeons flapping out of the tall shrubs. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s only boisterous around new people.”

Her accent was lilting, Irish, but nothing else about her appeared quite as soft and musical. Though Ruby knew it was silly and outdated, she was just surprised the owner was a woman. When Liam had informed her that they were headed to a farmhouse in the Lake District, where she would live with just him, the three security guards gathered on the gravel now, and the land’s owner, she’d imagined the farmers she’d grown up around in Peterborough: grumpy old men with shotguns at the ready and pipes jutting from their mouths. 

But the woman was not old, though judging by the deeply-set knit of her brows and stiff, square jaw, Ruby suspected she might have been a little bit grumpy. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven years older than Ruby herself, with faint lines bracketing a thinly-pressed mouth and piercing green eyes that Ruby couldn’t quite meet. 

“It’s fine,” Ruby lied finally, brushing down her coat with her good hand and clearing her throat. 

“Ruby, this is Shea O’Connor.” Liam’s brown eyes flickered warmly to Shea as he introduced her in a way that could only mean they had known each other a while. “She owns the farmland here and she’s a retired protection officer herself, so you’re in good hands.”

Retired? How could she have retired when she looked younger than the majority of the officers surrounding her?

Shea wiped her palms on her grubby, tattered jeans and then extended a hand. Her eyes flicked to Ruby’s feet and her brows lifted. “Hope you brought your Wellies.”

Ruby had done no such thing. She didn’t even own Wellington boots, though she didn’t say so as she shook Shea’s hand with little enthusiasm. 

“Don’t overwhelm me with too much conversation.” Shea’s features danced with light-hearted taunting and Ruby began to suspect that she wouldn’t like the woman very much. “I’ll show you around, shall I?” 

Ruby nodded and followed warily. Shea pointed to the stable first. 

“Horses are in there. They’ll need mucking out once a day and fed twice, grain and hay. Same goes for their water buckets. The pigsty and chicken coop are just behind the house.” 

Shea motioned over her shoulder, guiding Ruby down the side of the farmhouse, through squelching mud and trampled grass, to a large expanse of land. Horses grazed in the field beyond, and the black Labrador ran in maniacal circles until he made Ruby dizzy. She gazed at the scenery without interest, still protected by that unfeeling bubble she had trapped herself in. Shea’s words were barely registering at all — until Shea started telling her how to care for the pigs and keep the sty clean, and then Ruby realised that she was being given instructions rather than a simple tour. 

“Hang on,” she uttered, interrupting something Shea was saying about chickens mid-sentence. “Why do I need to know all of this?”

Shea frowned, clamping her lips together as though trying to suppress her amusement. “Excuse me?”

“I’m not here as a free farmhand.”

“Ah, I see.” Shea took a step closer, the ends of her blonde hair curling into her neck. Ruby caught the smell of hay and earth wafting from her. “Our pop star planned to laze about and enjoy a free holiday, did she?”

An unexpected spark of anger roared to life in Ruby. The first real thing she had felt in two weeks. “I’m not here to work. I’m here because my life is in danger.”

“I’m well aware of that. But I’m offering this place as your sanctuary. I expect the favour to be returned with a little bit of help around the farm. Most people are quite happy to oblige.”

“I’m not most people.” Ruby didn’t mean for it to sound the way she did; like she thought she was special, more important. Perhaps a few years of being idolised by strangers had gone to her head more than she’d realised.

With a high-pitched whistle, Shea hooked her fingers through her belt loops and rocked back on her heels. “This is why I stopped working with the rich and famous, Liam.”

Liam chuckled, and Ruby’s cheeks burned. Were they laughing at her? “Go easy on her, Shea. She’s been through the wringer.”

“Haven’t we all?” Shea studied Ruby again coolly, and Ruby fought not to squirm. And then the blonde woman stepped away, kicking the loose flagstones at her feet. “You’ll not live the life of luxury here, love. If you wanted that, you should have stayed in London. The rules are simple and they’re non-negotiable. Help out where you can or find someone else to help you.”

Ruby narrowed her eyes. “I have a broken arm.”

“The other one still looks intact. Capable of holding a trowel and pouring chicken feed, I’d bet.”

Ruby shook her head, dumbfounded by the woman’s brusqueness. As though she hadn’t been through enough, she had to put up with being scolded like a servant as well. Still, she didn’t have the energy to argue, and her response came out sounding flat. “I’d like to see my room now, please.”

Shea grinned sardonically and opened the back door: an arched slab of chipped mahogany and stained glass. And then, with a flourish of her hand, she bowed dramatically. “This way, Your Excellency. I hope you’re not allergic to dust.”

***
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“DON’T YOU THINK IT’S weird that they’re using their own security company for this?” Shea questioned, drawing back the yellowing, lace curtains to peek at the two officers wandering the perimeter. They had introduced themselves as Eric and Leona shortly after Ruby had retired to her room, and while Shea had been keeping them fed and watered with sandwiches and cups of tea all afternoon, she didn’t like them. 

Not like she liked Liam, anyway. It felt like a divide, with him in his navy-blue uniform and them in black blazers. The other officer, who had made camp in the security quarters behind the abandoned barn, worked with them too. Claire. She had been even more stone-faced than the others, and making conversation with her had been like drawing blood from a stone. 

In the window’s reflection, Shea caught the shrug of Liam’s shoulders and turned back to him. He leaned on the kitchen counter, sipping his coffee from an oversized mug and feeding Flint diced carrots and potatoes from the chopping board when he thought Shea wasn’t looking.
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