
  
    [image: Banshee]
  


  
    
      BANSHEE

      
        WINTER GHOSTS

      

    

    
      
        BIBIANA KRALL

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Black Calyx Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Banshee : Winter Ghosts Book Series © 2024 Bibiana Krall. All Rights Reserved. Published by Black Calyx Books, Savannah, Georgia. United States of America, October, 2024. Cover design © Bibiana Krall 2024. All Rights Reserved. The Boreal @ 2024 Fashion Model @ 2024 Philip Arlt

      Paperback ISBN: 9798867593124

      Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under US copyright law, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Copyright infringement is a crime punishable by law. No part of this publication may be reproduced, shared, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author www.bibianakrall.com/contact except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses as permitted by copyright law. References to people, places, real or imagined are purely a coincidence or used in a fictional manner. Please refrain from recreating the actions in this book, as they may be life threatening and are purely fictional. Names or trademarks are used without permission in a fictional manner.

      This novel is a work of adult fiction and is not intended for readers under the age of eighteen. The language is sometimes crass and slightly sweary, along with images of grief, loss and death…  this title is inappropriate for tender hearts.

      Specific language was chosen in a creative attempt to recreate the slang and pop-culture influences of the late 1980s. No disrespect is intended in this spine-tingling ghost story that leans in to the understanding that all legends, especially the dark ones come from somewhere…

      
        
          [image: Punk rock graffiti art signifying the big 80s. Skater punk.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR BANSHEE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Winner of five stars from readers choice and winner in the supernatural category firebox book awards]
        

      

      
        
        
        “Author, Bibiana Krall is the Queen of Paranormal! I look forward to her autumn release every year.”

        -ANGELS AND DEMONS: BOOKS WITH WINE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “There’s something to be said for an author who eschews commercial simplicity to drill deep into the human psyche. Rabbit holes to infinity. I felt like I was in a haunted castle, experiencing it all.”

        -NEUE GOTHIC QUARTERLY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Once every so often the world hears a voice that rings loud and clear––I see you there in the shadows. Bibiana Krall is the person to whom that voice belongs.”

        -IT’S SO HAUNTED REVIEWS

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY BIBIANA KRALL

          

        

      

    

    
      WWW.BIBIANAKRALL.COM

      Winter Ghosts Series (Novels)

      Book 1- Banshee

      Book 2-Deathcap

      

      The Irish Phantom Series (Linked Novellas)

      Book 1 - Corvus Hall

      Book 2 - Loftus Hall

      Book 3 - The Rage of Danu

      Book 4 - Mont Pelier

      
        
        The Haunted Series (Halloween Anthology)

        Book 1 - Hearth Fires

        Book 2 - Tangled Webs

        Book 3 - Wicked Mist

        Book 4 - Shadow Reflection

      

        

      
        The Aether Series (Short Stories about the Future)

        Book 1 - The Hive

        Book 2 - Mint

        Book 3 - Quantum-C

        Book 4 - Axon Drift

        Book 5 - Anonymous

      

        

      
        The Sophia Series (Novels)

        Book 1 - Escape into the Blue

      

        

      
        Standalone Titles

        Troika

        Abulon

        Carolina Spirit (Novel)

        Esprit Caroline, French version

        Camp Century

        Alice

        Prospect Hill

        Volga Black

        Noble Jones

        Heartbeat

        Leaving Pandora

        Moon Zinc

        The Getaway

        The Soul Keeper

        Flor Y Fuego

      

        

      
        Audio Books

        The Soul Keeper

        Escape into the Blue

        Carolina Spirit

        Troika

      

        

      
        Non-Fiction

        Gender in Fiction: A collaborative study

        Sensational Writers + Holiday Recipes (Writers of Twitter)

      

        

      
        Winter Ghosts Podcast

        “Bridging the gap between reality and imagination.”

      

        

      
        Coming Soon:

        SUPERNATURE (Book-to-Feature Film project with iOscape Studios)

        Oasis Storm

        The Cure

        Little Blackbird

        Sky Island

        Naked Motorcycle Apocalypse (one act play)

        Book 3- Winter Ghosts - TBA

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1987 MIX-TAPE

          

          IT’S A VIBE

        

      

    

    
      These cool songs played in the background during the drafting process. Hop on the music platform with the green dial and type in “1987 Mix-Tape.” It was THE era for music. This free playlist should help get you started.

      

      I Just Died In Your Arms Tonight - Cutting Crew

      

      To Live And Die in L.A. - Wang Chung

      

      Broken Arms - Mr. Mister

      

      Notorious - Duran Duran

      

      It’s a Sin - Pet Shop Boys

      

      Never Let Me Down Again - Depeche Mode

      

      The Kiss - The Cure

      

      This Wheel’s On Fire - Siouxie and The Banshees

      

      Victim of Love - Erasure

      

      Here Comes The Rain Again - Eurythmics

      

      Alone - Heart

      

      Behind The Wheel - Depeche Mode

      

      Mony Mony - Billy Idol

      

      Pour Some Sugar On Me - Def Leppard

      

      Alright - Pussy Galore

      

      Heartbreak Hotel - The Cramps

      

      Port Of Souls - The Gun Club

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Boreal is a spooky place created by Bibiana Krall to hold in the spirits]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          OTHERWORLD

        

      

    

    
      She was performing. Thousands shouted her name as she belted out the hit song everyone came to hear, and suddenly she was transported away.

      Wind howled through the barren pines, sending shivers down Suki’s spine as she trudged through the desolate, snow-covered landscape being careful to avoid the dangerous cliffs.

      Gray skies had settled into this godforsaken place, casting a suffocating pallor over The Highlands. Unsure how she knew where the Sandman had taken her. It was autumn according to the multi-colored leaves.

      Each step she took seemed to echo through the maddening silence, and she couldn't help but feel the ghostly eyes following her every move in this chilling wilderness.

      Fresh tears stung her eyes with bitter salt-burn, the terror of giving in to mental and physical exhaustion overtook her mind as she fell to her knees, broken and bleary-eyed in a snowbank.

      Hopelessness called out with a perverse yearning to release the angst, to exorcise her expectations of retreat, to stop fighting it.

      Dark desire prodded a stricken woman to make the feelings go away in any way she could muster. The psychological urge to expunge it was so overwhelming, it attached to her blood, bone and sinew.

      Dots of fresh crimson marred a river of ice leading to the lookout high above a Scottish loch.

      Her vision was haunted by a stone tower looming above the tree-line as she wept and cradled the emptiness close to her chest like a lost child.

      A sinister shadow skulked in the boreal. It crept closer, feral and relentless, taunting her to rise up and fight.

      The only thing Suki knew for certain, was if she made it out of this nightmare alive, if she could somehow send this entity back to hell and walk out of here in one piece …nothing would ever be the same again.

      With a blast of icy air, she awakened on the tour bus, her feet and hands had gone numb. The stink of stale popcorn and beer made her feel woozy.

      That dreaded feeling of falling into another world was so real, so finely detailed, she couldn’t shake it off.

      

      Her friends all seemed to be asleep, and unaware as distance became reality …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          CHILL PILL

        

      

    

    
      The opportunity of a lifetime arrived and the band could hardly believe their luck.

      Mitch, their manager hatched a wild idea to fix things, the man was determined to set them up financially for life. No more shopping sprees or trashed hotel suites, actual adulting. “Yo. Before you get old and ugly like me. Better ride the curl or jump off.”

      If they could only get their shit together, the longevity part might actually come to fruition.

      Their record label in London, Soho Soundwave was ready to call it quits and move on. Talent isn’t hard to come by, there’s always someone hungrier and more focused waiting in the wings.

      Last train to nowhere, the day-to-day grind of going back to being a regular person was terrifying to all of them. For different reasons of course, but reality is a constant when you chase fame and fortune, the pressure never lets off.

      A normal life without fanfare feels like oblivion after the recognition they’d taken for granted the past few years.

      In nineteen eighty-seven, the only viable jobs were stockbroker or drug mogul and the band members weren’t equipped to make it in either profession.

      Money was flowing in the wrong direction and no one wanted to go back to waiting tables or living in the basement, eating the dinner of shame with their parents because they didn’t have enough cash to buy tacos.

      Synth Siren had been challenged personally and professionally ever since their hit single, Neon Specter blazed up the charts and held number one on MTV for seven solid weeks. It didn’t hurt that a hit show about slick detectives kicking ass in Miami bought the rights to the very same song to use as the official soundtrack for Season Two.

      Eighty-eight consecutive cities on a world tour was an optimistic schedule, even for the toughest mentalist on their team. Makeup artists, roadies, and even an exotic animal trainer had joined their crew once they’d wowed Europe, and hit East Asia.

      It was wild and a different party every night. There’s a dark side to everything. Sometimes innocent people end up as collateral damage.

      Things unraveled quickly after their talented drummer, Alyssa overdosed in Chicago on the second night of a sold out show.

      High on prescription uppers and Swedish vodka, she’d literally slept through her own demise, and right now, a year later it was almost impossible to get everyone together anymore.

      Alyssa haunted them all. She’d never left the room.

      

      She was everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      The band was hanging out at home this morning. Too burned out to quarrel or throw shade.

      It seemed like the only time they really got along now was on stage and on lazy days like this after a big show when the energy was so minimal, even if it had been tough, they would suck it up and stay quiet.

      Rick was a total sex bomb, the face of Synth Siren. A dark romantic who understood the power of words. He was larger than life. Too handsome for his own good, worst part was––he knew this and weaponized it whenever, and however he could.

      In a white motorcycle jacket, a black t-shirt and ripped Calvin’s, his arm muscles rippled as he stood up and stretched with a sleepy yawn.

      Cue the spotlight. Thick curly hair met brooding, ocean-eyes and smooth olive skin. He had a distinctive look that sold out arenas all over the world. It was impossible to ignore the draw of his charisma.

      Everyone loved him and wanted to be with him or simply to be him… but the danger of drowning in his creative ocean was evident to Suki on the very first day.

      Perhaps she should’ve known better? She’d asked herself honestly many times, what does a twenty-three-year-old from Silver Lake really know about life?

      “Guys,” clapping his hands loudly, their self-appointed leader awakened them from their stupor, “This is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.”

      Rick could talk anyone into almost anything, but no one wanted to be first on the chopping block or to speak out of turn.

      Silence can be electrifying, but this morning it felt dangerous and dicey. Her first cup of coffee was still warm, but Suki was still hoping for a quiet morning. Harmony. Sweet, sweet. Uhh. Nope.

      “This is complete crap, man. Nobody cares about our music anymore,” muttered Stein. A super-nerd and inspiring keyboardist, he dunked an herbal teabag in mug of hot water, sitting in the lotus position on a striped cushion, always seeking his Zen.

      Chaz dug around in the fridge filled with leftovers no one would ever eat. Poking his head out of the kitchen like a turtle, “Anyone hungry?” He was every woman’s dream in acid-green parachute pants, with a California tan and no shirt. His surfer look was complete with a tribal tattoo of a North Shore wave on his taut left shoulder. He was a good guy, even if he was never going to split atoms or win a Nobel.

      Suki was famished, because she never ate before a gig and had gone to bed the night before on an empty stomach.

      Chaz was into health food, his version of breakfast was often beet salad or Vegemite on rye. All she wanted right now was a buttery grilled cheese and a cup of Campbell’s tomato.

      “I’m good. Maybe toast with butter and strawberry jam? Ghee and Vegemite make me queasy.”

      “Why do you always cut my food choices down, huh? Dude… I know you’re not a vegan. All we have is margarine. Sorry ‘bout that.” He tossed a giant tub of butter-flavored spread on the kitchen counter and noisily made more toast.

      “I don’t mean to. I mean you’re not even Australian, what’s in that Vegamite stuff anyway?” stress always made her feel sick and feverish.

      She’d been in the band ever since high school and somehow, they all felt like strangers again. Going through hard times is supposed to connect and unite people, but in this case, it left gaping holes.

      Talulah was swaddled in a down sleeping bag while she cocooned with the cat and nursed a wicked hangover.

      They’d played two full sets the night before, but it had been at a music festival on the pier in Santa Monica, so they’d opted to chill at their mid-century bungalow on Mulholland, a haven when the money was rolling in. A relic from the glory days when they couldn’t fathom there might ever be anything else.

      “So, what is it? What’s the new plan?” Suki jumped up and grabbed her toast, “Thanks man.”

      She smiled brightly at Chaz, grateful that he was easy-going about her mood swings. “Sorry I was a jerk before, still tired and kind of sore from last night.”

      “Glad you asked,” Rick chucked a polaroid on the Mexican tiles in front of Stein who didn’t move a muscle. His eyes were squeezed shut and he was loudly humming, “Om.”

      The black and white photo was faded, a landscape portrait of a formidable castle.

      When Stein’s curiosity failed to activate fast enough, Rick bent down to pick it up and handed it over to Suki.

      “What’s this about?” she asked him, “we’re too tired to play Hardy Boy’s with you.” Holding the toast in her teeth, she perused the photo. The old rock pile seemed cool, and creepy in a Vlad the Impaler kind of way, but what did it have to do with them? Better question was why did it seem so darn familiar?

      “Should I go make us more coffee?” Chaz hovered in the doorway, hesitating no doubt, because Rick was getting ready to explode in that brooding-silent way that made everyone want to scram for the hills.

      “It’s ours.” Looking like he’d just inherited a million bucks, Rick plopped down on the leather sofa next to, Talulah and picked up their rescue cat, aptly named Kat.

      “Say what? Dude. When did we buy a castle?” Stein had finally opened his eyes and was loudly slurping his tea.

      “No,” Rick sighed. “Guys. We didn’t buy anything, except for time. We’re flat broke, remember? Soho Soundwave owns this place. It’s one of the executive’s great, great, great, great uncle’s or something. I dunno. Does it matter?”

      Chaz looked distraught, “Oh crap. Are we talking about selling the bungalow again? Just prepped the clay planters for a plat of heirloom tomatoes.”

      “Oh my god. Everyone shut up already and let him tell us!” Talulah rolled her eyes and snuggled deeper down in the fluffy blanket.

      Narcoleptic as always, their drummer only seemed to focus at extreme moments or when she was annoyed. Straight blonde hair puffed out like angel wings, but the sleep-smeared eyeliner made her look like a gothic raccoon.

      “They’re giving us one last chance,” Rick paced as if he were trying to convince a jury. “Six months to finish the record. There’s a room equipped for sound recording and a baby grand in the lounge if we need a place for break-out sessions. It’s the change we desperately need. I can’t go anywhere in this burg without, without … well … you guys know how it is.”

      Suki was quietly excited by his announcement and didn’t want to seem too eager, but if they took this opportunity, maybe she would finally have a chance to write songs that actually made it onto the album? Still. There was something strange niggling her memory, and it would not let up.

      “What’s the catch? Who’s going to run the equipment? Can we bring our crew? There must be something. There always is,” Stein had returned from Outer Space and was mentally checked in again.

      “Support crew hasn’t been discussed yet. There is a caveat. We have to produce a studio album and at least one single to help promote the new record. If we can manage to do that, they promised to renew our contract for another five years.”

      Chaz gave him a giant thumbs up, “Excellent!”

      “As I was saying,” Rick was enjoying playing school principal. “No drugs, booze, or in-fighting. It has to be clean. It’s all about the music and creating. Zero drama. Scotland. Damn. I’ve always wanted to go back there…”

      The somber mood dissolved almost instantly as they began talking over each other in excitement.

      Suddenly there was promise again. No more begging for paid shows, no more half-assed excuses to their manager to buy them another week when important projects weren’t finished.

      Time to create away from day-to-day distractions was their constant dream.

      It was astonishing they had this chance at all.

      After paying back the promoter a boatload of money for the cancelled shows and the horrible publicity that came with it, nobody on either coast wanted to work with them anymore.

      Suki knew better than her bandmates about how the world truly viewed them now. She’d made the grave mistake of trusting a cub journalist who broke her promises and shared the most intimate details of the band with the general public in her scathing exposé.

      A civil lawsuit demanding a printed retraction from the journalist’s employer was still pending, but would that change anything, since everyone already knew their darkest secrets?

      Betrayal and discord are a high cost for fame, but when it came to Alyssa and how much she’d struggled in private with cross-addiction and childhood trauma before the accident… the vicious tell-all was heartbreaking. So disgusting that anyone could be so cold.

      “I’m in,” Suki marched over to Rick and squeezed his hand in solidarity. “We need to get the hell out of here. It sounds perfect.”

      Chaz did a happy dance in the kitchen. “Oh yeah. I like it, it’s totally awesome. On the road again. Dude, we’re in the zone. When do we leave?”

      “This Monday. Mitch has a management company watching the house. Maybe someone can find a safe place for Kat to hang out? They make domestic pets quarantine for three months in the U.K. I’m afraid our anxious fur ball would not deal with solitary confinement too well.”

      Talulah answered this with a loud snore, meanwhile Stein had already left the living room and was throwing freshly laundered clothes in a giant pile to get packed.

      When it was just the two of them, Suki gave Rick an awkward hug, “Do you really believe things will turn out all right? I don’t think I could handle any more problems. It’s been the dregs ever since we got back from London. I went in her bedroom this morning. Man. Seeing Alyssa’s jean jacket on the bed like she was still here with us made me feel so lonesome. I blame myself you know…”

      “Whoa,” his manscaped eyebrows shot up and he pushed away from her. “I know you do, but it wasn’t your fault. We’ve hashed this out before. We all knew. We all saw her crumbling.”

      He was on edge and getting more defensive, “There are a thousand things we should’ve done to help her. Maybe getting out of here for a while will give us the chance to grieve? We never really did. Playing ten more shows after that. It was shitty of us.”

      “Yeah, for real. We had to, but you’re right about thinking it. We are selfish assholes. Thank you for working this out with Mitch. Have we been to this place before?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Can’t shake it. Feels like I know it somehow. Weird. Hey. I’ve been writing a few songs in my journal. One is a ballad. It’s my tribute to her. I write a lot when I can’t sleep.”

      “Aww. That’s nice,” he smiled with his capped teeth showing, but his eyes didn’t match the curve of his lips. “So yeah, can you guys spare me for a few hours? I have to meet up with Mitch, lunch at Alfie’s to smooth the water.”

      Unsure if he was blowing her off, as a second layer of self-hatred washed over her, “Sure. Ask him to stop by tonight. Chaz is making brown buns and lentil burgers. We can relax after, and have drinks by the pool. See you later, I guess.”

      “Right on.” He looked relieved as he grabbed his keys and slipped out the front door.

      She watched him from the bay window. He booked it out to his custom Lambo with neon ground effects, and engaged the batwing doors.

      Would he ever give her another chance to prove herself?

      Maybe this whole thing, the band staying together and trying to keep it going after Alyssa was a dead end?

      Anyone with half a brain would ditch the fantasy to pursue a higher education, chase something solid, meaningful and safe. Broken people like him with egos the size of Texas were the rule in her orbit, not the exception.

      Sun filtered through the windows in a golden haze where Talulah was sleeping soundly under the blanket, but the chaotic coziness of the living room felt watchful, and honestly… a little troubling.

      

      As if the house was waiting for Suki to get wise and make a run for it, to blast out of town, and disappear into the sunset while she still could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          SHAPE SHIFTING

        

      

    

    
      Mitch stopped by the house briefly to give his official speech about teamwork, and they spent the rest of the weekend saying goodbye to friends and family.

      Autumn in Southern California is the perfect season for hiking and doing stuff outside when it finally cools off a little.

      Their ambitious realtor rang the doorbell the next morning, bearing a gift basket filled with almond cookies and a silver French press, “Do you have any espresso beans?”

      The woman was a magnet for Chaz, and he was already taking the basket with a sheepish grin. “If you’re still around later, maybe I can show you my container garden?”

      “Mmm. Sounds delicious,” she cooed with a doe-eyed smile. Never actually committing to him, she had the poor guy on a short leash, but it was pretty obvious to everyone that she was playing him.

      Tiffany Ray was built like a brick house with killer curves that could blow your mind, a celebrity in her own right who volunteered to pet sit the cat and take care of the indoor plants.

      She’d glided through the house doused in Shalimar. Wearing an Italian suit with a pencil skirt and sleek heels, unleashing her best sales pitch, she stopped to notice architectural details or remark on the view. Trying her darnedest to get them to sell, and pocket the money for the house.

      They snagged it three years earlier for two million from an elderly movie star after she became enamored with Chaz and shared his obsession for clean eating.

      The bungalow was worth well over five now. The view from the pool deck was incredible at night, and most of the time you could see all the way to Sunset Boulevard.

      Even with the house harboring a ton of bad memories from the past year, it was the place they’d called home since their first tour and no one was ready to close that chapter. At least not yet.

      Tiffany Ray reluctantly left an hour later with a brass copy of the front door key, promising them she would ‘keep trying until I get my way.’

      She was terrific, but no one was ready for that much change.

      Chaz’s generous parents hosted an impromptu barbecue and horse ride at their thousand-acre ranch in Topanga Canyon.

      They had a blast dressing up like neon cowboys. Even Mitch relaxed and guzzled beer wearing a pair of bedazzled, lizard-skin boots he boldly claimed were once owned by the “King of Rock and Roll.”

      Elvis fans are die hard, and Mitch was dedicated.

      He surprised them after dinner with a touching speech about the importance of family and presented the entire band with Clipper Class tickets to Edinburgh on Pan Am.

      The orange flames of the bonfire illuminated deep lines in his face, a roadmap of a tumultuous life in the music industry.

      “I love you guys as if you were my own. This will be a time you won’t ever forget, and I plan to come visit you in three months or so.”

      Their manager laughed and joked around for a few minutes, but everyone knew Mitch was being dead serious when he quipped, “I’m counting on you. You’re my family, my hope, but don’t you dare mess this up.”
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        * * *

      

      Departure day was exciting, a new beginning and surprisingly, everything went without a hitch.

      Somehow, Kat, the cat instinctively knew they were leaving and had hidden under Alyssa’s bed, unwilling to come out even after Talulah sprinkled catnip on the wheatgrass growing in the kitchen window.

      They forgot to book a private car on this side of the pond, and had so many trunks and suitcases, they drew straws. Stein lost and had to sit in the back of a second taxi to LAX to watch over their stuff.

      Once they’d made it through security and were safely on board the airplane, it felt like they’d finally exorcised the toxic energy of the past year, and everything good they’d imagined for the future was finally falling into place.

      

      It felt amazing.

      

      It felt wild.

      

      It felt free.

      

      The enormous jet wobbled as it lifted off the tarmac like a pregnant albatross.

      “Bye, bye lost angels.” Suki pushed the bangs out of her eyes, silently wishing that Alyssa was here to share their adventure. They had once been inseparable, the best of friends until their romantic feelings for Rick had driven a wedge between them. Her eyes stung, as she chased it away.

      Drinking bottomless flutes of vintage champagne and enjoying lobster bisque inflight was insanely cool. Posh barely described the elegant scene in Clipper Class.

      Sure, they’d flown private many times, but it was always cramped and noisy. When you’ve chartered your own jet, it’s astounding how many friends you suddenly have.

      Next stop, New York City!

      Even Talulah and Stein were awake for this part, pointing out Joshua Tree, the Grand Canyon, the Great Salt Lake and the ever-mysterious crop circles as they blasted over the Midwest.

      Rick took over the half-moon bar telling war stories to the civilians. Dishing about love-crazed groupies doing insane things to get themselves backstage to try and meet him.

      The gorgeous flight attendants fell all over themselves, hoping to get close to him, and even the handsome captain came out of the cockpit for a minute to shake his hand.

      Chaz was seated across the aisle from Suki doing a crossword puzzle and drinking Bloody-Mary mix on the rocks.

      Yawn city, the visually gorgeous guy was eternally on a health kick with an embargo on booze, no late nights, and no partying. Not ever.

      He was easy as Sunday morning on the eyes, but his personal habits were more rigid than a macro-economics class.

      Stein was beside him rocking a silk kimono over his Synth Siren t-shirt and button fly Levi’s, reading Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. No doubt trying to insert himself in the pages as the imaginary hero.

      “Really?” She rolled her eyes at him from across the aisle, sticking her tongue out, as she openly gave her friend a hard time.

      He looked up from the popular novel with a shrug, “I’m still trying to understand my parents––”

      “Dude. Aren’t we all?” She slid out of her window seat, feeling the need to move around.

      By the looks of it, Rick wasn’t coming back anytime soon and she slinked past the blue-velvet privacy curtains with her gaze taking in the strangers in various stages of relaxation on the long flight.

      There was an overwhelming urge to be incognito, to join the nameless and detach her aura from everyone in the band.

      But that’s now how it works. Even when you leave town, you are still you.

      She didn’t own any normal clothes and her hot-pink and yellow bustier, an original designed for her by the house of Moschino. It was paired with a pair of skin-tight leather pants. Thankfully her hand-made stilettos were more comfortable than they looked.

      “Champagne? Perrier?” A stewardess about her age with a fantastic, Scottish accent was on duty in the galley, busy brewing a fresh pot of coffee.

      “The first option would be perfect, thanks.” She needed to steer clear of the hard stuff, but champagne is an anti-oxidant made mostly of grapes.

      “Are you who I think you are?” The young woman’s hazel-green eyes lit up and she peeled off her spotless white gloves to sip from a mug of coffee perched on a shelf.

      “Perhaps I am? It’s awesome to be on the way to the U.K. and not feel anxious about performing, or mentally getting myself psyched for more TV interviews. It’s a welcome change for us to have real time to work on a new album, a true getaway from the city. Everybody recognizes us in L.A.”

      “I can only imagine,” she looked impressed, “have you ever been to Scotland?”

      “Oh yeah. Adore it! The band headlined the Midsummer Fest on Mull a few years ago. It was crazy how it only got dark for like an hour, then there was enough light to walk around outside again. It was a blast. It’s tough to remember most of it though. When we weren’t playing, we were in the pub at The Bellachroy or passed out in the caravan.”

      The young woman giggled at her overshare, “Ha! That’s the truth. Not such a bad life though, is it? Autumn and winter is quite different than summertime in Scotland, it gets dark out before teatime. When I was a wee lass, mum would give me the what-have-you, if I wasn’t home by four p.m. on the dot.”

      “That’s difficult for me to imagine. Mine didn’t get hung up on rules like that. She was gone a lot, shopping or surfing with her boyfriend in Malibu or on a trip to screen films in Cannes. I was stricter with myself than she would’ve ever been.”

      “Hmm. Sounds a bit lonely. Sorry for that,” she shrugged and looked uncomfortable as she stumbled over her response, “but, you’re a superstar. So famous. She must’ve done something right.”

      With a self-deprecating shrug, Suki reeled it back in. “I guess so.”

      The stewardess poured a flute of bubbly and handed it over with an awkward grimace, “Her loss, truly,” tilting her head thoughtfully, “I think you’re absolutely brilliant.”

      “Cheers to that!” Suki drained the entire glass and began to shut down when her thoughts began to get the best of her.

      Imposter syndrome was always two clicks behind, nipping at her heels, constantly chipping away at her self-esteem like a mutt with mange.

      It had been extremely lonesome to tuck herself into bed at night with no bedtime stories or a motherly kiss.

      Their kindly neighbor, Miss Juana would come over once in a while. Roasting jalapeños to roll a baking pan of chicken enchiladas while watching her Telenovelas at the kitchen table.

      The matronly attention was helpful, but not nearly enough for an inquisitive child who longed to be part of a noisy, happy, and present, family unit.

      Eating boxed macaroni most nights in front of the Magnavox after her homework was done became normal. The constant commercials for antacid and TV dinners were oddly comforting. Routine and ritual were the only things that kept her from losing her mind, structure roped in the sadness that blanketed everything like smoke.

      When big-hearted teachers tried to get involved, the argument from her mother was always the same, ‘She’s a straight-A student, and never, ever misses school. No, the sperm donor is not in the picture anymore, but he pays the bills, and the rest is none of your damn business.’

      Suki didn’t want to talk about that difficult time with anyone. It was buried in a secret bunker she’d built to feel safe, to remain in control, and stay calm.

      Even her therapist in middle school, Dr. Bukowski had up and quit his job after only two counseling sessions with her.

      Truth-telling is painful no matter your age. Ripping off the Bandaid and offering him the truth with her heart on a platter had turned into a fiasco.

      Just like that, he’d apologized with an embarrassed groan, ‘I’m so sorry kiddo, but I don’t think I can help you.’

      He’d expertly avoided her gaze while he changed into his beat up Asics runners like a sporty Mr. Rogers, sending her out to rebook her sessions with Ms. Darla, the receptionist. He moved to Alaska soon after to become a commercial fisherman. Bizarro and hurtful in a way she couldn’t explain.

      “Thanks for the champagne,” her feelings threatened to expose her again.

      Rushing back to her airplane seat to hide out, she covered her head with a blanket and leaned her thin shoulder against the window frame. Sniffling, and pretending to be asleep the rest of the way to JFK.

      Trying like crazy to gain distance from herself, but it didn’t matter where she went or how much alcohol she drank …she was always Suki, the poor little rich girl no one loved enough to stick around for.

      The remainder of the flight was uneventful and thankfully, no one pressed her for more social interaction.

      Service on Pan Am was as good as a five-star hotel and the next morning when they landed in Edinburgh, the flight crew insisted the passengers up front should keep the Caribbean-blue messenger bags and the velour sleep masks.

      “Castles don’t have central heating. If you’re fortunate, it will at least have oil radiators.” The chatty stewardess from earlier took the rumpled blanket and offered Suki a timid smile, as she left her seat and stretched in the aisle, waiting for them to open the door.

      “This is my first time staying in an actual castle. I hadn’t even considered that.”

      “Do you happen to know its name?”

      Suki shrugged, “glasswork something or other. Digging down in her handbag looking for the information, “Umm. Oh, here it is Glastaig Castle. It’s somewhere in The Highlands, but I probably said the name wrong.”

      The young woman immediately paled.

      “Oh, wow,” Suki’s stomach flip-flopped when the unease returned with a vengance. “Do you know it?”

      “Of course. Yes,” she looked spooked, “it’s been owned by the Stewart Clan since the early fifteen hundreds. Everyone from Scotland knows it, the history books mark the original tower house as an important symbol of independence from one of our many wars,” she stammered and wrung her hands. “Everyone knows that it’s––”

      Stein jostled her hip with his designer duffle jammed with hardcovers.

      Her cheeks went hot when she realized she was holding up the passengers behind her, “I apologize. I didn’t get that part. Excuse me, it’s what?”

      The river of humans behind her pressing forward was relentless, and the stewardess cupped her hands over her mouth and stage whispered, “Ask for Young Cameron at The Bampot. He’ll fill you in. I simply adore your music. Good luck with the new record!”

      “What was that about? A new fan? Another girl-crush? You’re a foxy, foxy lady.” Rick had materialized and took her overstuffed cosmetic case, slinging it over his broad shoulder, as they disembarked and got in line for customs.

      “It was nothing, really. The stewardess was chill. She was asking about where we were staying, but when I told her, she got spastic and sorta weird.”

      “Huh. Who knows? I’m ready for a tall one and a nap in a real bed, my legs feel like origami. I sent a fax to the estate manager, asking for the two of us to be setup in the tower rooms. If it gets chilly at night, I can come visit. Warm you up or whatever…”

      Chaz breezed by and gave them a hang loose sign, as he stopped to help a woman in a plaid pantsuit struggling with a pink hard-case on the baggage carousel.

      “Wow. Casual sex with me has been downgraded to, whatever? Nice. I thought we were doing a creative-monk-thing on this trip, not our usual. You’re the one who keeps reading us the rules, no drama, no BS.”

      “Babe,” he raised his expressive eyebrows and turned on the charm. “Rules don’t apply to people like us. Chill out, already. No probs, K?What Suki wants, Suki gets.”

      He pouted while she ignored his childish manipulation.

      She took a deep breath, chewing her lower lip, deciding not to give him the satisfaction of a reply after Talulah threw her one of the dirtiest looks she’d ever seen.

      Stein was the quintessential artiste as he fluttered around in his hand-painted kimono like an exotic bird exploring the baggage claim.

      Chaz bounded straight through customs with barely a second glance from anyone.

      “You know it,” she did a yoga exhale, marveling at how different they all were. Misfits, square-pegs who made award-winning music and sometimes they even fell in love.

      Or was it lust?

      It’s never a good idea to get involved or get naked with people you work closely with.

      

      It will end badly.
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