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      ‘Welcome to Metal Beats, the podcast that brings you all the latest news and views in the urban music world, here in LA. Today we have an exciting collective of artists who’ve been blowing up all over the internet. Literally everyone is talking about them. Welcome, Ballistik, High Hat, Tiny Tears, Duo Tempo, Brain Freeze, Lil Sensei, Pope, Jynskie, Vaggabond and Lil Jace, who make up TRHBDor. Troubadour. Is that the correct pronunciation, guys?’

      ‘Yes, Trent, thank you for inviting us on.’

      ‘What was the thinking behind the name? Does it stand for anything?’

      ‘Well, a troubadour was an olden times poet or singer who travelled around performing in the great houses and castles of Europe, but also in the village squares for the regular people too. We thought it was kind of cool.’

      ‘Yeah, and the letters actually stand for The Restless Hour Before Dawn. It’s the time in the day when you’re your best self, you know, the most creative and open to the spiritual side of life.’

      ‘That’s just fantastic. Why don’t you go ahead and introduce what you all do…’

      

      Sasha Bond, aka Vaggabond, sat with their little band as they spoke up one by one. Each showing a little part of their personality in the way they presented themselves and the names they’d chosen.

      Ballistik, or Ballsy, as they called him, went first. He was a rapper from Carlsbad. He was a twenty-one-year-old black guy with short dreads coloured blue at the ends, and he wore steampunk goggles around his neck.

      Next was High Hat, the surfer dude, with brown messy hair and a tan, from San Diego, who made the beats behind all the music they made.

      Tiny Tears was the only other girl and was from right there in LA. She was a black, petite dancer/rapper with tight Bantu knots all over her head. Duo Tempo was her brother and a rapper/singer with short, dyed yellow-blond hair and Lil Jace’s best friend. They had a real Bromance going on. Brain Freeze, or ‘Brains’, was from the Valley, who played on his pale, geeky good looks and happened to be a great poet and even sang a little. Lil Sensei was their graphic artist and rapper, responsible for all the backdrops and light shows, along with Jynskie, an Asian guy the others ribbed as the blackest Asian guy they’d ever met; with his patter, face tats and black wave cap tied around his head.

      Then there was her. ‘I’m Sasha Bond. People call me Vaga, short for Vagabond. I design the clothes the guys are wearing here. It’s kind of a street, urban expression kind of thing.’ She thanked Trent Derby for having them. He was an older, balding white guy, covered in more tattoos than any of them, like he should know better. He had already moved on to Jace, or Lil Jace as he was known. Real name Jacek Novacek, who’d travelled there with her from their home in Pittsburgh and who she’d adored since middle school. They’d dated on and off ever since seventh grade and despite not actually knowing where they were at that moment, she loved him, and she was sure the feeling was mutual.

      Although she was under no illusions, Jace was no saint. Girls came and went with him. They all loved him. He came across as so vulnerable and cute and he played it to the max. A completely flamboyant dresser, with much of his hair shaven and what remained was a mess, coloured blond and purple this week. It was a full-time job for her simply to stay in his trajectory. Because he was undoubtedly a comet. One that was on a fast collision with Earth.

      Her mother warned her several times not to get pulled along in his wake, or she’d crash and burn with him. But it was hard. Truth be told, as troubled as Jace was, he was by far the most talented, charismatic, hypnotic person she’d ever met. And she’d been hopelessly hooked ever since they’d begun to upload his songs to SoundCloud from his bedroom five years ago, just two blocks from where she lived. Even then, he’d smiled into her camera with his goofy smile of uneven teeth and paraded around in her customised clothes covered in pink fur and sequins, completely at home in his skin and sexuality, which was ambiguous at best. Tattoos were already appearing at the edge of his face, making ever getting an ordinary job impossible. By the time they moved to LA and joined the collective founded by Brains, his love of tattoos had spread across his body, even his face. Including a heartbreakingly cute VB from her clothes logo, just below his ear. To any girl’s mother, he looked a terrifying prospect for their daughter, but hers knew him as the shy boy who smiled and called her mam through his bedazzled dental grill.

      The trouble was that rather than keeping people away, which she was convinced was much of his motivation, girls adored him. If there was ever a special something that stars had, then Jace had it in spades. The girls knew it, his group mates knew it, and Trent Derby, the interviewer, sure as hell knew it, which was why he left him till last. That’s why Jace had to beat girls off with a stick and his band-mates shuffled in their seats, irritated at the extra attention he was always getting.

      The podcaster droned on, singing Jace’s praises, singling him out and making the rest of the collective visibly exasperated. She should have seen what would inevitably happen down the line, even then, but she pushed it to the back of her mind and just felt sorry that he had to continually dumb himself down in front of them. He was with them because he loved being with them. He truly believed in what they produced as a collective, and being an introvert, he much preferred to be with people he knew. The group, however, didn’t see it that way. They were growing more resentful every day, because deep down they knew Jace was the guiding light just passing through; the flame that drew the growing fandom to them all. They’d managed to blow up without a single agent or record label between them and they owed much of that to Jace. Out of the whole emo-rap scene, full of young artists trying to rise to the top, it was the tall, almost effeminate, quiet guy at the back, the girls always screamed for on stage.

      ‘Jace,’ Trent continued. ‘Is it true, you’ve started to get interest from a major label?’

      Jace fidgeted nervously and looked down at the chipped black nail varnish on his fingers. Everyone had gone quiet around him, waiting for him to speak, but the tension crackled in the air.

      ‘I’m currently talking to a UK management company. That’s true.’

      Sasha saw the pink flush of embarrassment enter his cheeks.

      ‘Will that mean you’ll be leaving TRHBDor for the United Kingdom? Does that mean a solo album is in the offing?’

      Jace put his hands up in front of him to slow Trent down. ‘It’s way too early to say,’ he said, trying to salvage something in front of his band-mates. He blinked a little slowly with the Xanax he’d obviously taken. It was nothing new for Jace to self-medicate to face something like this. Thankfully, it was Duo who jumped in for him. They’d been inseparable and collaborated on much of each other’s music, but even he must feel a little sidelined a lot of the time. ‘Ya’ll know, where Jace goes, the crew goes too,’ he said, laughing easily.

      Jace put a hand on his shoulder, laughing as well, clearly relieved. ‘That’s true.’ The pair bumped shoulders and the interviewer smiled knowingly. He knew, rightly or wrongly, it was Jace who’d be going places. Trent was up to the minute on the industry, what was popular in LA and even what went on in their loft. He understood what was going on between them.

      However, not even Duo knew him as she did, and they shared most things. You would have had to grow up together for that. To remember the music made for years in Jace’s bedroom before it ever saw the light of day. Practising the looks and the make-up, singing all night into a lonely mic, never knowing whether anyone would ever hear what he made, but doing it anyway because it was something he needed to pour out of him. Seeing his mother lose hope that he would ever be a regular guy when the first tattooed butterfly appeared inside the anarchy symbol on his cheek.

      Jace now mixed in a world where people always loved to be with him. But it wasn’t necessarily a love of him, but the hope that some of his star quality would somehow rub off on them. She guessed everyone was a little guilty of that. Like a moth attracted to the light. However true all that was, he was never happy in it. Sasha constantly lived with a feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach. That he was somehow fading and he would leave her one way or another. With his excessive partying: the alcohol, coke, Xans, he was on a path to self-destruction at just twenty years of age. The wilder he became, the more his fans cheered. Because he was a true rock star, living the dream and they were meant to live fast and die young. It was the deal they made with the Devil. Then everyone got to join in with the tragedy and grieve and cry at the waste when he inevitably crashed and burned.

      Sasha loved Jace. That was a given, but they’d barely been in LA a year and argued constantly. It forced her to go home regularly for time-outs, where she continually felt neglected. Somewhere along the way, she became the live-in therapist and housekeeper that Jace looked to as his steadying rock. It wasn’t enough for her, and, if he was truly honest, not enough for him either.

      Every time she went back to Pittsburgh to teach him a lesson – usually when he disappeared for several days with some skank, she’d get a call at around 4 a.m. from him, wasted in someone’s bathroom, crying for her to come and show him how to get home. She never entirely knew whether he meant it figuratively. Either way, it broke her heart and she’d travel back on the first flight, bringing groceries for the empty cupboards.

      Sasha would be back in Jace’s contrite arms within twenty-four hours and they’d eat for a few days, but it never lasted long. He took drugs, consuming little else, disappearing for days and never answering his phone. He was so pale and thin and his soulful brown eyes looked huge in their dark, sorrowful sockets. With his slim build, six feet in height, and his asymmetric, brightly coloured hair, he often reminded her of a sad marionette.

      Other girls didn’t seem to see that side of him and looked on enviously, often overlooking her talent and what she brought to the group. Determined to see her as some hanger-on or groupie, their looks of hatred were quite scary when Jace pulled her close. One actually asked her what she was doing there, once. ‘With your bland face and your nothing hair.’

      Sasha had been stunned into silence. She’d never thought about it, as she and Jace had been together for so long. She guessed she was ordinary in comparison to many of the stunning girls. She was kind of average with long brunette hair, often worn in a ponytail, and simple gold hoops in her ears. She prided herself on her clear skin that she covered with very little make-up. Maybe a little mascara just to make her hazel eyes pop. She wore a lot of hats. Her clothes were always black or denim, which was kind of her trademark. Plus, she preferred being in the background. Always there, but not in the madness. Jace loved her, often calling her ‘home’. Whispering, ‘there are enough plastic girls out there’. It was a weird compliment, but she’d take it.

      And so here they all were, on Trent Derby’s Metal Beats show. A year ago, she and Jace had dreamed about this. Now, with the collective, they’d grown online, and she was making most of the little money they lived on from designing and selling the merch: T-shirts, hats, jackets, all with the TRHBDor logo of the fairy-tale guy playing a lute. The collective played to bigger and bigger audiences, which paid for the drugs, the rent and the afterparties in their loft. They attracted more and more hangers-on, many who didn’t go home for days.

      Jace often joked that you could tell who the truly connected people were by the class of drugs they brought along. Sasha remained a skeptic, but she was always there, remaining sober. Worrying.

      Until the day Zach Bennington walked into their loft and their lives. It was one of their famous loft parties after a show. A smooth, London-born black guy in a sharp grey suit. He was in his mid to late twenties and looked far too smart for the emo-rap scene to be anything other than a scout. He had music exec written all over him.

      Turned out Jace had already agreed to sign with Locke and Key management and Zach had been sent from England to pin him down with a signature and guide him through the process of moving to the UK.

      Sasha should have listened to the alarm bells then, but she was simply too shocked and upset. He’d never done anything without her before. Maybe if she’d caused a scene, everything would have ended differently. But Zach said those golden words every artist wanted to hear. Like the Devil himself, he tempted him with one beautiful spell-binding compliment after another, as men like him often did: ‘We noticed you…you’re causing waves…come with us and we’ll blow you up bigger than you can imagine… Massive deals… Talk shows… Money… Everyone will know your name… You’ll model… Be on the cover of magazines… Huge concerts… Even festivals… Endless women…’ And then the clincher: ‘The whole collective can come.’

      Sasha should have been ecstatic along with him, but any excitement in her slowly dissolved away. She watched the shy smile disappear from Jace’s face as he looked at Zach with hope in his drug-filled eyes. ‘Everyone…even Sasha?’

      Sasha saw the moment Zach registered the key to signing Jace. A light literally switched on behind his eyes. ‘Yeah,’ he said, still tidying up what he’d say in his head. ‘You’ll all live together in a house in London, just like you do here. Then we’ll slam the scene with a UK tour with some of our other breakthrough acts. They’ll go mad for you…and the guys,’ he tacked on.

      Jace, being Jace, welcomed Zach into his life right then. He opened his arms and his life and hugged him, leaving Zach patting his back in bewilderment.

      And so the deal was struck. Only, despite how it felt, the evil part came much later.

      If only she had realised then, just how real it would all become. Instead, she sat feeling numb next to Jace as he talked animatedly of their plans through the night. Partygoers carried on around them. Duo announced it and they all went wild. They’d entered the drop of a white-knuckle ride and it was already too late to get off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The London house was in Camden, not far from many of the coolest bars and live music venues. It was a vibrant, bohemian place, full of interesting, arty-looking people, though it was a little cold and rainy. Clothes stalls and music seemed to burst out of every gap between buildings and doorways. It wasn’t unusual to see well-known musicians sitting casually at a bar or cafe. In many ways, it was just like home. The same houseful of artistic, colourful people.

      On this particular evening, Sasha came downstairs and stood in the doorway, just observing the scene. Just for a moment, it felt like nothing had changed. It was the Jace she loved and would never forget. They were in the purpose-built mixing room at the back of the house, an upgrade from a laptop in their loft. Jace and Duo were working on a new collaboration. Both had a mic and were dancing side to side, facing each other, rapping and singing, lost in what they were trying to achieve. Pope was moving around them with his camera phone, filming them, ready to upload to YouTube instantly. Hat was nodding along from behind his desk. He would stop and rewind, and they would go again, and those lounging on the sofa pitched in every now and then, and everything was kept in. It grew into a wonderful, creative, organic beast of its own. It was always such a privilege to see the way they worked.

      ‘Use the TRHBDor one, Hat,’ Jace said.

      Hat nodded immediately and played, ‘TRU, TRU, TRU…light me up like a TRHBDor,’ three times over the beat in Tears’ clear voice. It was one of his selection of overlay jingles that the fans expected over the top of the songs. Like a little tag or signature of their work.

      Then Duo kicked in with a really clever, intricate rap about growing up in the streets of LA and finding himself in the UK, with Jace bouncing off him until he took his own verse. Jace spoke of how they were leaning on each other, no matter what came ahead. Then they both sang the chorus, with many of those watching joining in and Jace taking the highest register. It was great. Sasha loved it.

      Without prompting, Jace picked up a bottle of purple-looking liquid from the side and began to dance his way past her, grabbing her hand, pulling her along with everyone else following behind like the Pied Piper. They went out of the back door and into the narrow street of garages and dumpsters behind them. Sasha had never actually been out the back, but it was quiet, it had stopped raining and the road was slick and wet. A single lamppost lit them, and Pope was filming everything like mad. Hat opened the window and the beats continued outside.

      Sasha giggled and went along with it. It reminded her of home. This kind of thing happened all the time. Everyone emptied out of the house and, sensing an impromptu music video was happening, they formed a circle and played to the camera, joining in.

      Jace and Duo resumed taking it in turns and while they sang or rapped, they moved forward and back to the lens of the camera. They linked arms around each other’s shoulders, and the music sample blared so loudly in the breaks that Sasha was sure someone would call the police. But when the chorus kicked in, even she shouted it at the top of her lungs with the others.

      Jace laughed and pulled her between them and she fell in. ‘Leanin’ was a great play on words for the addictive purple cough syrup-based drink and two best friends leaning on each other for support. It was Jace and Duo at their best. The melody was catchy, and the subject matter clever; Lean or Purple Drank was a scourge back home. Plus, it had two cute guys who obviously loved each other, making it a sure-fire hit with the fans.

      Everyone clapped and cheered when they wrapped it up and Jace and Duo went back inside to finish the overdub. The evening ended with everyone lounging, drinking and smoking, much the same as they did back home.

      Sasha sighed contentedly with her head nestled in Jace’s lap. She felt his rumbly voice vibrate through him as he absently stroked her hair. He chatted to Duo and the others about old times and people they knew, many of whom had moved on or passed away. Jace was completely relaxed and at home like this. It would be what she remembered most about him. Not the fans screaming for him on stage, but this, among like-minded friends. Drinking, laughing and producing a piece of moving art from nothing, without a single note or word written down. She really felt privileged to be a part of something momentous. A real movement. It was a point in time, in music, that would never be repeated. And it came from Jace so naturally, so organically, he didn’t even realise how great he was.

      There was no rivalry between Jace and Duo then. They were an old couple, laughing and finishing each other’s sentences, thinking it would last for ever.

      

      The days passed, and Sasha would have almost relaxed if it wasn’t for the hard sell Zach was constantly giving Jace. If they’d only let him settle in, it would have stopped much of the trouble that came later. But it was clear for all to see that he only really wanted Jace. All the energy, PR, and budget were only going Jace’s way. It was no great surprise. She was more amazed at how far along in the charade they were prepared to go, to include the rest of them. She started to look at it as a paid vacation. Her band-mates, not so much. The shared looks and grumblings were growing.

      Jace was quickly introduced to a London rapper on the Locke and Key books, Lexxxlooter, who would be touring with them. He was a mixed-race guy with a rapidly growing fan base they hoped would crossover with Jace’s. He and Jace hit it off right away and their campaign to move him away from the collective began.

      Duo was pushed to the back – even on their popular collaborations – and Sasha felt desperately sorry for him. He was clearly being benched and much of the tour, interviews and advertising revolved around Lexxx and Jace, even though the apology for what was happening was constantly in Jace’s eyes. Zach would be in his ear, smoothing it out with all the reasons why it had to be this way at first. But it was obvious that Jace was simply being schmoozed. Separated. Isolated. And that wasn’t good for him. Both she and Duo knew that for a certainty.

      The rounds of drug-fuelled parties continued every night. Same kinds of people, bringing more drugs, just in a different time zone. While Jace continued on his same trajectory with Earth and the collective muttering under their breath.

      Then, on one rainy night, in the middle of a practice session in the studio room of their house, Zach arrived, barely able to contain his excitement. He was fidgeting and nervous, sweating from being bundled up in too many clothes. It reminded Sasha of someone with a nasty come-down. It was soon apparent that he was dying to tell Jace something, alone, but Jace was deliberately avoiding him. Judging by Zach’s whole demeanour, whatever it was was big.

      Sasha sidled up to Jace, who was recording one of his silly jingles, ‘High Hat on the beats’, over and over, which was to be repeated over their songs. He slipped his hand in hers, leaned down and kissed her cheek, still holding the mic in the other.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t want to talk to him.’ He lifted his head to look at High Hat behind the mixing desk. ‘Little more reverb, Hat.’

      Sasha didn’t allow Jace to push her away. He would dismiss her to get back to what he was doing. It was one of the things she loved about him that he didn’t care that his agent was there, clearly excited about something. He wouldn’t interrupt his flow. Money, fame, and business were simply by-products for Jace. ‘Come here,’ she said, pulling him off to the side. ‘You have to speak to him, Jace. Otherwise, what are we all doing here?’

      He searched her eyes while he lounged lazily against the wall. He slowly blinked in his usual mid-range level of high. He smiled and shook his head as if she was killing him, kissed her and beckoned Zach over with his hand.

      Zach was there in about two strides, but before he could launch into his spiel, Jace cut right across him. ‘Whatever it is, you need to say it to the group, OK?’

      Zach sighed and weighed him up for a long moment before he turned to address the room. Not everyone was there, but most were. High Hat and Duo were behind the desk, quickly shutting off the beat and Brains, Sensei, Pope and Jynskie were squashed onto the old brown leather sofa, opposite, smoking. Ballsy just walked in with a beer, immediately alert to something going on. ‘Right, listen up,’ Zach said, clearing his throat.

      Another couple of hangers-on wandered into the room, still chatting.

      ‘Quiet for the man,’ Duo said over the mic.

      Everyone found somewhere to perch and listen. Jace squeezed Sasha’s hand.

      ‘Locke and Key got a very interesting call this morning from the office of probably the most powerful and influential company in the business.’

      Jace looked down at Sasha, puzzled, obviously as clueless as she was and faced Zach again. ‘They said that our little crew – this collective right here – has been making waves in the industry and come to the notice of none other than Raziah Faye Carpathian.’ Zach turned a circle to take in all the baffled faces. They were all looking at each other to see if they knew.

      ‘If I was to say Star Child, would that ring any bells?’

      A few eyes widened and looked at each other, amazed. Sasha had no idea who that was.

      ‘Yeah, you heard right. The reclusive, most sought-after producer on the planet is interested in you,’ Zach said, looking each of them in the eye. ‘Raziah happens to be her real name. And, believe me, the reason you don’t know it is because the family wants it that way. But make no mistake, anyone who has ever had any kind of career in this business, does, and has gone through that company. They are the gatekeepers. Not Sony. Not EMI or any of the labels you’ve ever heard of, Carpathian is the name that will make you big.’

      ‘So Star Child – this Raz character – the one on the back of every album cover, is a girl?’ Duo piped up, amazed.

      Others laughed that it was her gender he had chosen to home in on.

      Zach just shrugged and smiled. ‘It would seem so… Honestly, I’ve never met her, is the truthful answer to that. I just know that people rarely see her. I know she’s not much older than you and plays insane guitar. That’s it. Suffice to say, if she decides she wants to work with you, then you’re made.’

      A pain hit Sasha’s chest and she gripped onto Jace’s hand as if he’d fly off into this mystery girl’s orbit right away. Others whooped and clapped. Thankfully, Jace wasn’t immediately convinced. She knew him so well. He loved the adoration as much as the next man, but he didn’t take direction well. He loved doing things his own way, at his own pace. Making enough money to make his music and, in his own words, ‘buy his weed’.

      Or so she’d always thought. Even she was intrigued to see the spark that definitely lit behind his eyes. ‘So what happens next?’ Jace said, hushing the room that had suddenly got crowded.

      ‘Nothing,’ Zach said, now openly talking to just him. ‘You just do your thing and we’ll hear from them if they want to see you…any of you,’ he added, holding out his arm, remembering the rest of the group behind him. ‘But I’m telling you right now, nothing about who they choose will be up to Locke and Key. That’s just how it works.’ He gave it a long moment to let that sink in, then he turned back and addressed Jace more quietly. ‘They just said that Raziah had taken a personal interest. That’s it.’

      Others started firing questions and Jace pulled Sasha into the heat of his body and rested his chin on her head. She welcomed the closeness but knew the manoeuvre well. It was when he wanted to think without her questioning him.

      Jace stiffened as Zach leaned in and whispered. ‘Let me know if anyone approaches you. A calling card … anything at all.’

      It was all so mysterious. Sasha looked up for Jace’s reaction. He just frowned and nodded as he processed what he’d said. ‘So we just carry on as normal?’ Jace asked, turning away.

      Zach nodded and held the top of Jace’s arm. ‘Just do your thing. You have your first pre-tour show at The Phat Lion on Saturday. Keep your social media presence high. Upload songs, jingles, anything. They’ll be watching. I promise you. Then she’ll come to us when she’s ready. That’s how it goes.’

      Jace nodded and they both watched Zach make his way out, receiving a few pats on the back as he went. He’d delivered his message and now couldn’t leave fast enough.

      Jace looked down at her, for once looking as disturbed and puzzled as she was. She simply shrugged. It did feel bizarre. ‘What do you think?’ she said, gazing up at him.

      He slowly blinked and smiled his gorgeous, leisurely smile. ‘I think we should go to bed.’

      She laughed and nestled her hand in his as he led her through the now-packed room. They’d just got halfway up the small staircase to Jace’s attic bedroom when Duo called to him from the bottom. ‘Shouldn’t we talk about this and get some kind of plan together?’

      ‘Tomorrow,’ Jace said, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. Sasha smiled at Duo apologetically. Jace’s mind had already moved on and thoughts of wildly powerful families who could change their future had been replaced.

      

      Sasha stayed in bed with Jace the whole of the next day. Anyone else would have been up and about, running through the night before with excitement. Not Jace. It was often hard to tell whether he didn’t care either way or was just completely cool and confident in who he was. But even Jace had to eat sometime. So they eventually roused themselves, showered and she made them some quick, easy pasta and sauce. Then they packed. The whole house was in a state of excitement. Everyone was rushing this way and that and piling their clothes up in the hallway, pushing past the casual friends that came in just to smoke, unaware they were all going out.

      At 7 p.m., the tour bus arrived to take them to their first gig at The Phat Lion – the small warm-up venue nearby. Then they’d be off to Finsbury Park, which would kick off their UK tour. Followed by Brighton, Bristol, Cardiff, Manchester, Glasgow, Dublin and back to Camden to a home crowd to finish and assess their popularity. Even Sasha knew that would be crunch time, where a decision would be made about who stayed and who went home.

      Sasha followed Jace out with their bags and hoped he’d be well enough to cope with a different town every couple of days. His pill-taking was constant and he barely ate one meal a day.

      The wet roads and noise of the busy London street hit them. The huge silver bus was waiting for them, idling by the kerb. It wasn’t Metallica standard, but it was certainly a step up from anything they’d ever had. Well, it was the only one they’d ever had. Most of their shows had been local to LA and they’d piled into a friend’s truck for that. They now appeared to even have a couple of roadies who helped load their things.

      Two girls giggled and passed them on the pavement, huddled under their umbrella. She guessed they did look an intriguing sight. It was clear they were musicians – albeit modest ones. Jace put up a hand and gave them his grilled smile, completely comfortable shirtless, in canary-yellow holey jeans and a fluffy pink coat. They squealed, delighted, and scurried off.

      Spirits were high as they got on the bus, bagsied seats and checked out the bunks that were three high. Jace was already ensconced in a corner seat with half-closed eyes. Sasha felt the familiar pounding in her chest as she worried how many Xans he’d taken to make the journey and then the show. She secretly prayed he’d run out soon. They weren’t as easy to come by in the UK.

      The bus made a brief stop to pick up Zach. He made them all laugh with jokes, standing up front like a tour guide and then wished them all luck. Then the size of the bus made sense when they were joined by Lexxx and a couple of others she didn’t know. They were young, budding stars, all itching to leave their mark on this tour.

      

      Sasha watched the first show from the wings. The troop brought their usual brand of chaos from LA and the crowd loved it. Even their UK counterparts, after their initial shock, just gave up and simply went with it.

      Nothing followed an order. High Hat would play a few bars, scratch it and start again, flashing the jingle he’d made with Jace, ‘High Hat on the Beats!’ over the top. Everyone ended up on the stage at once, pushing whoever’s intro came on to the front for their turn. She lost count with at least fifteen artists up there at once, and the stage wasn’t that big. The whole collective knew the words and acted as backing singers. Girls were pulled up with them, many already screaming for Jace. Then Hat would flip up the bass, heart-throbbingly loud on the choruses, and the whole place would erupt. A couple of the guys somersaulted into the audience to be carried back again. The whole thing was joyous mayhem, and she didn’t think she’d ever laughed so much in her whole life. Jace and Duo were openly crying and hugging each other, to a chorus of “Aw” from a delighted group of girls in the front row. She even ended up in the throng, right in the middle of the stage, and that was unheard of.

      It occurred to her then, as she looked out at the ecstatic faces reaching up to them, that this was the pinnacle. Money, fame, or even record deals would never top this for many of those on this stage. Mystery girls from connected families were a million miles away. Her graphics of the name TRHBDor were all over the place, Lexxx and Jace were now hugging and everyone already knew the words to the songs. If only they could have all taken the time to realise the moment for what it was. Then maybe this budding friendship between Lexxx and Jace wouldn’t have felt so like the death knell for them all.

      She wondered how much Jace knew. He might be high most of the time, but he was frighteningly intelligent. He might have insisted the rest of the collective come, but it was clear that LexxxLooter and Lil Jace had been pushed together for a reason and were the ones the management company would take forward.

      

      The tour trundled on for the full two weeks. Each night growing bigger and rowdier than the last, as if word had travelled. The crowds loved them. Every night was a party where it felt like Jace never let go of her hand. They were the halcyon days – the ones that wrought her heart in two when she looked back on them. Instead of disappearing with strangers, Jace squeezed into her bunk, whispering, ‘I got you,’ when she hitched a breath in fear that someone would hear them. It was like sneaking into bed as teenagers, with a real danger of getting caught. But Jace was fearless, making love to her tenderly – well as much as his long limbs and the cramped space would allow. He hovered over her, and they looked deeply into each other’s eyes, with nowhere else they’d rather be. Then, as their climax overtook them, it was like he touched her soul.

      Then all too quickly the tour was over and her closeness with Jace came to an end. A dark cloud came over her like a premonition of what was to come. They came back to Camden a green and hungover bunch, but most were still riding the high of a sell-out tour. Sasha and Jace slid back into their usual routine, except this time, Sasha felt a little more alone and surplus to requirements. Money had started to come in. Suddenly, Jace’s clothes seemed edgier, more flamboyant and expensive. He no longer seemed to wear the old ones she’d painstakingly made.

      The last straw came when they were shooting their first professional music video for the first single. It was one of Jace and Duo’s many collaborations, made in the early days of their loft. Everyone loved it. It was to be shot over three days and had a full camera crew, make-up, wardrobe and everything. A real production. Duo and Jace were ecstatically happy. So much so, it was like they’d never left LA. The new fans had loved the song and it was an obvious first choice for a hit. Except it was soon clear that her clothes weren’t needed, Pope’s filming was heavily limited and Duo was relegated to appearing solely on a small TV screen in the background of the shot. Lexxx would be taking his part.

      The song was called Hellraiser and was about the two of them landing in hell after their misspent youth. Then, realising there were no rules, no escape, and the demons were fun, deciding to party. It was the track the fans called for most often and usually brought the house down. It was a story about brotherhood, but the director had some supermodel brought in and made it a fight about her and completely missing the point. He was an idiot, and poor Duo’s part ended up so small that he had finished by day one of filming and stormed off set. The rest of TRHBDor were relegated to bit parts of nameless demon partygoers. By the end of the three days, they’d all dwindled off and no one they knew was left at the wrap party. Except her, of course. She was there till the bitter end.

      

      Jace was quiet and pulled her into his lap while they people watched. Lexxx was there, runners, crew and bigwigs from the agency, but none they could really call friends. Jace was always the quietest in these situations. ‘You know what’s going on, don’t you?’ she said, turning his face to look at her.

      The joy of the video had dwindled, along with his high and he was left drained and sad. He put his head in his hands and buried them into her shoulder.

      ‘Hey, it will be OK,’ she said, wrapping her arms around him to absorb his shudders but not really knowing how that would happen. ‘We’ve been through worse.’

      He leaned back and the coal black around his eyes had smudged to emphasise the sad marionette look. ‘You don’t get it, Sash. They just want me, and I stood my ground, but it’s just happening anyway. The guys all hate me and don’t realise they’re just making it easy for them.’

      Jace was shaking. She wasn’t sure whether it was anger, frustration, or simply his come-down. It was pulsing through the legs she was sitting on. Whatever it was, it would be bad. Locke and Key had no idea who they were dealing with and how fragile he was. ‘They’re just hurt. They know it’s not you, but they’ve got no other way of venting. They’ve all worked so hard.’

      ‘Duo,’ Jace said hopelessly, closing his eyes for a second. ‘We made Hellraiser together.’

      ‘I know…they totally hijacked it. But this is your shot, Jace. Some never come close. So you have to take it,’ she said, running her fingers through the matted purple and blond hair.

      They were interrupted by Lexxx. ‘We’re leaving. We’re going for a jam session at Squeak’s. You coming?’ His eyebrows rose in a question and he flashed a glance at her as a courtesy, but that was all it was. She knew the score here. There would be girls, drugs and music and it could go on for days.

      Jace looked into her eyes to gauge her and she was briefly reminded of the boy she once knew. His eyes had held an apology then too, when he wanted to go off with other friends. He would, of course, inevitably go. A small blast of laughter and a complete switch in his mood proved he’d thought of exactly the same thing.

      She got up from his lap and kept hold of his hand. He stood with her and kissed her softly on the lips.

      ‘I’ll meet you back at the house,’ she whispered.

      ‘I’ll see you at home,’ he said next to her ear.

      It hit her straight in the heart, which he knew it would. She was home and no one else would understand the hidden little demonstration of his love. She sighed and watched him pull on his new, white, customised leather jacket and walk off until he was out of sight.

      Jace didn’t return for three days.
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      Zach ranted furiously, but it came from a place of real fear that something had happened to his biggest investment. ‘Where the fuck is he? This is so unprofessional.’

      Sasha was the one who had to deal with that and the tantrums from the rest of the guys who were there, ready and able for work. As the closest to Jace, and the only one they could take it out on, she copped the lot. They never got that she was as sidelined as the rest of them when this happened. She wanted to scream what they already knew – that the only reason they were angry was that they didn’t have what Jace had, but, in the end, she didn’t have it in her to rain on their confidence any more than was happening already. All she could say was, ‘It’s not his fault, guys. He loves you. You know that.’

      They knew she was right, but it was hard – particularly for Duo. It was easier for him to vent that Jace was stealing the limelight on something that should be jointly his. They would have to face that from a business point of view, Jace was a gift from the gods to market. It was in his self-made image. In his music. In short, he had that certain something that nobody else had. A hard fact for his peers to swallow, but true. That was why he would get away with this and anything else he wanted to do.

      However, it was hardest of all for her. She was the one alone in their bed, wondering whether he was sleeping at all and who with.

      On the third day of Zach calling constantly, she had to admit she was worried too. The house had simmered down to quiet apprehension. Jace was a Cobain scenario waiting to happen. Everyone knew him well and accepted that. It was just a case of when. Then their little jaunt would be over and they’d all be sent back to their old lives. It was a sobering thought, even for the haters. Only Duo had the guts to come out and say it: ‘He’s a selfish asshole.’ And pushed past her in the hallway.

      She couldn’t argue with that.

      

      Sometime later that day, Sasha’s phone rang with an unknown number. She put it to her ear. ‘Jace?’

      The line was quiet, but someone was there. She could hear the uneven breaths. ‘Jace, is that you?’ Then it sounded like a sniff or a sob. She was positive it was him, but she wasn’t sure whether he’d dialled her intentionally or not.

      Then he spoke in a cracked and ruined voice. ‘Come and get me, Sash.’ A sob escaped him. ‘I need you. I don’t know where I am. I don’t know how to get home.’ He began to cry, breaking her heart as she listened to him. He was on a come-down from hell somewhere and didn’t know what way was up anymore.

      ‘Think carefully, Jace. Where are you?’ she said, desperately. Not knowing how on earth she would find him. She could hear the faint, rhythmical thud of bass, as if it were in the distance. ‘Think, Jace!’

      He was quiet for a beat, as if he was looking around him. ‘I’m in a closet. There’s jackets. Cleaning stuff … I don’t know,’ he wailed.

      Her heart thrashed against the walls of her chest. He’d done this kind of thing before. He’d suddenly feel tired and overwhelmed by all the strange people and slope off somewhere quiet to sleep, like a wardrobe, toilet, or even under the stairs. ‘Is the ceiling sloped above you, Jace?’

      ‘Er, yeah,’ he said, finally pulling himself together.

      ‘Stay put, OK. Keep the phone on and I’ll find you.’

      ‘OK,’ he said, fearfully.

      She hoped to God he didn’t come out of his hiding place or return the phone to its owner. Right then, it was the only thing that she could home in on. She dialled Zach, who said he’d come immediately. ‘The phone is somewhere in Islington, just fifteen minutes away,’ she said.

      Zach swore and said he’d send a car.

      Sasha slid into the back seat of the executive car as soon as it pulled up and passed her phone to Zach. ‘Let’s hope the battery doesn’t die,’ he said, angrily, looking the most pissed she’d ever seen him.

      ‘Look, don’t take this out on me. This is your fault. You’re determined to take him away from everything he knows. This is what you get. You’re lucky he’s conscious,’ she said, flashing her eyes at him and then looking out the passenger window at the grubby, congested streets.

      Zach sat thoughtfully after that. They came to a standstill outside a row of tall brownstones. ‘This is it.’

      The door opened and music blared from inside. Two student-looking guys trotted down the steps, leaving the door open.

      ‘Come on,’ Zach said.

      They both got out. Sasha stayed close to Zach as they climbed the steps and entered through the open door. There were people strewn everywhere in varying states of stonedness, as if they’d been partying for days. Most looked asleep or wasted, even though it was Monday morning and the world was getting ready to go to work. It was nothing new. Except Sasha noted there wasn’t a single person she recognised. Even Lexxx was nowhere to be seen. They’d probably been to several addresses and Jace had become separated along the way. No wonder he was terrified.

      ‘Where the hell is he?’ Zach said, exasperated, opening and closing a door before she could see what was happening inside.

      ‘I think I know,’ she said, continuing down the hallway. She waved Zach over when she found the small white cupboard door. Her pulse was already racing at what she might find. She closed her eyes and snatched the door open.

      There was Jace, blinking in the sudden light, hugging his knees in a pile of coats with pupils the size of gambling chips. Curled around him were the arms and legs of a girl fast asleep. She stirred at the interruption and turned over.

      Sasha didn’t even have the chance to ask who it was. Jace was already crawling out, all gangly arms and legs giving out from under him, where he hadn’t used them for several hours. In the end, she just got under his arm and Zach took his weight from the other. Zach said nothing. He’d been terrified and just looked relieved. They’d finally found his investment and he was still in one piece.

      Between them, they got Jace out and into the car, where he soon curled up and fell asleep with his head on her lap. Zach got in the front passenger seat and said just one thing. ‘I heard you.’

      Sasha felt a wash of relief. She looked out of the window, wondering how long they could continue like this. Any normal person would learn their lesson. But not Jace.

      

      Sasha got Jace to eat some toast, then he slept the whole of the next day. Zach used the opportunity to do some damage limitation and got the rest of the collective into the studio with a big producer. It seemed to work, as, without Jace, the grumblings disappeared.

      Zach pulled Sasha aside. ‘The company wanted me to thank you for what you did yesterday. They care about their artists.’

      Sasha just looked at him sardonically, conveying that she knew exactly why they were grateful. Jace croaking before they could make any money from him would be very inconvenient – especially as they’d already heavily invested. ‘He’s my boyfriend, Zach. What else was I going to do?’

      ‘Nevertheless, the company would like you to stay on as his PA…you know. Keep him on track.’

      Sasha just blinked. She was so insulted. Then anger seared through her so fast she forgot to breathe. ‘I’m a designer, not a babysitter,’ she spat through clenched teeth. ‘And while we’re at it, if you want my advice, you’ll let him go back home. He’s a fish out of water here. Maybe even to his mother’s in Pittsburgh.’ A warm feeling flooded her. Cold nights, holed up in the warm. Her and Jace making music and short films together on her phone. It all came back to her in one lovely flash of memory.

      Zach studied her for a moment as if he was actually considering what she’d said. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.’

      

      Twenty-four hours later, Sasha sat holding Jace’s hand on a plane and the whole collective was with them. Except Zach’s good sense, or the company’s generosity, didn’t extend to them going home to Pittsburgh at all, only to LA. But she’d take it. The studio time that they’d missed could be continued there with only minimal disruption to Jace’s schedule. Plus, the others might be a little more relaxed. Buzz was building after their little UK tour and they were in a hurry to release an album off the back of it.

      Jace was sombre and held her hand a lot during the journey. Not that she minded. Of course, she didn’t. It just showed where his mind was at. That, and the dark lyrics he was scribbling in his notebook. Sasha worried about him more than ever before. They were just twenty years old and she couldn’t shake the feeling that Jace’s descent was coming frighteningly quickly.

      They were given a huge house near the beach, a short ride from the studio. The idea being that the upmarket accommodation in a nicer part of town might somehow calm Jace down. But news travelled and the parties continued, except now Jace had funds.

      Sasha called Zach a few times, pleading. But apart from feeling the most disloyal girlfriend ever, Zach just lost his patience in the end, shouting, ‘What do you want me to do?’

      She was stunned into silence. He was right. Home. Rehab. Jace was never going to change. She was asking the impossible. It was making her a wreck.

      Zach ranted. ‘You wanted him home. He’s home. We’ve moved heaven and earth, stopped production and shifted everything to LA. I don’t know what else you expect. At some point, it just has to come down to him.’

      Sasha deflated to an empty shell, exhausted. He was right. She ended the call, barely able to speak, her throat was so closed up. She went to the room she shared with Jace and cried broken-hearted tears. Jace found and held her a couple of times without speaking. He didn’t have to. He knew. They were breaking and fracturing and there was nothing either one of them could do. He knew it was his fault, but he was incapable of changing. Both knew that.

      Somehow, she’d changed from being his girlfriend to simply a support system. They hadn’t been physical for weeks. She’d been relegated and she had to face it. Finally. She’d become obsessive and lost weight. She was wrung out emotionally. It was time to leave Jace and go home. Zach was right. It wasn’t fair to anyone to hold Jace up forever.

      Jace sensed it and kissed her properly in the creeping, early light of dawn. The first time in ages. She’d barely slept and he’d only just come to bed. ‘Come back to me,’ he whispered.

      Her throat cramped up as she wanted to cry. She wanted to shout and scream at him that it was him who’d left her. That he could forget all this and simply come back with her to Pittsburgh, but she knew it was useless. Jace had been on this path since they were thirteen. Younger, even. ‘You know where I am and you can call me any time.’ As the words left her mouth, she knew she shouldn’t have said them. They both needed to let go and move on. But she was scared. They both were. They were at the crossroads of something final. Unchangeable.

      She wouldn’t be there to be his advocate with the band. They’d already grumbled they’d lost studio time because of him. It was all about to implode and no one would be there to catch him.

      Sasha left Jace’s arms to shower. Then steadily packed up all her stuff. Jace watched sleepily, propped up on pillows, with those dark, saucer-like eyes and, just like that, he let her go. No one even came with her to the airport.
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      Jace

      Jace reached a strange level of detachment when Sasha left. Like the numbness a person gets after someone dies. Or a lost limb that felt like it was still there, until you went to use it and it had gone. He was in a suspended state of disbelief. He never thought she would actually do it and yet knew it was always going to come one day. Today was that day and it was final.

      The next few days were a blur. Drinking the sickly concoction of Lean, taking Xans, and passing out. His usual MO. No wonder she’d left. Then, at just another random, everyday party at their place, something monumental happened that changed everything.

      The girl just appeared.

      Of course, no one knew who she was at first. They’d grown used to Zach sending bigwigs, celebrities and head honchos to meet with them. Anything to create buzz and headlines in the hope of future collaborations. For some reason, she’d chosen that particular day.

      To Jace, she wasn’t hard to spot. She was so conspicuous in her insignificance. He stopped drinking and shifted in his armchair to watch her. She wasn’t dressed up to impress, with any bling or arrow pointed at her head. Dressed in simple, worn blue jeans, black sneakers and a cable knit, buttoned-up cream sweater. She seemed tiny and unobtrusive, quiet and watchful, not talking to a single soul except a tall, military-looking blond guy, who was obviously her bodyguard. In fact, on closer inspection, there were four guards in all, hovering nearby, trying to look relaxed but too straight and alert to be anything else. They were dressed smartly in black and wore heavy gold watches. The type that costs thousands of dollars. She looked like a poor waif in comparison. It was weird. This was California, and she wore a woollen beanie over her long, dark-blonde hair, with a large fluffy pom-pom at the point that made her look about twelve years old. It was hard to see her face because she wore dark glasses like goggles that let in no light at all. All he could see was a perfectly formed small nose, rosebud mouth and caramel skin, punctuated with an array of small face tats to rival his own.

      He sat forward and blinked. He couldn’t help himself. He’d never seen a girl mark themselves up in that way. It hit him profoundly. He didn’t know why. Maybe because he understood. Under all that shit – the hat, the wool, the glasses – she was hiding. She was a spectator on the world. The exact same place he always wanted to be, most of the time. It made him feel like he knew her because she was him. He was so engrossed that he hadn’t felt Zach come and sit next to him. ‘Strange looking, isn’t she?’ Zach said wistfully, looking over at her as well. ‘Raziah Faye Carpathian…doesn’t look a day over fourteen, does she?’

      Jace flashed his eyes at him in annoyance. It felt like he was somehow invading a moment. ‘She just covers up in public,’ Jace said, instantly regretting opening his mouth. It would just encourage Zach to continue speaking.

      Zach bobbed his head. ‘Maybe … something like that. Don’t let first impressions fool you, though. She’s razor-sharp and knows what she likes. She comes from the most powerful family in the world…musically, anyway.’

      Jace looked at her again. She was solitary, apart and perfectly at ease that way. Before he’d even put weight on his legs to stand, Zach cut in, ‘Don’t approach her. It’s not what you do. She’ll come to you.’ Then Zach moved off and Jace relaxed back into his seat, confused.

      He went to call Zach back to ask what he meant, but the words died on his lips. He just couldn’t imagine her going up to some stranger. By the time he faced her again, she’d gone.

      Suddenly alarmed, Jace looked left and right. He stood for a better view across the heads of partygoers. He breathed a little easier and relaxed back down into his seat when he spotted that her four guards hadn’t moved. He cursed that he’d taken his eye off her.

      Then his heart stalled. She was sitting across from him in an armchair, one leg crossed over the other, looking straight at him. ‘Er, hi!’ he said, completely lost for words. Despite disliking social situations, he’d never been awkward with a girl before. They were familiar territory to him. Duo had even accused him of using the troubled soul act just to get the girls. Whatever it was, it usually worked. They’d let down their guard around him and he’d swoop in like a falcon and whisk them to his bed.

      That was in normal circumstances. Not here. He shivered as if he’d been touched by an icy hand. He continued to stare, struck dumb.

      A drunken roadie stumbled, almost falling into her. The blond bodyguard only just caught his arm in time. He patted her guard’s back loudly in way of thanks and sat on the glass coffee table between them. He looked at Raziah and then at Jace exaggeratedly and grinned. She and Jace remained locked in some kind of stare-off.

      The guy between them laughed. Then, when he got no response from either of them, he tutted. ‘Another groupie for you then, eh, Jace?’

      The bodyguard was there in a second, helping the roadie up and easing him along and away. It wasn’t till then that Jace noticed that there was no one else near them. In a crowded room, they had an eight-foot bubble around them. The raucous party, a mile away. Despite the throb of bass, a chasm of silence gaped between them. Then she simply leaned forward and put what looked like a business card on the table.

      He blinked at it a couple of times and picked it up. There was nothing remarkable about it, just a simple black card with a gold logo of an eye inside a diamond, and it was completely plain on the other side. However, by the time he raised his eyes and opened his mouth to ask a question, she’d already gone and all four of the men accompanying her had gone as well.

      

      Jace hadn’t moved when Zach flopped back down next to him. ‘She came then.’ He was shaking his head like he still couldn’t quite believe it. ‘You realise how rarely this happens?’

      Jace honestly didn’t know what to say. He was still reliving the most powerfully affecting meeting of his life and not a single word was spoken.

      Zach nodded, dropping his eyes to the card Jace still held in his hand. ‘Don’t lose that. I’ve only ever seen it twice before and both recipients became household names within a year.’

      ‘What is it?’ Jace asked, turning it over in his hand. ‘It doesn’t tell me anything.’

      ‘I don’t think it’s meant to. It tells them … it’s your ticket in.’ Zach grinned and shook his head, clearly delighted. He gripped his shoulder and gave it a little shake. ‘The Carpathians have invited you, so when they call, you come.’

      Jace frowned, still studying it in the hope that something else would reveal itself. ‘And the others?’ Like he was happy and all and he definitely wanted to take his music to the next level, but he hadn’t got where he was alone and he liked it that way.

      Zach exhaled an impatient breath and fixed him with a hard glare. ‘You just do what they tell you to do, OK? This is the big leagues. It doesn’t get bigger than this. This is real, Jace. Your life is about to change.’

      Zach kept his eyes on him as he took out his phone. ‘Yeah, Deb, it’s me … He got it tonight.’ He got up and wandered off and Jace didn’t hear any more. The party seemed lame and pointless after that.
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