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ABOUT THE BOOK

 

The Right Man + The Wrong Fiancé = A Heavy Metal Traumance. 

 

Paul “Rock Giant” Reed has finally found the love of his life. There’s just one teeny tiny catch—she’s already engaged to the singer of his band’s new support act.

Jodi’s life is on the fast track to paradise, not only is she in lurve, her fiancé’s band, The Ghost Boys, are enjoying a meteoric rise, and Nash is keen for them to tie the knot.

Until one night changes everything.

Now, her tidy future with Nash is at risk, and keeping him sweet is a mammoth enterprise, but the even bigger issue might be not listening to her heart.

Eight months on the road together is going to be a doozy.

 

Note: Enjoy the wild adventure that first brought Paul and Jodi together in the prequel novella, Reckless Beat. 


 

 

Content Warnings for manipulative arseholes, drug-use, and one incidence of animal cruelty.


THE BLACK HALO BOOKS 

(in chronological order)

Toxic

Reckless Beat

Come Undone 

All Night Long

Off the Record: Remastered

Come Together

All Fired Up

Off the Record: Resistor

Come Alive

All Right Now

Reflex

Replay

Refrain

Revive

Rock Giant

Rock Solid (coming soon)

 

 


AFTER

Jodi Castle

 

Jodi woke to piercing daylight with a crick in her lower back courtesy of an errant tree root. Hardly something she could complain about since it’d been there first. Best just be grateful for the shelter its boughs had provided her. Honestly, she thought she’d moved past sleeping in the open. Things had been looking good, steady relationship, sensible friends, yet here she was again… Down on her luck… hustling for food… praying the goddamned world would give her a break… 

Wait! 

Fuck! Wait! 

This wasn’t right. She was not stuck in that void anymore. Even if everything had gone belly up, she had a tent. A perfectly nice, teepee-like tent with a porch and a sleeping bit, and a soft fluffy sleeping bag, and a nice little stove that ran on camping gas that packed down small enough to fit in her backpack. So, why the hell wasn’t she tucked up safe inside it?

Gingerly, she cracked an eyelid. Okay, she was not outside, but within some sort of haphazard structure made of interwoven branches with a canopy of bracken. Flashes of constructing it pierced her woolly thoughts. Had she and Nash built this after the ceremony? Taken things a step further and become one with nature? That kind of rang a bell, even though it didn’t seem a very Nash-like thing to do. He was more of a brooding-in-a-dark-corner type than a let’s-get-our-hands-dirty-and-construct-stuff one. Then again, here she was. Maybe the occasion had inspired him.

They had tied the knot, hadn’t they?

Yes, she could feel the ribbon still bound around her wrist. She raised a hand to admire it, grinning in sheer bliss, her future now secure. Shame the details of it were so thoroughly lost behind a misty shroud. She remembered laughing. Laughing so hard that her stomach muscles were still cramped from it even now.

Or maybe she just needed a decent breakfast.

Her stomach gurgled, hinting it was likely the latter.

A robin chirped overhead. Jodi watched it hop between branches. The roof of the shelter was rather sparsely filled, a testament to its late-night, hasty construction. Why hadn’t they gone back to her tent, or, hell, even his bus? The latter would have lacked privacy, but not the former. Instead, they’d opted for what? 

A love nest.

At least he was here with her. She’d woken enough now to recognise the heat of a body beside her.

They’d rolled apart a little during the night, because she’d definitely gone to sleep with his arms around her. 

“I need food. A nice bacon butty, maybe… That something I can get on your bus?”

She rolled onto her side, intending to wake Prince Charming with a kiss. Only Prince Charming was already alert and observing her, his head tilted contemplatively, his beautiful hazel eyes burning with adoration. Every inch of him was agonisingly familiar: the shape of his face, the strong jaw, the easy smile, that dimple that formed right on the edge of where his stubble grew whenever he grinned. He was grinning at her now.

The hair was different though, buzzed short, where it had previously been longer on top, and nothing at all like Nash’s shaggy mane.

“You!” Her heart plunged into her stomach. 

“Castle,” he said, as his gaze dropped to take in the curves of her semi-naked body, prompting her to cover herself.

He was wholly naked, save for a chain of sadly wilted daisies, the corner of a plaid blanket, a lot of glorious ink…and a ribbon that matched the one fastened around her wrist.

“Oh, shit!”

Jodi hastily put some space between them. No… This wasn’t right. It was a dream. A nightmare. She’d wake in a moment. She tried closing her eyes and reopening them, but he hadn’t magically blinked out of existence or metamorphosed into the person she prayed he would become. He was still him. Still an inked giant with a heroic jaw and a kindly gaze.

“Oh, God!”

Her heart was going to burst right through her rib cage; it was galloping so much.

 Time past, she’d have welcomed the sight of him. God, for months and months, she’d wanted nothing more than to stumble back into him, but not now. Not when she finally had her shit together. When things were going right for once, and she’d found her feet… She’d found love. Committed to someone. Tied the knot…

She raised her wrist and stared at the ribbon bound around it. Then at the matching one that encircled his.

No, that wasn’t right… That couldn’t be… They hadn’t…

“You okay, Castle?”

No, she wasn’t fucking okay! Not a fraction, an iota, or even a tiddly bit. This was bad. Soul-destroyingly, atrociously, life-shatteringly bad. She grabbed the blanket, hugging it to herself in a bid to build a barricade between them. It was too little too late, of course… And she hadn’t given the consequences of her movement sufficient thought.

The plaid slid off him, revealing him in all his naked, tattooed, pierced—she blinked—multiply-pierced glory. Fuck, he was huge, and—“Christ, that must have hurt!” The words rushed out irrespective of brain involvement. But also, wow… intriguing, and not something she ought to be focusing on. She raised her hand to block the view as she jerked her gaze sideways, but even seeing him in her peripheral vision was too much, because she remembered. Remembered just how gloriously well put together Paul “Rock Giant” Reed was. And then… then she was hot under her non-existent collar, and her lady bits were screaming that they were up for the challenge. 

Paul Reed. The larger than life, sometimes vegan, cat-rescuing, mad as a box of frogs, hippy-trippy, adventure-loving bass player for goth metal superstars Black Halo. He was always and always would be, too much.

He was also responsible for making her homeless.

Had she told him that? Was that why she was in a makeshift shelter he’d no doubt constructed? Had he tried to counterbalance things by building her a residence? If only a similarly mad explanation would explain away the matching ribbons, or the fact that they were both extremely naked.

And did her body have to react to this vision of godly flesh in quite such a visceral fashion? Her nipples were like two spokes, her heart thumping, and her pussy purring at the thought of rubbing up against that column of barbell-enhanced flesh.

How many were there? Three? Six? More?

God, girl! Get a grip. And stop gawping at his gearstick. 

He wasn’t even her type, not really. She wasn’t into big, muscly men. She liked them all wan and stringy. The sort of guys that a good strong breeze could blow over, not behemoths capable of sweeping her off her feet like she was some renaissance-era waif, not a twenty-something with a food addiction and curves the Sheela na Gig inked on his upper arm couldn’t even match.

“What the fuck did we do? Please tell me we didn’t…” She wrenched a hand through the tangled strands of her hair. “Fuck!” Tears welled when her fingers got caught.

“Hm?” The noise told her nothing.

She turned to face him again, carefully keeping her gaze focused on his head. “Paul. Did we fuck?”

“Oh. I wasn’t sure if you were just cursing or that was a question.” He settled his back against the tree trunk, irritatingly at ease, and idly raised an arm to shield his eyes from the rising sun. A smile played on his lips, suggesting he was remembering exactly how their bodies had entwined.

Jodi snatched a handful of leaves from the shelter wall and chucked them at him. “Did we?”

He showed her his wrist. “What can I say? We tied the knot.” As if she wasn’t already painfully aware of the damn ribbon and its symbolic trinity knot.

“That’s not what I asked you.”

“It’s kind of fuzzy,” he admitted, his recollection seemingly as incomplete as her own. No matter how hard she strained, the memories were no more than snapshots, as if she were flicking through the pages of a book too fast. She screamed and pulled her hair again, neither of which helped.

“Shift,” she ordered, scouring the ground. She shoved him, forcing him to budge over. 

“What are you doing?” 

“I can’t see any condoms.”

He arched his eyebrows.

“You wouldn’t have. We wouldn’t have. You’re always prepared for anything.”

“Also wouldn’t chuck them on the ground for some unsuspecting beetle to happen upon.”

A sob broke in her throat. She drooped, wilting as if all the life had drained from her. God, she was such a fucking moron.

She ought to have known it was all too good and wouldn’t last. Yet again, she’d proved to be her own worst enemy. 

“Hey.” He was there then. Strong arms around her, cradling her to his chest, and filling her nostrils with his earthy scent. “What’s the deal? It’s not like it’s a first for us, and I don’t remember any complaints. And I quote, ‘You’re an awesome fuck’.”

She shoved him away and immediately regretted the loss of warmth. “That was three years ago. We shared one night.” A night that remained simultaneously both the best and worst night of her life. It’d upended everything. Ejected her from the bubble she’d been existing in. Shit had needed to change, but she hadn’t been ready. She didn’t blame him, though. Her choices had been her own. The only person responsible for the dung heap she’d landed in was her. And honestly, the same was likely true now. Curious that he’d been instrumental both times, mind.

“How are the cats?”

“What?”

“I said, ‘How are the cats?’”

“I know what you said.” She raised her hands. “You don’t get to do that. You walked and haven’t been in touch since.”

“I walked? That’s not how I remember it.”

“I left you my number.”

“The fuck you did.”

“I fucking did.”

He didn’t argue, just shook his head and quietly held his ground. Bastard. 

“I still have them,” she admitted. “They’re fine. They’re here with me.” Were probably grouchy as hell for having been confined for so long. They’d want feeding—her stomach gave another gurgle—and letting out for a stroll. And their litter box was probably stinking out her living quarters —if they hadn’t just pooped on her bedding in protest over their neglect.

“Jodi, we didn’t,” he said, voice soft and utterly calm.

“What?”

“We didn’t… shag. Leastways, I don’t think so. Pretty sure I’d remember that. I mean…” He shook his head at whatever he’d been about to say. “I’ll admit that last night’s a bit of a blur, but I’d remember if I’d been inside you… If I’d touched you like that…” He went quiet a moment as if he was waging war with the fog or else redacting portions of the evening he didn’t want to share. Eventually, he shook his head. “No condom, because we didn’t. Sadly.”

The relief allowed her to take one full breath of air before anxiety got her heart in a pincer grip again. Them not having shagged was something. A good something. A lifeline to cling to, even, and maybe enough that she could bury this… whatever it had been… under a bush and forget about it. The fact that he didn’t seem as eager to do so, she chalked up to his ability to thrive in unexpected circumstances. Honestly, she didn’t have the capacity to dwell on how unfazed he was.

Also, she had left him her number. She’d written it on the glass, and if he’d got the P.S. then he’d got the number. Not that it mattered, other than he wasn’t putting their lack of communication on her shoulders.

Breathe, Jodi. Breathe. Remember your grounding techniques. Five… Four… Three things she could hear. Bird song. The breeze rustling the leaves. Her own hammering heartbeat. Two things she could—it’s okay, no hook-ups had happened. No hook-ups were happening. Their past communications or lack thereof weren’t of relevance. –taste. Taste? What could she taste? She couldn’t taste anything. Didn’t matter. Next one. Next thing. She’d got them the wrong way round. Taste was last. Smell, she’d forgotten smell. What could she smell?

She could smell him. He smelled earthy, of outdoors and summer sun, of dew, and grass, and hedgerows. Apples. She could smell apples.

“Okay, that’s good. It’s all good.” When life bowled a strike, you just had to be rational and logical about it. Tidy things into an order, then work through the list until all was well again. The past three years of her life were littered with such lists. Sometimes, the lists were the only things that had kept her moving forward.

First two items: “I need to go. So where are my clothes?”

She found them fast enough, balled up in the doorway of their makeshift shack, entangled with his, grass stained and crumpled, but wearable with a bit of a shake. She tossed Paul his jeans while he remained on his back, watching her.

“Put them on.”

“Okay.” He shimmied into them, all snake hips and gloriously lean muscle.

Not that she was looking… Nope, definitely not. Were those abs for real? That Adonis belt? Um, careful with the zip, now.

Stop looking, imbecile.

No man had the right to be that sexy.

Fuck, but he was a sight and a half.

Why was she making him cover up?

“I can’t find your shirt.”

“It’s fine. Castle, it’s fine.”

“Right. Yeah.” She finished pulling her dress over her head.

How was she in a field with Paul Reed? What sort of stars had aligned so that he even remembered her? It was hard not to grin over the sheer fact that he remembered her. She’d convinced herself that she was long in his past, a single snowflake that had melted against his hot skin on a cruel winter’s night long—well, three years—ago. 

It wasn’t like she’d given him an epic jaffle, or a blowjob to end all blowjobs—would she even get all that in her mouth? Did rock stars even consider that sort of shit memory worthy, or were sexual favours so commonplace as to be as noteworthy as a decent pizza?

Why was he here now when she didn’t need him, instead of back then when she definitely had? She’d prayed to every deity she’d heard the name of that he’d call. He never had.

Jodi bundled her leggings into a ball and headed outside. Paul emerged from their makeshift nest a moment later. That’s what it resembled from the outside—as if two elephant birds had decided to roost at ground level and thrown sticks and ferns together in a hopeful heap. She was tugging at the knot in the ribbon around her wrist but only succeeding in pulling it tighter, while he indulged in a glorious stretch. 

“Can you get this?” She held out her wrist to him.

“Yeah.” He broke off saluting the sun and flashed her a glimpse of the identical binding around his own wrist accompanied by a worrying smirk. 

“I mean, can you get it off? I want it off. The knot’s pulled too tight. Can you snap it, or something?”

He tested the tightness by sliding two fingers between the ribbon and her skin. “It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. I want it off.” She gave one end another ineffective tug.

“Keen to be shot of me so soon, Castle? I was banking on a longer honeymoon period.”

The proof was right there. It was mocking her every attempt to pretend otherwise. Jodi just wasn’t ready to acknowledge it. Nothing good would come of that. “We can forget about those, rig—” 

Before she realised what he was about, Paul was leaning in. Kissing her. His lips caressing hers, firm but gentle. Then his tongue swept against hers, and his free hand closed around the back of her neck, drawing her to him, holding her where he wanted her.

Shock coupled with arousal and sent sparks through her body. She groaned. Her fingers curled against the springy muscle of his bare chest. One of his nipples tightened against her palm. She felt his cock stir too.

She tapped out, and he eased off a fraction. “Good morning, wife. Sure I can’t tempt you back into this love nest before I find you breakfast?”

White noise ate up the sounds of the festival around them. Jodi’s vision tunnelled in on his face. Wife! “Don’t say that. I’m not. We’re not. We did not get married.” 

This was rural England, not Vegas. There weren’t any quickie ceremonies around. They were therefore not legally bound. Couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible.

Paul clasped her hand in his, drawing attention to the twin ribbons, like he was making the oaths all over again. Worse, she could hear the echo of those promises in her head. Could hear herself reciting those ages old vows of bonding.

They might not be legally married, but they had got hitched.

“Wife has a certain ring to it though, don’t you think?”

“Paul,” she said firmly, looking up at him. Not wanting to meet his eyes but knowing that she had to. She needed to make this point absolutely. “I’m really sorry, but I can’t. We’re not. This isn’t… We need to cut these off and forget this was ever a thing. We weren’t thinking right. We were high, or drunk, or something. We need to rewind. This is going to fuck up our lives so badly, and unnecessarily.” 

Were there witnesses? Had there been witnesses? Someone must have officiated, but that was just one random bod, who probably couldn’t even remember what they looked like now.

Paul’s puzzled frown said he didn’t understand. One long finger stroked her inner wrist beneath the ribbon, creating shivers. Jodi snatched her hand away. 

“Cute, Castle, but it’s not something we can just forget. We swore sacred oaths to one another.”

“While tripping our arses off on ’shrooms.” 

She remembered that now, trawling the field with a host of other idiots. Trying to tamp down her fucking anxiety by focusing on something, eating them because she’d read something and someone had told her about something, and it’d seemed like a bright plan in the heat of the moment, even though she hated any kind of mushrooms.

“No.” She batted him away or at least tried to. God, any minute her knees were going to give way, which was why she didn’t completely shake off his hold when he clasped her forearms and held her in place, lowering his head so that he could look her in the eyes and forge a connection that had no business existing.

“Doesn’t matter if we were drunk, or high. A vow’s a vow.”

“Shit, you don’t get it. You don’t understand. I can’t be bound to you. I’m not free to be bound to you.”

“You are bound to me. We’re bound to each other.”

“This is going to ruin everything.”

“Like what? What’s it going to ruin, Castle?”

They’d had this conversation. She was damned sure of it. She’d fucking told him. The memory flared—comet bright. She’d been trawling the field. Passing time. Waiting. Focusing. Never intending to actually partake. She hadn’t even been looking for mushrooms. She’d just been trying to keep her head together while she waited for Nash to turn up. But then, he…Paul, had appeared, like some faerie lord sliding between one reality and the next. He’d lifted her off her feet, spun her around like she was a child. “Jodi,” he’d said. “Jodi Castle,” as if it were a blessing. Then, “I’ve been looking for you, Castle.” 

He’d kissed her. He’d brought those generous lips down on hers and breathed fire into her veins, and dumbstruck fool that she was, she’d let him. She’d let him claim her, let him stamp his taste all over her, let his heat permeate her body. The memories of him dissembled in her mind. Around them, people had cheered and catcalled. It hadn’t slowed him. He’d been thorough, and she’d been bewitched.

She’d wobbled when he finally put her down, lightheaded and near breathless. Still, with the presence of mind to raise her hand and stop him before he’d completely enchanted her. She remembered the soft brush of his stubble against her fingertips, how his lips parted in a way that made her want to graze her thumb across them. She hadn’t though, because she wasn’t a cheat. 

“Don’t. I can’t. I’m sorry.” She’d raised her other hand to show him the ring. “I got engaged, see.”


CHAPTER 1

Paul “Rock Giant” Reed

 

Twenty-four hours earlier

 

“Jeezus, is there nowhere on this bus free of shagging? I swear you’re all at it 24/7. I’m trying to fucking sleep.”

Paul “Rock Giant” Reed slumped back in his bunk and pulled a pillow over his head. It failed to block out the bafumpering noises coming from across the narrow aisle of the tour bus bunk room.

“I’ve not done it anywhere on the bus,” Ronnie, the band’s keyboard player, replied.

Paul turned his head so he could see from beneath the pillow and jerked his curtain open. Ronnie was leaning over the edge of his bed on the adjacent top bunk, his dark hair spilling forward as he looked down at the bunk below, whose curtains were closed, but from which the noises were coming.

“Bravo.” Paul gave him an insincere clap. “Doesn’t really counterbalance the rest of them. What the fuck, Ash!”

“Quit whining ’cause you’re not getting any,” Ash, one of the perpetrators of the noise, said. His curtains began rippling rhythmically.

“We’re being as quiet as we can,” his wife added.

Paul groaned. That was the problem. They were trying to be stealthy, hence they were being ten times louder than they would have been if they’d just got on with it, instead of communicating in stage whispers, and giggling every time the bed groaned. Now, admittedly, if you were up for a masterclass in dirty talk, then there was plenty on offer here to get your teeth into, but what he wanted was another hour of blissful slumber. He folded his arms over the pillow, folding it around his head so that it blocked his ears, but it barely deadened Ginny’s appreciative squeaks or Ash’s indulgent groans, and his noise-cancelling headphones had gone walkabout again. 

“Fuuuck, can’t you just bloody get on with it and ejaculate?”

“Don’t come yet,” Ginny countermanded. 

“Not gonna.”

Course not. Mr Stamina here was going to continue making the walls vibrate for eternity. Bastard. That is, it was great that he finished these days instead of dishing out pleasure for no discernible reward, but still… give a guy a break. He needed his zzz’s, they were playing a gig tomorrow.

“Right there. Yeah… Just like that. You’re so fucking good, Mr Gore.”

“You’re so fucking hot, Mrs Gore.”

Now they were just messing with him.

He endured another few minutes while contemplating alternative accommodations, but it wasn’t like there was anywhere else on the tour bus he could safely take a quiet nap. Their frontman and drummer, Xane and Luthor, had co-opted the back bedroom, along with their girlfriend, Dani, and he was pretty sure that their rhythm guitarist, Spook, was next door in the bus’s tiddly entertainment suite with their sound gal for the weekend. That pretty much left their minuscule kitchen as a no-sex zone, and the seating area there wasn’t remotely big enough to comfortably house his limbs. Then again, he’d take silence over comfort at this point. 

Ronnie had started narrating the session like he was a sports reporter for the Sexual Olympics.

Paul dropped to the floor and plodded downstairs. Turned out he was wrong about Alle and Spook. Alle was handcuffed to the kitchen table, bent over its surface with her naked, cherry-red arse in the air. At least Spook had manners enough to plant a brew in his hand as he scooted between them and the fridge, heading for the front exit. It seemed the only place he was going to find any tranquillity was in the great outdoors. Maybe he could find a hedge to snooze under. 

He’d forgotten to pick up a T-shirt, so he claimed one from the merch box balanced on the fold-down second driver’s perch. Ginny could scold him later. Like he gave a shit. 

The shirt barely stretched over his chest and sat right on his waistline, proving the XXL sizing to be an outright lie. No doubt she’d tell him it was babydoll fit or some other shit. Like babydolls were anything but adorably soft and chubby.

The world outside was a blank white canvas. Mist swaddled most of the surrounding countryside, but it seemed fields stretched in all directions, save one thick with woodland. Paul stretched and curled his toes against the sodden grass as he supped his brew. Tea. Green. Just the right strength too. Utter bliss in a mug. Spook was a fucking saint. Gold star, Mr Mortensen. Gold star.

A couple of sheep bleated at him from the other side of a hedgerow. “Morning to you too. Best make the most of it, mate. It’s not going to stay this peaceful for long. There’s a bunch of metal heads on the way.” Within a few hours, the mist would have burned off. He could already feel the hint of sun, and the place would be swarming with people, and tents would crop up like mushrooms to litter the horizon. Between the constant burr of voices and stomping feet, there’d be the kick of drums and bass slicing through the air and vibrating underfoot. He lived for it, but that didn’t mean he didn’t appreciate the chance to absorb a little silence.

He’d stopped yawning by the time the bus door opened behind him, and Spook’s girlfriend, Alle, came down the steps, no longer showing off any flesh. “Sorry about that. We didn’t think anyone would be up and about this early, otherwise...” She shrugged. 

“Best laid plans, eh?” He preferred walking in on Spook and Alle to any of the others. He wasn’t sure why. Ultimately, sex was sex, and generally not that much fun unless you were actively involved, and it certainly wasn’t because he was likely to witness anything less risqué between them than any of the others. The tamest option was Ash and Ginny, but simultaneously, Ginny was likely to bite his head off if his gaze roamed, and Ash turned into a scrappy terrier likely to savage your ankles if he thought you were ogling his woman. Xane and Luthor didn’t fucking give a toss who saw anything, and Spook… Spook was as likely to invite you to kneel as hurry you along. 

He wasn’t interested in kneeling, but he didn’t mind seeing the odd bit of skin, and of course, there’d been that time in their early days, when they’d asked him to join in. Not that he was angling for a reprise, much as Alle had the sort of curves he very much appreciated.

“Hey,” Alle leaned her head against his arm. Despite being taller than the average woman, she still only came up to his shoulder. “You okay?”

“Awake too bloody early, but otherwise peachy.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Suppose I can get some yoga practice in.”

She nodded. “Sorry.”

“Nah, you didn’t wake me.”

“But we did get in the way.” Alle was very much about not getting in the way. “Spook’s making breakfast. He said to ask if you wanted anything.”

“What’s he making?”

She peeped up at him through pale eyelashes. A wild mass of freckles decorated her nose and cheeks. “Pretty much whatever you want. He’s in a good mood.”

“And you too, by the sounds of it.”

“Yeah.” She flashed him a dimpled grin. “A few orgasms before breakfast will do that for a girl.”

“Even when you earn yourself a sore arse in pursuit of them?”

She put her lips together, smirking. “Silly. Those are the best kind.”

And that was why she was hooked up with his bandmate, despite him considering her a very good friend and deliciously sexy. “You don’t need to kiss me better, Paul. I’m good. He’s good to me. He gets me. You can have a hug though, if you need one.”

“Away with your flirting,” he said, removing his arm from her shoulders and giving her a gentle push back towards the steps.

“Jealous that you didn’t get two orgasms before breakfast?”

“Profoundly.”

“Give it a few hours, and I’m sure you’ll have no trouble getting laid.”

“Aye, maybe.” Likely true, if he wanted a random hook up. Black Halo were one of Equinox’s headline acts, and while he might only be the lowly bass player, he was also the only remaining single original member of the band. Not that fans ever gave a shit about relationship statuses. The thing was, increasingly, he didn’t want that. Fun in the moment didn’t counterbalance the post-release emptiness. He needed to find himself a partner in crime. One who was up for madcap adventures, was undaunted by his towering height and other quirks, and preferably had curves for days. The first two, their keyboardist had more or less covered, but Ronnie was skinny as a rake, and in the immortal words of Brian Molko, did not have breasts and all the rest.

“So, full English?” Alle prompted.

“Sounds great. So long as he’s not using the same spoon to cook with that he used on your arse.”

She laughed, and about turned to the steps again, pausing one foot on the bottom one. “We vegan this week or not?”

“Ish. No faces, and lots of mushrooms, please. And absolutely no pussy juice.”

She shook her head at him, prompting him to offer her a salute, but she was snickering as she closed the door between them, leaving him to the mist and dew and the bird calls, and she was no doubt inside repeating his request verbatim to Spook. Who was probably contemplating adding a side of pussy juice to breakfast, but ultimately wouldn’t because he wasn’t an arse, just a sadist.

Thank God he and Alle had worked out a way to be happy together. 

Maybe a hook-up wasn’t such a bad idea. It’d beat wanking in the bus’s miniscule shower in which he regularly bruised his elbows attempting to shave.

Paul had finished his tea by the time Spook knocked on the window to let him know that food was ready. The three of them sat down together around the tiny kitchen table Alle had previously been bent over. He didn’t ask about sanitiser. Spook was a stickler regarding consent. He appreciated that Alle sat next to him too, rather than them both sitting opposite like some sort of symbiont. He followed the conversation for a while until they drifted into a discussion about tech stuff. Ulf, their usual sound guy, had taken a leave of absence to deal with some sort of family crisis at home, so Alle was filling in during the festival, and for a couple of the subsequent tour dates.

 “You okay, big guy?” Alle nudged him with her elbow, having caught him staring out of the window.

The mist had already lifted some.

“Yeah. Fine.” He offered her a smile until she tucked into her food again. Her boyfriend took more convincing. Spook wasn’t looking directly at him, but Paul sensed his attention. Insightful bastard never missed a trick, but he didn’t probe. He knew how to be circumspect and respect privacy. 

“We’re celebrating tonight, right?” he said hoping that’d dial back the scrutiny.

Spook gave a nod, followed by a head toss to send his swathes of blond hair back over his black T-shirt-clad shoulders.

Paul scratched his scalp. The summer had been brutally hot, so he’d buzzed his scalp short and decided he kinda liked it, both from an ecological perspective and a less stressful personal grooming one. He didn’t want to be contributing to the hole in the ozone layer every show. Well, he still was, just not as much. They all were, just by virtue of existing and being part of modern society. It was fucking hard to avoid it, but if they all at least tried to minimise their impact, maybe the planet would stay green and blue a wee bit longer.

“Celebrating? What are we celebrating?” Alle put down her knife and fork and pushed away her plate. “Shit! It’s not someone’s birthday, is it? Whose? I still haven’t recovered from Xane’s. That was frickin’ wild. Not helped by the fact that someone forgot to mention that we were supposed to bring gifts.”

“Gifts. Birthdays. Kind of a given,” Spook muttered around forkfuls of scrambled eggs.

“If they’re your bestie, sure. When it’s your lover’s confidant and sometimes bit on the side, it’s not quite such an obvious call.”

“Presents, always,” Spook confirmed. “And he’s not my bit on the side. We’re just… comfortable with one another.”

“He’s totally your bit on the side. Pass the juice, Paul.” 

He did.

“Are either of you going to give me an answer as to what it is we’re celebrating?”

“Mabon,” they both replied.

“And what exactly is that?”

Paul stabbed the last of his mushrooms. “The autumn equinox. The middle of the three harvests.”

Alle considered this with her lips pressed to the edge of her glass. “Are you actually Pagan, Wiccan? Sorry, I don’t know if they’re the same thing or different, or if there’s another term I’m supposed to use. Please tell me if there is. Are you?”

“No.”

“He just follows the old ways,” her boyfriend said, throwing him a glance. “Blame his folks and his upbringing. It stems from the same place as his almost vegan, outdoor loving, mushroom foraging hippy traits.” 

Like Spook was any less of an adherent to the old ways.

“It’s the point in the year when day and night are in perfect balance.”

Point made.

“It’s also when the door to the underworld opens,” he added. That bit always made people sit up and pay attention. Sure enough, Alle cocked her head and made an ‘ah’ sound. “So, it’s a celebration similar to Valborg in Sweden?”

“Ish,” Spook replied. “Not really.”

“Fewer fires, I hope.”

“There’ll definitely be a campfire,” Paul said. Campfires were one of the best bits. “And as we’re not performing until tomorrow night, there’ll also be weed, booze, and naked mud wrestling with an orgy to follow.”

For a moment, he swore she took his deadpan delivery entirely seriously, then she gave him a friendly shove.

“Oof!” he complained as his shoulder collided with the window. “Okay, okay… scratch the mudwrestling.”

“Xane’s a one-man orgy in waiting. I don’t think you need to encourage him. And I’ve never seen any of you smoke or even vape. What’s the actual plan?”

He and Spook exchanged glances. He cracked first. “Foraging, campfire, cider, and storytelling, in precisely that order.”

“Damn.” Spook got up and knocked the kettle on for another round of brews. “I was really psyched for the mudwrestling. It’s good for the skin, you know.”

“I’d totally mudwrestle you.” Alle’s gaze followed her boyfriend’s movement.

Paul leaned into her ear. “That’s because you’re obsessed with getting him naked.”

She grinned broadly. “Have you seen him? Of course I’m obsessed. He’s fucking gorgeous. He’s my elven prince.”

“More like your cruel prince.”

“Not a prince,” Spook muttered. “Same again?” He nodded at the now boiling kettle.

“Not for me.” Paul nudged Alle, so she’d rise and let him out from the table. After two cups of tea and a pint of orange juice, the thing he needed most was a piss. “Reckon it’s safe to venture through and use the facilities?” He pointed towards the rear of the bus.

Spook glanced at the microwave clock. “Odds aren’t in your favour.”

“Fine. I’m going to find a bush.”

“There are Portaloos.” Alle pointed towards a blue plastic box in the middle distance.

“Yeah, no thanks.” 

Not even on day one of a festival. 


CHAPTER 2

Jodi Castle

 

Breathe girl, breathe. If you don’t, you’re going to wind up hyperventilating, and then where will you be? Sitting on the damp grass breathing into a paper bag, that’s where. It’s not a look that’s going to impress anybody, especially not your future husband’s people. 

Cat carrier tucked under one arm; Jodi Castle stepped off the shuttle bus into the sprawling chaos of the Equinox Festival camping zone. A canvas city of greens and blues with the odd garish eyesore filled the horizon. Behind her, to the right, stood the main festival stage. She’d got a good look at that on the way in from the comfort of her bus seat. It resembled an alien spacecraft, and honestly, if it didn’t sprout legs and tentacles by the end of the weekend, then she’d demand her ticket money back. Not that she’d paid for a ticket. She’d got in for free, which frankly, considering the cost of festival tickets these days, was the only way she could afford to be here. Knowing the right people, that was the key. And boy did she know the right people.

Speaking of; it was past time she tracked them down and presented herself. She’d meant to arrive mid-morning. Only there’d been a slight problem with her train ticket and then a delay. Mysterious leaves on the tracks, or something like that. 

The three moggies imprisoned in the oversized cat carrier yowled at her, reminding her to move. “I know, I know,” she said, attempting to soothe them. “We’ll get right on with finding him so that you can stretch your legs. Look, it’s not going to be an issue. We’re going to have a fab time.” There were only five to ten thousand people here. No probs. It wasn’t as if he was going to be milling about with the masses. There’d be a band enclosure somewhere. She just needed to find it. A quick glance at the orientation board told her the area wasn’t conveniently labelled. Not really a surprise. If it was marked, every bugger would be trying to blag their way in for a chat with their favourite artist.

She fired off a text.

 

Jodi: I’m here. Where are you?

 

Nash: In a meeting. Can’t talk atm.

 

Yeah, great, but where are you?

Nash was her saviour in so many ways. Thoughtful. Intelligent. Handsome in exactly the way she liked her men to be, hence smallish and kinda skinny with big eyes and pouty lips, and shaggy ink-black hair that softened all his sharp-edges. Obviously, he had his faults, everybody did. Was singlemindedness a fault? It could be, when it made you unaware of everything else outside of that narrow focus. Out of sight, out of mind. She shrugged; it was just how he was. Luckily, he had her to keep on top of all the other things.

 

Jodi: Not asking you to meet me, just need a clue where to head…

 

She left the message in draft a moment, then deleted it, and trooped over to one of the hi-vis wearing officials instead. It was likely what she’d wind up doing anyway, and she didn’t want to make things difficult for Nash. Not now, when things were going so smoothly.

“Hey. Hello.” She rested the cat box by her feet, then raised a hand to shield her eyes from the afternoon sun. “I’m with one of the bands, can you point me in the right direction?”

Somehow, this was always easier when you were arm-in-arm with a musician, rather than flashing security a smile while carrying a rucksack containing all your worldly belongings and simultaneously trying to hush a carrier full of yowling moggies.

“And they’re expecting you?” The officials craggy face folded in disbelief. The guy had to be sixty and didn’t look as if he wanted to be here in a field full of predominantly twenty-somethings, listening to their awful music while they drank too much, and forked over astronomical amounts for some lungfuls of fresh air.

“Should be.” She offered him her brightest smile. Nash had promised her he’d make sure that security was notified, and his band’s manager had been present for the conversation, so fingers crossed. There’d been a few hiccups in the past. 

“What did you say your name was?”

“Castle. Jodi. I’m with the Ghost Boys.”

“I’ve seen at least a dozen girls walk past with bands around their wrists that say just that in last five minutes.”

Shit, did that mean he wasn’t going to help her? What the fuck did she do then?

Not panic, that’s what. Didn’t stop her heart doing a wild gallop.

She would just have to find herself a quiet spot and hang until Nash was free to correct the oversight.

It’d get easier over time. It would. The people surrounding the band would get to know her. Would recognise her. Nash would introduce her, or one of the other guys. Finding herself fenced off from them had never been a problem before they signed with Stormland, but she’d been a part of the team then. Not so now. Now she was just their lead singer’s cuddly fiancée. The person who, just like this guy, got looked at and dismissed.

“What does he see in her?”

“That’s who Curtis Nash is engaged too?”

“She’s all tits and arse and not in a good way.”

She’d heard it all. Mostly let it wash over her. It was that or dissolve into a puddle of anxieties. Six months ago, nobody even knew who Curtis Nash or the Ghost Boys were and the shape of his girlfriend hadn’t mattered to anyone.

The guy began talking into his radio. He repeated her name. Good, he was doing his job rather than just discounting her.

It was crazy how fast everything had changed. How one miserable night on a farm in rural Valencia had birthed something so significant, and all because a bunch of fruit-picking nomads had saved her from an over-zesty orange merchant and wound up jamming together in a communal camping barn.

As the sole non-musical participant that night—she played about as well as Bob Dylan sang—she’d become their de facto manager. Well, more like a booking and merchandising assistant. She’d been a whizz at designing gig posters and merch. And zines. She’d created a whole string of them, although only the first three issues made it to print, because the word about them spread fast and their audiences kept on doubling in size.

They’d been playing together six weeks when Harry Storm swooped in and bound them all up in contracts. All of them except her. Girlfriends weren’t part of the package deal. Future merchandising would be outsourced. Thank you. Goodbye.

The guys had all been shipped back to England to a recording studio the moment the contract ink was dry, leaving her to see out the rest of the picking season alone. She’d mourned the loss, convinced that the distance would put an end to their relationship. Then Nash had only gone and surprised her with a goddamned ring. Paid for it with his very first royalty cheque and had written, with a lot of help, a song that referenced it that was still dancing up and down the Spotify top ten.

The engagement ring glittered on her finger as she waited on security making their necessary checks. She didn’t often wear it that way. Mostly, she kept it on a chain around her neck. It always felt alien on her finger and stressed her out over the possibility of losing it.

Plus, it caught on things, like all the time.

“Yes, she’s here with three cats,” the site official said into his radio. He turned to her. “Someone’s going to come and collect you, but you’re not supposed to have pets onsite. Guide dogs only.”

She shrugged. What was she supposed to do? Abandon them at the gate? “They go everywhere with me.”

The look she got in return made it clear if he hadn’t already branded her a crazy cat lady he had now. She’d tried the emotional support line before. It never washed, even though it was true. Those cuties were her family.

 Thirty seconds later, a guy in a golf buggy arrived. “You Jodi Castle?” he asked, not bothering to get out from behind the wheel. “Climb in. You can put your luggage in the back. I’m to take you to the band enclosure.”

She struggled with the weight of her rucksack. 

“What have you got in there, a tent?”

As a matter of fact, she did. For two reasons. She’d learned not to rely on others for her well-being. That included a guaranteed bed beside her fiancé. Secondly, it was where she lived, as in it was her permanent abode. Not everybody had the luxury of bricks and mortar. She’d been pitched in a patch of woodland just off the M62 until yesterday. Last night, she’d slept in the train station waiting room. Tonight, would hopefully be a bit more comfortable, although if the guys were to be believed, tour bus bunks left much to be desired.

Nash didn’t like it, of course. Her roaming. Right after he’d put that rock on her finger, he’d insisted she move in with him and advocated for a ceremonial burning of her tent. She’d said she’d feel trapped if she did that. Poor Nash, he meant well, really wanted to do his best for her, but he didn’t really understand where she’d come from. He thought her “troubles” were down to the episode in Valencia. It was hardly his fault; all she’d told him about her family was that she wasn’t in touch with them anymore. 

She suspected he was secretly pleased that he hadn’t been obliged to do a meet and greet with them or ask her dad’s permission to wed his daughter. 

Did people even still do that? She supposed some did. The notion kind of revolted her. Smacked too much of being someone’s property, and she wasn’t and would never be that. Even if it meant humping her home around on her back.

Of course, nothing was as straightforward as it ought to have been. Golf man deposited her right by the Ghost Boys tour bus and immediately whizzed off, at which point the band’s security, a snotty cow she didn’t recognise, informed her she’d have to wait until one of the band confirmed her identify before letting her on the bus. This, despite the lanyard the bitch was holding with her name and picture on it. 

 

Jodi: They won’t let me on the bus.

 

Nash: Who won’t?

 

Jodi: Your security. Not until you’ve vouched for me in person.

 

Nash: WTF. Okay, soz. Gonna be a while yet. Hopefully not too long though. Maybe get a brew somewhere?

 

Jodi: Yeah. I’ll do that. Xx

 

With only two pounds thirty-seven in her pocket buying a drink was out of the question. It might have got her a drink on the high street, but the festival mark-up was eye-watering. Who the fuck paid nearly seven quid for a cuppa? Seemed that if she wanted a brew, she was going to have to make one for herself.

Jodi found herself a pitch in a quiet corner of the enclosure that no one else fancied, probably because it bordered both the recycling bins and a line of Portaloos. Also, it wasn’t a very big space, but then, she didn’t have a very big tent. If any of the bands were camping, they were doing so in style. The field was predominantly buses, along with an assortment of vans; everything from big white transits to ancient VW campervans. There were various pavilions scattered about too, clearly intended as chill out zones rather than for sleeping. Seemed, given that even the well-known acts had opted for sleeping aboard their buses rather than under canvas, that tour bus bunks weren’t really so bad. Maybe Nash had just been thinking about how squashed up they’d be if they were sharing.

He turned up four hours later with a stupid grin on his face, wearing a shirt that looked like something someone’s nan would own. It was off white, an odd choice for a field, and striped with muddy orange and black lines. Severely smudged eyeliner circled both his eyes, and he was wearing jeans that did absolutely nothing for his delicious butt, which was one of his better features. He’d also grown a considerably longer beard in the fortnight since she’d last seen him. Thick and dark like his brows. It served to pull your gaze down to his lips and away from his eyes.

“I see the stylist got to you.” She bounced to her feet to greet him and accepted his tight hug. He smelled different too. Gone was the earthy citrus spice replaced by something sharper, cleaner, and considerably more manufactured. 

“Babe. I’m sorry…”

“It’s fine.” She’d people watched, not that she communicated that. There didn’t seem much point. “I got settled.”

His brows knotted, and he cast her abode a suspect glance. “You’re moving onto the bus though, right?”

“It gives us options, and the cats needed to stretch their legs.”

“The cats… Aye, right. Always forget about your monsters.”

He gave her another squeeze, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. Nash wasn’t a cat person. He tolerated her wee bundles of fluff but had never wrapped his head around her enduring love for them, or how she’d spend her hard-earned pennies on making sure they were fed, watered, and wormed ahead of her own comfort.

“What kept you? And what’s with the eyeliner?”

While his hair had always been on the longer side, particularly on top, she’d never seen him even moisturise before, let alone don make-up. 

“I’m just trialling it. The fans go wild for this sort of thing, so…” 

She’d figured that much. “As long as it’s still you underneath it.”

“Course.” He gave her what she interpreted as a shoulderless shrug, then beamed at her and went so far as to snatch her up in an unexpected hug. “We’ve hit the sodding jackpot, Jo. You’re never gonna believe who we’re touring with.”

She wouldn’t guess because she was still hopelessly out of touch with the music scene beyond a couple of favourites acts. “Who?”

“I told you we all thought Harry had something up his sleeve. Turns out it was bigger than we imagined.” 

His grin was eating his face now, prompting her to smile too even as her insides roiled with anxiety. If they were touring, and he’d only just confirmed that for definite, then what did that mean for her… for them? More time apart? 

“It’s not just gonna be UK dates.” They’d been hoping for some European shows too, but apparently, they weren’t quite so easy to score post Brexit.

“We’re going worldwide, Jo! Us. Me, you, the guys… It’s major. It’s fucking amazing. We are so made.”

“So, who is it you’re supporting? Not Hammerjang or Trollforge, like you thought?”

He made a rude noise. “Small fry. We’re bigger than both. Harry’s only gone and fucking secured us a ride with Black Halo. Black fucking Halo, Jo! Not just for a few shows either, the rest of their European tour, with the possibility of it becoming the whole last leg. Eight months of dates across the globe.” He rattled off a string of countries. “What do you think to that?”

Her heart made a panicked flutter, like it wanted to break out of her ribcage and fly off. “That’s amazing,” she croaked, and buried her face against his chest so he wouldn’t see her panic. 

Black Halo. Of all the bands… Of all the fucking bands in the world it had to be that one. Not that it mattered. She wouldn’t meet them, and it wasn’t like the other party was likely to remember her. He’d probably forgotten all about her and their adventures together. Black Halo’s bass-player, Rock Giant…Paul Reed…He’d certainly never attempted to get in touch despite her leaving her number. Not that it mattered, or that she’d expected any other sort of treatment from a rock star. She’d been a night’s entertainment, no more. But she’d liked him. Genuinely liked him. That was the real kick in the teeth. 

Fact was, half the population were complete arseholes, and being a rock star didn’t exempt you from that. It probably made you an even bigger one. Not that it mattered. That was the past. One she’d moved on from. Her future was set. Her and Nash. Nash and her. As evidenced by the hulking great rock on her finger. 

Nash had been saying something, and she hadn’t caught it. 

“…wedding. I don’t want to, but if we’re touring...”

“Eight months isn’t that long. There’s no rush.” Even as she said it, she got an itch in her bladder. It’d be hell. It was an eternity.

“Babe, it’s an age. Too long by far until I can make you Mrs Nash.”

Actually, she was planning on being Mrs Castle, but that was a conversation for another day.

“I’ve an idea.” 

Was she ready for ideas? The tour news was still reverberating and causing her stomach to cramp. 

“There’s a ring of standing stones just over there.” He nodded his head in a vaguely leftwards direction. “Seems it’s the equinox or something tonight.”

Duh. “It’s in the festival name.”

“Yeah, all right, brains. Anyway, there’s a guy conducting handfasting ceremonies, and I figured…” He raised his dark eyebrows suggestively.

Reckoned what? Wait. “Us? Get handfasted? But neither of us believe…”

“Come on. That part doesn’t matter. It’ll be fun, and we can tell people we’ve tied the knot. It won’t be officially recognised, but it might shut Harry up.” He nudged her elbow with his. “Come on, what do you say?”

“Harry? Shut him up about what? About me?” Harry Storm scared the fuck out of her. He stank of privilege, though she wasn’t certain he realised that. He seemed to think he was one of the guys, but that’s because he was a rich boy who couldn’t conceive of not being universally loved.

Nash sighed and brushed his fingers through his hair leaving the top strands mushed in a way she loved but would probably upset whichever stylist had had their hands on him. “Apparently, we’re a hotter commodity if we’re all single. Don’t get hung up on that. It’s irrelevant. You’re my girl, and it should be about the music anyway, not whether I’m available or wearing the right stuff.”

She nodded, but the Nash she knew mooched around in T-shirts with stretched out of shape necklines, and either cargo pants or joggers and was forever losing socks so that virtually every pair he owned were mismatched.

“So, what do you think? We should do it, yes? Yes?”

She gave a tentative nod. 

“Yes!” He smacked a kiss against her lips. “Cool. We’ll have some drinks, have a chill, swear some oaths and…” He pulled her closer to his body, an arm around her neck, so that his breath whispered hot against her ear, laden with promises. “Then you and me are gonna enjoy some good old-fashioned rutting.”

“In your tour bus bunk?” she wondered aloud.

“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll have you right there in the middle of that there sacred ring of stones.”

“Not sure Harry will approve of that.” 


CHAPTER 3

Jodi Castle

 

Two of the remaining three Ghost Boys drifted in their direction a few moments later. 

Lee, typically head to foot in green, dirty blond hair resting loose about his shoulders, stopped five or six paces off and opened his arms wide. “Jo…” Duly prompted, she ran to him. The moment they were toe-to-toe he wrapped her in a killer embrace, squashing her tight against his chest and accidentally giving her a mouthful of his hair. As Jodi wiped the strands clear of her mouth, Balin embraced her from behind, his stubbly cheek colliding with hers. She scented beer on his breath. 

“Good to see ya, Jo-Jo. Has Curtis here told you the news?”

“Just. It’s amazing. Congrats. You guys are going to be so big. You’re not going to want to know me.” She summoned every scrap of enthusiasm she could muster to put into her expression. It seemed to do the trick. They all started backslapping one another again over their good luck. Not that it was pure luck… They were talented. That had been obvious from the off. Still, she loved these boys. They were her world, her family. She prayed fame wouldn’t take them from her.

“…nah, it’s our frankly audacious talent that’s won us a cushty gig…” 

“It’s deserved,” she said, nodding at Balin, the Ghost Boys bassist. 

“It’s down to you, Jo-Jo.”

Sweet but untrue.

“You brought us together.”

Ish. In circumstances she preferred not to dwell on.

“And you sort us all out.”

She did her best. They were a shambles if left to their own devices.

Interestingly, both Balin and Lee were draped in their usual attire of cargo pants and washed-out T-shirts.

“How come you two haven’t been made over?”

Balin scoffed. “What’s the point in designer denim and shirts that cost two hundred quid a pop but don’t look any different to the ten-quid knockoffs? Besides, they were probably made in the same sweatshop.”

“What he said,” Lee echoed. “Also, we’re just the backdrop.”

“Fuckers,” Nash muttered. 

“Man, there are limits to what I’m prepared to sacrifice to the gods of fame and fortune. They’ll be prying my lucky shirt off my cold dead corpse. Plus, we’re not toddlers, man. We don’t need our mammies to dress us.”

“Considering the shit mine used to pick out…” Lee shook his head.

Nash threw a bunch of shade at them, but it didn’t penetrate the shield of their mirth. If anything, his scowls made them mock all the harder.

Lee still had his arm slung around her shoulder. “You should come and see the bus. Height of luxury, it is. All mod cons. You’ll be amazed.” She didn’t have the heart to tell him it wouldn’t be the first tour bus interior she’d seen. That would necessitate diving into a part of her history she’d never shared with anyone. Still exerting his claim on her, Lee turned her about and nudged her towards their new home on wheels.

“Wait! I need to zip the tent up.” 

She wriggled free of his hold. While it was unlikely that anyone around here would be interested in her stuff, the weather might change at a moment’s notice, and she’d rather her things stayed dry. The cats she confined to the inner pod. They’d be fine until she got back. They had everything they needed all set up how they liked it, and they were used to her wandering off. As long as they got their kibble and she didn’t howl over the occasional mousy-froggy-baby birdie supplement, they were no bother.

Lee reclaimed her, despite Nash’s attempt to snag her by the hand. “Where’s Jez?” she asked after the band’s drummer as they walked. 

“You mean Pee-ter?” Nash said in a ridiculous voice, prompting chortles from both Lee and Balin. “Probably gone back to wallowing.”

“Wallowing?”

“Oh, shit! Hasn’t Curtis told you?” Balin stuck his head between them, only to about turn and level a tut at Nash. “How could you not tell her, man?”

“When?” Nash raised his hand in his defence. “I’ve barely had time to say hello before you two mugs arrived and commandeered her.”

“He told me about Black Halo,” Jodi said, and even managed to sound normal despite how jangly it made her feel inside. Shit! Did that mean they were here?

“Didn’t tell you about Rune though, did he? Fuckwit only went and dumped him, didn’t he?”

“No! No way. You’re shitting me?” Rune was Jez’s Norwegian boyfriend… ex-boyfriend. Painfully beautiful and painfully awkward. The pair of them had been inseparable the entire time she’d known them. They were so hopelessly in love with one another it hurt her head to think of them as separate entities.

“Why?”

She shot Nash an irritated look. Unless it’d literally happened in the last four hours, there was really no excuse for him not telling her. 

“Wouldn’t we all love to know?”

Lee rubbed his smooth jaw. “Claimed it wasn’t going to work out, what with us being on tour and shit.”

“Rune would never have minded that.” Rune was the sweetest, gentlest, most amenable man she’d ever met, with one possible exception, but she wasn’t thinking about him. Especially not now. Were Black Halo here? “Please tell me Harry Storm didn’t have a hand in it.”

“Harry? Why would Harry have anything to do with it?” Balin asked.

“Nah, it’s all Jez,” Lee said. “Maintains he didn’t need anyone around cramping his style and that it’d been on the cards for a while, but let’s just say he’s not entirely convincing. Whatever the real reason, he’s keeping schtum about it. So, to answer your question, he’s probably knocking the hell out of a drum kit somewhere.”

“Or banging something else,” Nash said.

That was just horrid. Absolutely sickening. It made her belly flip-flop. And what did it say for her future with Nash if the hottest, sweetest couple around hadn’t survived even five months of one of them hitting the limelight. The echoes of all the snarky remarks levelled at her when people learned she was with Nash circulated in her thoughts again.

“He’s not actually out there shagging your fans though, right?”

Silence.

Damning silence.

Coupled with some awkward looks from Balin and Lee. Yeah… Seemed they’d all been scoring themselves some easy action.

“You’re gross. Yuck.” She shrugged Lee’s arm from her shoulders.

“Why, ’cause we’ve indulged in a few hookups? How’s that any different to before? I wasn’t gross when I banged that barmaid back in Valencia—”

“Or when I had that three-day bender with the chick from Heidelberg and followed it with a blowjob from that lass from New Zealand—”

“And her sister, or was it her cousin, two days later? Think you must have hit the bass playing jackpot that week.”

“Nah, it’s just my natural charm and charisma.”

“Stop grossing my fiancée out.” Nash clouted them both around the head, which took a bit of effort given they were both way taller. It silenced them though, not that that was necessarily a good thing. It left space for her to think.

Jez and Rune had been a fixture way longer than her and Nash, and they’d done the whole long-distance thing on and off for ages too. Was this what she could expect in the future? 

Nash dropped an awkward kiss on the top of her head as he pulled her away from Lee and claimed her hand. “Fuck me, you’re actually wearing it.” Nash lifted their clasped hands, so that the sun scintillated in the oversized rock on her finger.

“I resent that. I always wear it.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Well, I need to let all your new fans out there know what the score is, don’t I?”

They reached the bus, and the security girl who’d given her a hard time earlier scowled at her as she handed over her lanyard.

 “On which subject, guys, Jo and I are getting hitched tonight.”

“Handfasted,” she elaborated, in case they thought the actual wedding was this evening.

“You’re seriously hitching yourself to this tosser?” Lee quipped. “Nah, I’m pleased for you, course I am.” He slung an arm over her shoulder again. “Well, here it is. The old home on wheels. What do you think?”

“Wow.” Hopefully, she’d instilled the appropriate amount of enthusiasm into her voice. Behind the driver’s perch, the space opened out into a curved seating area, at the rear of which a cupboard-sized kitchen consisting of a microwave, fridge, and a cooker no bigger than her camping stove. The layout was nothing like the one on Bertha. Didn’t stop her imagining a certain figure charging towards her with soap suds in his hair and the titchiest towel in existence secured around his hips.

“Bunks are back here.” Balin opened the door to the rear section. A dark space with a single thin horizontally set rectangular window. There’d been a full-sized bed in this area on the Black Halo bus.

“Eight bunks?” she said.

“Yeah, and nine of us, ten with you.” Balin shrugged like that didn’t make for a mathematical inconsistency. “Us, you, the driver, our guitar tech, the tour manager, and two roadies stroke security bods.”

“This one’s ours.” Nash patted the bed second up on the left.

“Great,” she squeaked. She was definitely going to have to persuade him to spend the night under canvas. If she stayed here, they’d be squashed together like corpses in a coffin. Plus—a tickle in her nose made her sneeze—beneath the blossomy scent of air freshener, there was an odour of blokey smells and dirty laundry. It didn’t seem like anyone had thought to install any ventilation in the place or do any laundry. No skylight either to allow access onto the roof. She backed out of the space and settled on the oddly curved seating.

“So, what time’s your ceremony?” Lee asked. He opened the fridge, thus confirming her suspicion that it was packed with beers with a few food items tucked in around the cans and bottles like an afterthought. Having dished them out, Lee lifted one of the seats to replace them with cans from their stash.

“Quarter to eleven,” Nash confirmed. “Figured it’d still be quiet-ish. Tonight’s headliners will still be on stage. People’s attention will be pointed in that direction, not at us.” He claimed Jodi’s hand and sat right by her. “It’s our moment. Not something we need to be sharing with the masses.”

“There’ll be other couples too though, right?” she asked.

He settled back more comfortably, legs falling apart. Maybe because he wasn’t blessed in the height department, he always spread himself out. Another reason sharing his bunk might not work. “A few, maybe, I guess. But they’re going to be focused on what they’re doing, not that Curtis Nash is saying ‘I do’ to his fiancée.”

“Is that what we say?”

Nash wriggled about so that he could fish something out of his back pocket. It turned out to be a folded piece of paper with a loose order of the ceremony and some example oaths. “We can amend them, make them personal to us. They don’t have to be exactly as written.” He’d already jotted a few such amendments in the margins, reducing his vows to:

These are the hands of your future husband, strong and full of love for you, that are holding yours, as you promise to love, cherish and obey him today, tomorrow, and forever. She smudged the pencil marks with her thumb, obliterating the obey part. It gave her shivers, reminding her too much of her father’s dictatorial approach that had blighted her teenage years.

“You don’t like that part?”

“It’s a bit old-fashioned. We’re entering into a partnership, we should be making the same vows, not setting it up to be lopsided from the start.”

“Guess,” he muttered, before stuffing the paper back into his pocket. “We can figure it out.”

Balin announced he was going to chill in his bunk, and Lee muttered something about tracking down Jez, and left, taking his beer with him. Nash snuggled her closer. “Just us left.”

“Yeah.”

His lips pressed to the side of her neck, while his hand landed on her leg, then slid into the space between her thighs.

“Nash, is this really the place and time?” Lee hadn’t even closed the bus door after he’d left. Anyone could walk in. Balin was still only next door, and the mean security lady was in earshot.

“What other time is there? This is going to be our life for the next eight months. We’re going to be constantly on the road and surrounded by people.” 

“You say that like I’m going to be with you.”

“Of course you’re going to be with me. Why wouldn’t you be?” He seemed genuinely puzzled. “Need you to keep me sorted.”

“Nash, you know I’m shy about…”

“About the fact you’re not as skinny as some women. So! I don’t mind, and it’s not as if I’m asking to livestream you going all reverse cowgirl on me or anything.” He curled a strand of her hair around one fingertip and used it as an anchor to draw her nearer, while his other followed the inner leg seam of her trousers upwards. Jodi shrugged him off. 

“Is this because you had to wait around?”

“No.”

“It is, isn’t it? We were meeting Black Halo. Harry made sure we got a decent stretch of time with them. We’re hot right now, but we’re still small fry next to them. I don’t think you get how important it was that we put in the work sucking up to them.”

“It’s not about you meeting Black Halo or the fact I couldn’t get on your bus. It’s not about anything. It’s just… It’s… this is too exposed. The door’s open, anyone can fucking see in. It’s not sexy. It makes me anxious.”

“You know Balin got a girl off in a packed club the night before last. Put a hand up her skirt and frigged her in front of us and all her mates. And your bestie, Lee—”

She didn’t want to hear it. “It’s irrelevant, Nash.” She wasn’t some other girl, and she wasn’t engaged to either Balin or Lee, much as she loved them both. She stood. “I’m going to take a walk.”

“A walk?” He watched her from beneath his dark brows but didn’t get up from the seat. “I thought we were going to hang together.”

“You can come with me. I thought I might take a look at this stone circle. Make sure I know where I’ve got to be later while I stretch my legs.”

 “It doesn’t seem like you’re all that committed to the idea. Don’t like the vows. Don’t like the timing. Not interested in anything intimate, which is saying something considering absence is supposed to make the heart grow fonder.”

Everyone knew that was a myth.

“I said yes, we should do it. I’m literally about to go and suss out the place. How does that make me not committed? Don’t be an arse, Nash. Just because I said no to sex in a public location doesn’t mean...”

He muttered something that she didn’t quite catch and couldn’t be bothered to ask him to repeat. “Maybe Jez has the right idea,” he huffed.

Great, now he was having a full-on strop. She knew better than to argue with him when he got like this. 

She left him to get over himself.

Give him an hour and he’d be all Jo-Jo, please can you do this for me? And have you seen my thingamabob, and my hoogeewotsit. And, argh, my lucky marble’s missing, and I’ve looked everywhere, and I need you to work your lady magic to find it.

And because she loved him, she probably would.


CHAPTER 4

Paul “Rock Giant” Reed

 

Paul made good use of the nearby treeline, then took his time strolling back to the bus. With the sun having burned off the morning mist, he could see more of the band enclosure. Plenty of buses were still shut up with their curtains drawn, but there were pockets of activity, and the site management were already in full organisational flow, waving in additional buses and trucks full of gear. Roadies for various groups were trotting about, or else whizzing past on push bikes. A few had golf buggies and seemed to think that made them it. He spotted Ronnie’s manager setting up her deck chair under the awning of her camper van. He liked Lyra. Found her easy to relate to. For different reasons, they’d both had nomadic youths.
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