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-ABOUT THE BOOK-

 

★ ★ ★ ★ ★ “Dear gods, this broke me. As in, left me ugly-sobbing and curled in a ball, with my family thinking someone had died.” Goodreads Reviewer.

 

 

When the heart-rending mistakes of your past are stuck on repeat, you’re destined to replay every painful beat.

 

Rock guitarist Spook Mortensen never had trouble keeping his desires in check until Alle Hutton gate-crashed his life and reignited his libido. Now his life’s careening out of control.

 

With Black Halo about to embark on their first official cruise and Alle along for the trip, Spook knows that not succumbing to temptation will require constant vigilance and ingenuity.

 

Alle’s determined to prove to Spook—and everyone else—that his deviant desires don’t make him a monster, and she’s willing to put her heart on the line to prove it. But being in love doesn’t mean she’s blind to reality. She knows Spook’s keeping secrets and that coaxing them out of him will be as, if not more, challenging than enticing him to explore their sizzling chemistry. Luckily, she’s always up for a challenge.

 

When the return of a figure from Spook’s past leaves him emotionally untethered, Spook and Alle’s burgeoning relationship is put to the ultimate test. When trust is compromised, only the truth will suffice. But can their relationship survive the revelation?

 

Replay is an angsty, spicy, heart-wrenching rockstar romance with flawed characters and intense friendships, in which secrets emerge,  loyalties are tested, and past mistakes hold fast with a tenacious grip.  Prepare to have your heart ripped out and stomped on.

 

This is the second novel in the Off the Record series and forms part of the wider Black Halo world. These books are intended to be read in order.

 

 

DEEP DIVE INTO THE WORLD OF BLACK HALO:

XANE: (Come Undone, Come Together, Come Alive.)

ASH: (All Night Long, All Fired Up, All Right Now.)

SPOOK: (Off the Record, Reflex, Replay, Refrain, Revive.)

ROCK GIANT (Reckless Beat.)

 

 

To discover more about Madelynne’s books, sign up to be part of her newsletter.


-Prelude-

 

Entertainment reporter, Marshall Hutton, of Bang! Magazine, who published a damning exposé of Black Halo guitarist, Spook Mortensen’s, private life, was reportedly punched in the face by the star when he attempted to speak to him in a Cannes restaurant.

According to the local police report, a witness claimed “the journalist reached out as if to grab the star, before Mortensen turned and punched him in the face, allegedly snarling, ‘Get the f**k off me!’.” He had already asked the reporter to back off several times and requested that he “Get out of his face.”

Hutton was treated in hospital for concussion and minor injuries.

It is understood that Mortensen, a Swedish national, was initially arrested by police for assault, but the charges were later dropped. This followed earlier reports of two separate incidents three days earlier in Genoa. Following Black Halo’s arena gig, a man claimed to have been assaulted by a member of the band and security staff, and then a female reporter also attached to Bang! Magazine was showered in glass when Mortensen deliberately smashed a bottle close to her person after a fiery altercation.

Later reports emerged that the Cannes incident may have been a personal one, as footage emerged of Mortensen attending the Cannes Film Festival showing of  rock biopic Stop Me If You’ve Heard It Before with Hutton’s sister, Allegra.

Ms. Hutton is a sound engineer, who previously worked with Black Halo on the re-released version of their single, Within You, following the death of the band’s former drummer, Steve Matlock, to a subdural haematoma. She was allegedly spotted outside Mortensen’s hotel room in a state of near nakedness the night before the incident.
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NINE YEARS EARLIER

 

Spook knew better than to accept the offer of a drink.

He accepted it anyway.

His band had just tumbled off stage, fresh from winning the local battle of the bands. They’d been outliers at the beginning of the competition with only a handful of dedicated fans among the crowd. Their audience had grown with every round as the message spread across campus and the local community that they were worth coming out for. Ash’s leaflet-and-condom campaign hadn’t hurt, either. 

Their lead guitarist had only gone all in with them six weeks earlier, turning their then trio into a quartet. Shortly after, they’d found a keyboard player and bassist. It’d been a rush to adapt the tunes for a full line up and get ready for a showdown, but they’d done it.

They’d done it, and they’d fucking won.

That warranted a celebratory blow-out. 

In any case, it wasn’t as if he was banned from alcohol. Drink just whittled away his defences, leaving him exposed. Vulnerable.

Not all women are alike.

Besides, the woman holding out the bottle to him was cute. She’d been smiling at him for the whole of their set. Whistling. Screaming, with her hands in the air. Bouncing, like the music flowed through her. If there was one thing Spook understood, it was how music could enthral you and make you feel alive.

Tonight, he was very much alive and glad of it.

He hadn’t been this sort of tripping happy in forever.

She was older than he was. Post-grad, two years into a neuroscience doctorate. They had zero in common, besides a love of live music, but that didn’t seem to matter. The band was solid gold tonight. Everyone wanted a piece of them. The guys were lapping the attention up. Ash was smiling—really genuinely smiling for the first time in weeks—and Elspeth—tiny sylph-like gothic princess that she was—had a swarm of admirers huddled around her. Xane had vanished into a dark corner. You didn’t need to know more than one plus two equalled three to know what he was doing there.

So, why the hell shouldn’t he relax and enjoy this little slice of transitory fame too?

He’d been cautious making connections with women since he’d arrived in the UK, but this band, the music, were a new start for him. For all of them.

It was opening doors.

New worlds.

Options.

“I’m Spook,” he said, adopting the moniker that Xane had given him.

She shouted something back at him, but he didn’t quite catch it over the background noise.

They wound up back at her place after the union bar closed. It wasn’t far, only a couple of streets away. She shared a rambling old terraced house with a half dozen other post-grads who called her a cradle snatcher when she rolled up with him tucked under her arm. Baby-face, baby-Viking, beautiful, elfin. He’d heard them all before, alongside a host of more derogatory things. “God, you’re such a sweetheart.” All for holding open a door. Actually, he just possessed good manners, and he felt lighter than he had in months, years maybe.

It was like a fog had lifted, and he could feel in colour again.

“My room’s upstairs at the front.”

Her room was clinically neat. The bed—a double—oddly positioned in the centre of the space. There was a mould patch on the ceiling where it might have more comfortably sat. He could see why she wouldn’t want to stare up at that at night. It’d certainly trouble his dreams.

They’d kissed a lot. Back at the bar, and on the streets as they’d walked to her place. She wasn’t a big talker, but that was okay, because nor was he.

He’d only just begun to think in English. It was a curious shift. Insidious. He liked it. It made him feel like a different person.

“Make yourself comfortable.”

He barely had his jacket off before she had his T-shirt off too, and her hands were inside his pants. 

Spook’s heart started pounding over the upward shift in gears. She’d been all feather-light touches before. Flighty, whisper soft teasing. This, he wasn’t sure of. There was an urgency to it that set off panic alarms in his head, and made his muscles tense. Overt enthusiasm set him on edge these days. It inevitably made him want to apply the brakes. He’d expected more getting-to-know-you talk first, and less fumbling. Less, let’s just get down and do it so you can get home afterwards. But maybe it was down to nervousness on her part making her act this way.

He wriggled and did his best to extract her hands from intimate places. It wasn’t that he was a prude. Absolutely the opposite. However, it had been some time since he’d been with a woman, and his memories of what that had been like were somewhat tarnished.

Slow down, he tried to tell her, but she kept his lips busy, and any conversation he attempted was met with monosyllabic replies, or groans to the effect of him being so, so sexy.

Getting him naked as fast as possible seemed to be her only goal. In fact, she seemed nonplussed by the fact that he wasn’t set on stripping her in the same way.

Spook wasn’t in a hurry. And while he usually liked pushy and fierce, he wasn’t yet ready to have her explore every inch. Not yet. Perhaps not at all. There was a strange look in her eyes when he dragged her hands off him and held her wrists. 

She struggled.

He kept her trapped while he tried to figure out what it was she wanted from him and he from her. That’s when she noticed the scars.

There was no disguising the cuts for what they were. He’d worn a long-sleeved top on stage. And anyway, concealing them wouldn’t make them go away. It wouldn’t change what had brought him to the point of drawing a knife along his flesh. Of cutting deeply enough that he’d anticipated never waking up.

He got it. People didn’t know how to react, or what to say. Mostly, they apologised, as if it were their fault. 

Or they asked questions.

Personal questions he wasn’t interested in answering.

Curiously, she took a different route. She blinked and made like they weren’t there at all. Like they were no more worthy of attention than a shaving scratch. Actually, she made a bigger fuss of the one he had on his chin. Licking it. Kissing it. 

In so doing, she erected a wall between them.

He understood. This was only for tonight. They wouldn’t see one another afterwards.

It was about getting off.

She didn’t need to know him to shag him.

And she could use him without giving a fuck about who he was.

Interesting thing was; he didn’t much like the idea of being used and cast off.

In fact, he wasn’t sure he wanted to do this without an emotional connection.

Yeah, because that had made certain it all turned out so well in the past.

There’s nothing wrong with just getting off and then forgetting about it.

The rest of his band mates did it all the time. He’d done it himself a time or two, but those times had been different.

“You’re so jumpy,” she observed, having managed to wriggle herself free of his grip again. “Am I your first?” She giggled as if delighted by that possibility, and began inching down his fly.

Spook made a move to stay her exploration, but somehow they wound up on the bed instead. Her on top, straddling his hips.

She stroked the outline of his cock. Handled him with an air of detached determination, like she was out to prove something.

Her proficiency, he suspected.

He got hard, but, Christ, that was hardly an achievement. He was human, male, and under twenty. And she was stroking his cock.

“You’ve the wrong man if you think I’m any sort of innocent.”

Her smile stretched wide. “Oh, but you are. Look at you. You’re like a vision of wholesomeness wrapped up in a bad boy outfit. The clothes aren’t you. The dark broody lyrics of your band, neither. Even the leather jacket.”

Except they very much were. He waited for her to similarly dismiss his scars, but those she was studiously avoiding noticing. Her gaze slipped away from them, like she was saying he’d only been playing about when he’d made them. That he’d done it to prove his edgy credentials, not because the world and his life had sucked, and he had no idea who or how to trust anymore. That he hadn’t been serious.

“I didn’t want to wake up,” he’d told the nurse in A&E. As it was, he hadn’t even passed out.

“Come on, seriously, how many girls have you even been with?”

Like the number of partners you had was what made you competent or experienced.

“One,” he confessed.

That made her beam in delight. “Wow. You’re practically a virgin.”

For someone who studied brains, she really was astonishingly clueless. “I’m not that in any sense.”

“Oh, come on. You are. Have you really only had the one girlfriend?”

That wasn’t what he’d said, but he let it ride. There seemed little point in correcting her. She wasn’t listening anyway. All that seemed to matter to her was his cock. She drew his underwear down like she was un-wrapping a gift.

 “I take it you’ve had a few more than that?”

Her lip curled. “I wouldn’t call them boyfriends as such.”

“Hook-ups?”

She fixed on a smile, like he’d said the wrong thing. That by whispering the truth, he’d accused her of being a slut. Yeah, no. He had no issues with women being promiscuous. Who exactly were all these straight men out there being encouraged to sow their wild oats supposed to get off with, if not their equally straight and wild oat-sowing female counterparts?

If people wanted to burn off some excess energy, that was fine with him.

“Tell me what she was like? Did she go down on you? Give you head?”

He didn’t want to think about her. Not now. Not ever. If there was a way to excise her completely from his memory, he’d have taken it.

His older woman didn’t seem to notice he hadn’t replied. “I’m good with my mouth,” she boasted, already slithering her way down his body, “But if I blow you, you have to get me off the same way.”

Terms he understood. The only surprise was that these particular ones required negotiating. Who the hell shot their load and didn’t reciprocate? The savages who’d occupied her bed in the past, apparently. The notion burned some of his reservations away. 

Were Englishmen all scum, or did she just choose poorly?

Given that she’d chosen him, he settled on the latter. He could show her a good time, though. 

Maybe it was okay for this to be purely physical. He’d hooked up with a few guys since he got to the UK, and that was entirely about the physical. Zero emotional involvement. Tonight, with her, didn’t have to be any different.

“That’s not an issue,” he told her, right as she was about to lick a line along his shaft. “In fact, come and sit up here.” He encouraged her to perch over his face.

“What? Up there? I can’t. That’s…” Funnily enough, her knickers came off. Spook put his tongue on her. “That’s… Oh, man.” She was wet after the first swish of his tongue.

“Sixty-nine,” he suggested, when she started fretting over something to do with her hands. The words, “Grip the headboard, and don’t fucking let go until I tell you to,” rang loud inside his head, but he didn’t express them.

Not with her.

Not ever again.

Going top to tail involved her turning around so she was facing his toes. Spook sighed contentedly as her knees splayed either side of his ears, and he wrapped his arms around her hips to pull her firmly down onto his tongue.

“Are you still going to be able to concentrate if we’re doing that?”

It wouldn’t be an issue. He was used to holding himself in check. “Guess we’ll find out.”

It was like he’d given her permission to prove something. Too bad her boasting didn’t match up to reality. She was all tease. Playing with his cock. Touching him. Wrapping her small fists around him, but only ever putting the top inch or so in her mouth. Whoever had told her she was good with her mouth had zero experience, or had been lying.

She spluttered if he so much as bucked his hips.

Worse, she gave him the evil eye for doing so. “Can’t you keep still?”

She had no idea how desperately he was holding himself in check from flipping her over, making a fist around her hair and holding her fast while he fucked her throat. That’s what he wanted. The hot, wet, squeeze around his shaft. The trails of salt tears against her flushed cheeks. Too much saliva. Desperate grunts, the sensation around his cock of her swallowing.

He had to get that sort of want under control. If he couldn’t, then there wasn’t a future for him with a woman.

A burst of relief suddenly made his veins sing as it dawned on him that this was only one night. A onetime thing between them. Fuck the possibility of her getting him off. Fuck holding back.

Not that he was about to top her.

Well, he was. Just not in an obvious way.

He was going to turn her into putty.

He tuned out what she was doing. Nothing much besides holding him in her fist after he’d begun concentrating his efforts on her clit. Her muscles started a fluttering dance against him. She was so wet his mouth and chin were soaked. No matter, he liked the taste of a woman. And this one… this one… he didn’t think she’d ever been shown a good time. Not considering how easily she creamed on his tongue. How she writhed and cried out and came shuddering and calling out litanies of praise to God.

Not that he was done when he’d wrung that first climax from her. No, once she was really wet and open, then he started fucking her with his tongue.

“God, you’re dirty. You’re dirty. Oh my God.”

Babe, you’ve no idea. The things he could do…

 “I’ve got condoms. They’re in my purse.”

His pockets were full of them, courtesy of Ash being put in charge of their promotional budget. “Uh huh.” What was the rush? They could have a lot more fun before they digressed to basic mechanics. The night was young… The taste of her was all over his face.

“You know how to put one on, right?”

Yeah, he knew. He just wasn’t at the point of needing to yet.

Spook kissed her taint. “Are we in a hurry?” He wetted a little finger and circled it over her pucker. Her thighs shook and turned her crotchety little breaths into high-pitched squeaks. 

“What are you doing? You can’t touch me there.”

“Why not?” He went back to fucking her with his tongue. She was wet. So damn wet. The salty taste of her was the best thing. Also, she could deny it all she liked, but touching her pucker was driving her fucking wild. Her clit was hard. Her internal muscles were fluttering. Pretty soon, she’d come for him again. He had a mind to have his thumb in her cunt and a couple of fingers in her arse when she did.

He got those two fingers good and wet.

“Oh, God. Oh, God… It’s so wrong. That’s bad. You’re so bad. It’s filthy.”

He stroked her there again. “How about it? Knock, knock.” He tapped her arsehole.

“No,” she drawled, like he was only teasing her. 

“Have you never been rimmed?” 

“Whaa… No.”

Her bottom was lush. Generously curved and full, her pucker like a tightly furled rose. He licked across it, which set her off panting and crooning like her mind was coming apart. She was practically hyperventilating. “God, you can’t.”

She shivered. Pleaded. Tried to scuttle away from him, but he held her firmly by the hips, and she sat back on his face so that his tongue could explore every ridge with ease.

“Fuck,” she cursed. “Oh God. Fuck.”

Spook licked inside of her, as he filled her pussy with two fingers. She was lost to the pleasure of it. Her eyes screwed tight shut as her orgasm struck. Hot. Desperate. Ecstatic. Her muscles, back and front, clutched at him in fierce need as she sang out in blasphemous praise.

Yeah—he was no innocent in need of tuition. And now, now he was ready to rip open a foil and fuck.

Except, the moment the tremors of her climax faded, she shot off the bed like he’d set fire to it.

“Oh my God! What the hell?” Her voice was only a notch below full on scream. “You didn’t. You did not do that to me. Uh, nasty, nasty, nasty. That. I can’t believe you’d do that. It’s revolting. You’re revolting.”

The shift was so abrupt that he was left staring at her in complete befuddlement. What the fuck was she screaming for?

Her voice was cruel too. “What are you, some kind of pervert?” The way she said it made him sound like gum on the sole of her shoe.

Shameful twittering started at the corners of his consciousness. Agreeing. Hollering it louder. Reducing all his desires into a catalogue of misdemeanours.

All at once he was freezing cold, like he’d been pierced by a zillion icicles.

“You’re a sick, fucking pervert. I never consented to that. I never said you could do that.”

She’d never told him not to either.

“You should have known from my reaction that I thought it was detestable.”

He was shaking. Already off the bed and pulling on his jeans. “You were coming,” he remarked.

That truth only made her shrieks louder.

Spook zipped and was halfway to the door with the rest of his clothing in his hands, when she stopped yelling. Still, the echoes of her voice seemed to follow him down the stairwell. He was almost at the front door, when she appeared behind him, barefoot, with a dressing gown pulled around her body over her dishevelled clothing. The ties were dangling. “Stop. You can’t just go. Stop.”

Her face was bright red with rage, but there were no tears.

Tears he might have stopped for.

“We haven’t actually fucked yet.”

She was a lunatic. She couldn’t seriously think they were going to do it after the reaction his efforts had just got.

He really, really needed to think about the sort of women he attracted.

She stomped down the stairs behind him. 

“Yeah, I don’t think we’re exactly suited, do you?”

She snatched hold of his jacket sleeve so that the leather wound up stretched between them like a rope. “You don’t understand. You have to stay and fuck me.”

He shook his head. “It’s not happening.”

 “Tarly and me, we have this thing. It’s kind of a competition. If I don’t fuck you tonight then I lose.”

“What?” Was that garbled explanation actually supposed to convince him to stay. “I don’t give a damn.”

“Please. Come on.” She released her grip on her robe, allowing it to fall open, as if a flash of skin would be enough to convince him.

“Could you let go of my jacket, please.” Any other piece of clothing he’d have willingly sacrificed, but the leather jacket was one of the few possessions he’d brought with him from Sweden. One of the few he hadn’t put on a bonfire and sent swirling up into the heavens as dancing motes of ash. “Look, this was obviously a mistake. Clearly I’m not who you seemed to think I am. And we like different things. I need to be turned on to fuck, and…” He really didn’t need to spell it out any more than that.

“So, we’re not…”

One of her housemates opened their door and peered curiously around the jamb. 

“We’re really not.” 

“You’re sure?” Her stance deflated a little.

“Definite.”

The only thing he wanted was to get out of here. Siv had left him in knots enough. He didn’t need another woman screwing with his head. Not now. Not ever.

He heard a male chuckle from along the corridor. Apparently their audience was growing. With a sharp jerk, Spook wrenched his jacket free of her grasp. “Bye.”

“Ah, is the cute little fresher bruising your big girl ego, Becca?” he heard someone drawl as he scampered down the steps. “Could all your wiles not get him off?”

“He’s gay.” He heard her spit. “Only because he’s fucking gay.”

He didn’t go back to correct her on that point.

Outside, a cold drizzle had started. The UK weather seemed to change every time someone switched the TV channel. Collar of his jacket pulled up around his ears and his hands stuffed deep into his pockets, Spook trudged back to the halls of residence. The door to his block was locked when he got there, and he couldn’t find his blasted room key. It’d obviously gone AWOL during the struggle over his jacket. All he could do was wait it out, and hope he wasn’t the last back.

The cold started seeping into his bones. The rain soon plastered his hair to his face. An action replay of the night began inside his head, like a ginormous carousal of shit. He shouldn’t have accepted the drink. Shouldn’t have thought it would be okay. That England would be different to Sweden.

Why the hell did he imagine it would ever be okay?

Girls were trouble.

Sex was more hassle than it was worth.

The highs he got from it. They didn’t balance out the shit.

Spook wasn’t sure how long he sat in the doorway. Long enough for his extremities to turn numb. His head was nodding, when two hands reached for him and lifted him up. Whereupon, their black clad owner swaddled him in a warm embrace. Heat raced into his skin. Xane smelled of sweat, sex, and cheap perfume. 

“Forget your key?”

“Lost it, I think.”

Xane let them in. “You going to bed, or do you fancy a brew?”

A brew, not a “bevvy” as every other man he’d met since landing at university had offered him. He’d stay awhile and talk. There were too many voices in his head to be alone. Also, Xane was easy company. 

His friend served up something hot and smoky in a Doulton china cup complete with saucer. Xane owned a sugar bowl too, which he kept stocked with sugar cubes that were served with teeny-tiny tongs. Spook found Xane’s posh boy eccentricities oddly comforting. They tended to make him think that if he looked up fast enough he’d find his farmor sitting opposite crocheting some hideous piece of knitwear for him. 

He missed his farmor. She’d been a solid presence. He liked to think that things would never have got so fucked up if he’d listened to her. He thought she’d have liked Xane, although she’d absolutely have insisted on calling him Alexander.

Xane had abandoned his own brew in order to shed his skinny body of his wet clothing. “You left with a girl, right? How’d it go?”

“South,” he said, not wanting to elaborate. “You left with two. How’d that go?”

His friend grinned, his smile lopsided, and incredibly lewd. “No complaints.” Having peeled off his skinny-fit jeans and socks, Xane left his clothing in a heap in front of the washer. He jogged along to his room and returned wearing a pair of fleecy hike socks and a pair of shorts. There was a hairbrush in his hand that he started attacking his long blond hair with. Spook watched him, hypnotised by the efficient strokes. They passed a while in silence, the smoky tea sliding down his throat and thawing his innards, before Xane pinned him with his storm-grey gaze. “You know if you want to talk…”

“I don’t.”

“But if you did… I’m here.”

Spook nodded. “I know. Hey, do you have anything stronger? I really want to get smashed.”

Xane’s lips quirked and he smiled in a way that wrinkled up his nose. “Vodka?”

“Whatever.”

He didn’t remember much else about that night.


-2-

 

PRESENT DAY

The taxi driver was already shunting his next customer through the door as Alle Hutton leaned in the window to pay her fare. London was grey, grimy, and miserable, as only a city in the rain could be. A medley of traffic fumes and damp lingered at ground level, the sort that seemed to stick in the nostrils and cling to her clothing as she hurried into the steel-and-glass structure that housed Black Halo’s record label.

Alle shucked off her heavy coat, then immediately regretted it, the release from its weight making the pneumatic drill-like judders through her limbs more apparent. Dammit, her heart was in her mouth. This could be bad. It could be so fucking bad. And to think, a mere six days ago they’d been basking in the spring sunshine on the French Riviera, and she’d dared to believe that a glorious future together with Spook was on the horizon.

That euphoric bubble had well and truly popped, courtesy of her shit-head brother. It was a good thing that Marshall was still out of town, or she’d have torn him a new arsehole by now.

Taking a breath to ease her racing nerves, Alle settled herself into a seat. Truth was, Cannes seemed a sickeningly long time ago, and she’d spent too much of that time in a state of anxiety.

Her gums ached every time she pressed her teeth together—a by-product of gritting her teeth, and her stomach alternated between bemoaning the lack of breakfast and threatening to disgorge anything she ate.

This was worse than exams. Worse than a job interview. Worse than the interminable wait for the call from the hospice to say her dad was breathing his last.

Fuck it, she needed to know.

What if he didn’t show?

What if he came, but only to make a clean break of it?

Did she really want to hear that face to face? It’d almost killed her when he’d sent her away before. This time, it would be so much worse because she had a much clearer picture of how good it could be.

She wished she had a friend here. Someone’s hand she could hold.

Would he hear her out? Allow her to apologise?

I don’t condone Marshall’s actions. 

Please don’t end it.

I think he’s a fuckwit.

He hurt me too.

Don’t end it. Spook, please. We’re good… When it’s the two of us together, it’s so good. We shouldn’t let other people tear us apart.

Her heart rate quickened as she saw two dark shadows fill the revolving glass door. It spat them out like an invading force. They were decked out in their stage gear—smudgy eyeliner, leathers, and a lot of heavy silver jewellery. It lent an impression of otherworldliness to the moments it took them to notice her. Xane’s cats-eye contact lenses added to that.

The Black Halo frontman led the way, dragging Spook along in his wake like a blond shadow.

“Xane.” She rose uneasily to her feet. Her heart was in her mouth again, leaving her parched into croakiness. “Spook.”

Her limbs trembled. What did she do? If they began on a clinical note, wouldn’t that make everything more strained? Braving rejection, she lifted up on tiptoes and leaned into Spook meaning to plant a kiss upon his cheek, but before her lips had brushed his skin, he’d swaddled her in a tight embrace. “Alle,” he sighed into her skin. “Please don’t hate me.”

Hate him?

Not ever. She couldn’t.

“Spook, no. My brother is a piece of shit. After what he printed, he deserved your fist in his face.”

His blue eyes were cagey. “I hadn’t seen it at the time…” He shook his head. “I’m not going to lie about that.”

“Then I’m sure that whatever he said or did to you justified your reaction.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

Xane made an aggrieved noise. “There’s no maybe about it. He deserved it, and more. That’s why the charges were dropped. The police agreed. It was an appropriate response.”

The confidence of Xane’s assertion didn’t seem to convince Spook. Shadows filled his eyes. When he realised she was looking right at him, he bowed his head so that it rested against her shoulder. His arms remained tight around her waist, and he pressed close as if he wished to melt right into her skin.

He was afraid and trembling, just as she was afraid and trembling. Only in Spook’s case, it seemed like he was four breaths away from a panic attack. 

Alle hugged him closer, her eyes closing in order to block out the world around them. All that existed was them. All her ears needed to hear were the whispers of his hot breath and the thud of his heartbeat. All she needed to feel was the drum of his pulse and the heat of his body.

“I worried you’d never speak to me again.” Marshall had always done his best to sabotage her relationships when they were teens. 

“Likewise,” Spook murmured into her skin. He nestled his cheek against the crook of her collarbone in a way that made his long hair tickle her skin. “I should have called you.”

Alle pushed him back a little, one hand upon his firm chest, so that she could look up at him. He was startlingly beautiful. Enigmatic. His blue eyes swam with secrets. Sometimes when she looked at him, it was like all the air got sucked out of her lungs

“Yes.” He should have. Instead of shutting down, and shutting her out. “I love you, you silly man. I was really worried, and your friend here isn’t exactly forthcoming as a go-between. You could be bleeding to death, and he’d tell me there was nothing to worry about unless you specifically gave him permission to do otherwise.”

Xane shrugged. 

“I’m sorry, Alle. Things got seriously deranged. I wasn’t thinking logically about anything but myself. Can you forgive me?”

Could she? 

He didn’t even have to turn those pleading baby blues on her to reach a decision.

“Mate,” Xane huffed. “She already did. She’s angling for a make-up kiss.”

“Oh.” Spook exhaled through his nose. “Is that true?” He used his thumb to trace the line of her cheek. “Do you want me to kiss you?”

He seriously needed to ask? Alle’s lips peeled back showing her teeth. “There’s never a time when I don’t want you to.”

They were okay. It was going to be okay.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

His gaze dipped to her mouth, while hers fastened on his lips. He had the most perfect lips, generous, soft, and incredibly giving. Her hand fastened in the front of his outfit pulling him closer as he pressed their mouths together.

It was soft. So gentle. It made her strain upwards for more. And caused her fingers to tighten fast around the cloth, as if she might, by pulling him closer, inspire him to deepen what was currently a flighty, whisper-light caress.

He was like glass. Like he’d been hollowed out by the week that had passed, and all that remained was a crystal shell. Strike the wrong note and he might shatter.

“Spook, I’m so sorry about everything… my brother.”

“Shhh!” He shook his head.

“It must have been frightening being arrested.”

His brow furrowed. “It certainly wasn’t an experience I’d hoped to repeat.”

Wait. Had he been arrested before? The question must have been implied by her expression. “Yeah,” he confirmed. “It wasn’t the first time, but can we not talk about it now?”

“Of course.” 

God, she wanted to know. What the hell had he ever done that had warranted an arrest? She’d have assumed a band related prank if not for his insistence they not discuss it. A prank wouldn’t cause him to bristle.

“Have you been arrested before?” she asked Xane.

Flashing crooked demon’s-teeth at her, he swayed his head. “Never. You?”

“No. God, no. I’m a good girl.”

That prompted a laugh. “’Course you are.”

She bit her lip. How much did Xane know? Was he privy to all the filthy delicious things they’d got up to?

“Alle.” Spook chased a stray strand of hair away from her face. “He’s teasing you. Xane’s a wind-up merchant. Ignore him. Also, he has sex on the brain, and therefore can’t conceive of the possibility that everyone else doesn’t.”

“You’re all just in denial,” Xane drawled. “Leastways, you are.”

“I do think about it a lot while you’re around,” Alle confessed. It earned her a smile in return.

“Does that mean I can kiss you again?”

“You know you never have to ask permission to do that?”

“But I do,” he said quietly. His smile faded from the edge, sensual lips falling back into a worrisome frown.

There was a story here. Perhaps one related to Marshall’s ridiculous exposé piece, but prying the facts out of him would have to wait.

Kisses first, and with them, the reassurance that everything was going to be okay.

Besides, it was easy to let go of everything with the rasp of his tongue playing against her lips. Alle gasped as Spook delved into her mouth, tasting her with a deft, eager touch. It made her mind wander to where that kiss might have led if they weren’t in the foyer of a global corporation.

If they were alone together, then she might lean more tightly into his body. Perhaps, clasp a hand tight around his arse. Grind herself against him instead of contenting herself with an iron grip upon his shirt.

How long until they could leave here? Until they could ditch Xane and be alone together?

Xane coughed, bringing the moment to a close. “They’re waiting.”

They turned out to be two junior execs and an intern, every one of them utterly non-descript enough they could have been wearing a uniform. Nevertheless, introductions were made and handshakes exchanged, before they were all guided into the lifts and herded into a clinically dull meeting room on the fifth floor. Magnolia walls, too much glass, Formica tables, and a ghastly, not quite aubergine-coloured carpet that smelled of plastic.

Alle wrinkled her nose. It was whenever she stepped into the offices of any of the big international recording conglomerates that she remembered why she liked working for the pint-sized studios. They, at least, had personality.

“The photographer’s coming in an hour,” the intern, who appeared to be chief spokesperson, informed them. “Meanwhile, we thought you could make a start on these.” About a zillion CD cases were stacked in boxes along the back wall of the room. One had been opened, the contents piled on the table beside a selection of marker pens.

Neither man made a sound, but that didn’t mean she didn’t hear their groans.

“Company policy is that there are no hot drinks in the office space. Water only.” The female junior gave a nod in the direction of the water dispenser with its cylinder of white plastic cups. “Do please shout if there’s anything you require, otherwise, one of us will be back once the photographer is ready for you.”

“They really know how to spoil you, don’t they?” Alle said once the door was shut, leaving just the three of them again. “No coffee, not even a smile, and a room that smells of carpet glue.”

“Being left to get on with it is usually a good thing.” Xane reached for the first stack of CDs, and grabbed a silver pen. He chucked a second copper hued marker at Spook. “Box each and then swap?”

Spook nodded. He took a seat, and pulled Alle into the chair next to his. He worked one handed so he could hold onto her. That lasted until they both had sweaty palms, and then they reluctantly let go with dual sighs.

Alle watched the two men work for several minutes. The silence was uneasy. It made her anxiety prickle back to life. Spook looked desperately drawn around the eyes. At a guess, he’d barely slept since she’d seen him. He’d been plagued by nightmares even before the Marshall/Bang! debacle. She prayed the events of the last week hadn’t tipped him over into actual insomnia.

“How come it’s just the two of you scrawling signatures on things?” 

“We’re the most important,” Xane deadpanned. 

Alle squinted, not sure if he was serious. She found Xane difficult to read, especially when he was hiding behind his alien-esque contact lenses. In her experience, he could be dangerously irreverent one minute and deadly serious the next, and while the media liked to portray him as a super arrogant type with a messiah complex, she wasn’t convinced that was the real Xane at all. As to what was—she couldn’t pinpoint that either.

Spook looked up and caught her eye. “We were the ones available. The rest of the guys had better things to do.”

“Really? But what better thing could they possibly have to do than signing ten thousand CDs while being deprived of coffee?”

She received two glares in response to her sarcasm. 

“Watch it, Hutton,” Xane snipped. “Your boyfriend’s mean when he’s deprived of his caffeine drip.”

“Hm.” Usually Spook drank herbal or green tea, not coffee.

“Don’t believe me?” Xane hitched his pierced eyebrow. “Yup, he’s got you well and truly fooled. Bet you’ve never seen him mainlining cheesy puffs either.”

“Knock it off.” Spook set down his pen. “I hate cheesy puffs.”

“Yeah, like you hate sex.” He threw a meaningful look at Alle.

“It’s us because the others are genuinely busy,” Spook elaborated. “Ash is on his honeymoon.”

“He and Ginny finally got hitched?”

“Yesterday. Took us all by surprise. I barely had my speech prepared.”

“Was it Danger Mouse themed, like they threatened?” she asked.

“It was something.” Xane replied, as he and Spook exchanged nods and secretive smiles. “And get this. You’ll appreciate it. Bang! aren’t even aware of it.”

“And the only photographer there was Xane’s cousin Ric, and Bang! won’t pay his prices, even if he could be convinced to sell.”

Ric—Ric Liddell, she recalled was the photographer responsible for most of the Black Halo album covers. Also, the unreleased erotic art book of the band that was supposed to have accompanied their second album. He was something of a legend. And a virtual recluse if she recalled correctly.

“I’m surprised he agreed to photograph a wedding,” she said.

Xane nodded sagely. “He loved it, but it’ll be a unique wedding album, that’s for certain. I doubt Ash is ever gonna let anyone look at it. I’m certain there are at least a few pictures in which his bride was seriously underdressed.”

“Maybe we can sneak a peek while he’s skinning Ric for taking them. In any case, it’s nothing Paul and I haven’t seen before,” Spook said. He picked up his pen and signed a few more cases. “Actually, I think he’ll be more concerned over the photos in which he’s seriously underdressed. I swear your cousin took more photographs of people getting ready than he did during the whole of the ceremony and aftermath.”

“Drunkenness isn’t sexy,” Xane said, making air quotes with his fingers. “Ric likes to be different. You know that. There’ll be a handful of formal shots to please Ash’s folks, and the rest of the album will be supremely arty and triple-X-rated.”

The talk of the wedding continued on for a while, as they scribbled more signatures, and eventually exchanged piles of CDs. Alle set herself the task of stowing the albums with both men’s signatures on them away in a different box. She stacked them by the water dispenser.

Her tension was easing, but the air in the room still wasn’t entirely settled. They still needed to talk it all through in detail, but this wasn’t the time or place to poke at those feelings.

“So, that’s Ash, but what about the rest of the guys?”

“Luthor’s drumming for another band,” Xane said. 

“And Paul’s in a field somewhere, probably getting rained on, and enduring lectures about artificial fibres and sustainability from his folks while ostensibly celebrating another year on the planet. Really, there’s some massive, backslapping, look at all us old-timers still going strong folk event on, that his parents have convinced him he has to attend. Probably so they can haul him on stage with them, sing happy birthday, and make him play the lute.”

“It’s not a lute,” Xane interjected. “It’s a mandolin.” He burst into song. “I’m the storyteller, and my story must be told. Do-do-do-do-da-da.” 

They both started chuckling, so Alle figured she’d missed a joke somewhere that neither man was about to explain. They were both still sniggering, occasionally humming the same tune, and making references to scrumpy and mushrooms when the intern came back to tell them the photographer had arrived. Despite feeling left out of the conversation, the smile on Spook’s face made it worth it. She held his hand as they walked down to the make-shift studio together, hopeful that by the end of the day, her brother’s journalistic firestorm would no longer be between them.

 

***

By the time the guys were finished with the photoshoot and the seemingly endless boxes of CDs, the sky outside had turned black. Spook nipped off to the toilets leaving Alle waiting with Xane in the foyer. He called a cab.

“What now?” she asked.

“Now? I’m picking up Dani and then we’re going to rescue Luthor from the recording studio and take him somewhere we can fuck his brains out for the night.”

“Oh! You’re not sticking with me and Spook, then?”

His lips stretched into a crooked smile. “Is that what you were hoping?”

“What? No.”

“You never entertained that fantasy?” He steepled his fingers. “You. Me. Him. A very large bed and a box of condoms?”

A rush of blood filled Alle’s cheeks. “Never,” she gasped, not entirely truthfully. She’d been a Black Halo fan long before she’d met any of them.

“That makes one of us.”

Her mouth dropped open.

Xane smoothed his middle finger over his lips, grin broadening, while his gaze remained fast upon her. He laughed, and nudged her shoulder. “I’m ribbing you. I don’t think you need anything green and prickly getting in the way tonight, do you?”

She shook her head, mouth still agape, and heat still sizzling in her cheeks.

“Just be gentle with him. He’s had a rough week, and he’s fragile at the minute.”

She could see that. No warning necessary. “I know. I will.”

“I’m trusting you.” Xane began to pace back and forth before the main doors.

“I swear I’d wring Marsh’s neck if I could.”

Xane stopped pacing and sighed. “Your brother’s a whisper in the wind. He’s a bastard, but he’s hardly the root of the problem. Just promise me you’re not in contact with him, and that you haven’t passed anything on.”

“God, no. The lousy bugger put me in an article. His own sister. If he pokes his head up, the only thing I’ll be doing is ringing his scrawny neck.”

Xane tilted his head while he slowly rotated the ring through the centre of his lower lip. “Siblings suck,” he sighed, before startling her by placing a kiss on the top of her head. “That’s my cab beeping.” She hadn’t even registered the tooting horn. “Laters. Say goodnight to Spook for me. Tell him I’ll call tomorrow. And Alle, take care of him.” 

“I will. I promise.”

He nodded, then darted out into the heavy rain and dived into the waiting vehicle. Alle watched the vehicle lights scintillate like a million tiny rainbows in the water droplets clinging to the building’s glass frontage as the taxi pulled away. The air around her seemed weightier now Xane was gone, like he’d been keeping the fiercest, darkest shadows at bay.

Fuck it; her anxiety levels were climbing again, meaning she had to mindfully stretch her jaw to alleviate the ache. She had to get a grip on herself. They were okay. A little examination of the facts wasn’t going to explode into a drama. They were on the same side in this.

“Dinner?” Spook pulled her into an embrace from behind.

Alle sank into the welcoming haze of his aftershave. “My stomach certainly likes that idea.” It gurgled as if to emphasise the point. She’d been running on fumes for too long now.

Spook pressed a hand to her tummy in response to the sound. “Sounds like you’re up for eating an elephant. So, do you just want to nip into somewhere and grab something, or shall we clean up and go out for dinner?” He still had on his stage clothes and make-up from the photoshoot. The eyeliner smudged across his lower lids was making the blue of his irises hypnotic.

She stood staring at him for so long he leaned in and kissed her. “Alle, is everything okay?” 

“Fine.” They needed to talk, that was all. Properly talk. And that wasn’t something they could do over dinner in a restaurant full of other people who were likely to gawk at them. In any case, she’d packed for utility not a fashion parade.

“Where are you staying? Could we eat there?”

Spook gave her a coy smile. “I’m not in a hotel. Actually, I’ve a place here.”

“Like a house place?”

“An apartment. It’s just off Oxford Street. Nice and central. Not that I’m there very often.”

That was now two homes she knew of, one here in London, and the other on a private island in Sweden, away from prying eyes, and well, everyone as far as she could tell.

“So, is that an offer to show me your pad?”

If this had been any other relationship, they’d have been in and out of one another’s houses and beds multiple times by now, and met one another’s families, but it wasn’t, and maybe it would never be. Hell, she hadn’t even seen his berth on the tour bus yet. Didn’t know the names of his sisters. And, well… the less said about his encounter with the one of her four brothers he’d met, the better.

Even though they definitely had to talk about it.

“Does this mean you’re offering to cook, too?”

He pursed his lips. “I’m not sure I’ve a whole lot in, but if you’re content with chicken and mushroom fricassee, I can probably manage that.”

Anything whipped up by him sounded good. “Will there be wine?”

“That I can also manage.”

By now, she couldn’t help the smile stretching her lips.

“Cool.”

Spook returned her grin. “Come on then, Ms Hutton. Let’s go brave the tube.”


-3-

 

The entrance to Spook’s apartment lay tucked away down a side street. Discreet. Easily miss-able. Alle wondered how many Black Halo fans walked by it every day and failed to realise they were outside his front door. A private staircase led up to the first floor. Spook opened the door and motioned her inside ahead of him.

Alle wasn’t certain what she’d been expecting. The reality was him, but also slightly impersonal, in a show-home sort of way. The walls were white throughout, and all the floors were rich, dark-stained oak. The kitchen and lounge were combined in one free-flowing, open plan area, with the main bedroom tucked off to one side, and a smaller guest room full of amps and guitars on the opposite side of the entrance hall to where they came in. 

Spook had pulled an assortment of ingredients out of the fridge by the time she’d shed her jacket and poked her nose around. He looked quietly confident at the chopping board with his hair tied back in a ponytail, and a deal more relaxed then when they’d first met that morning. Curiously, her stomach remained full of butterflies. There was so much she still didn’t know, about him, about his history, and the incident with Marshall.

Spook opened the fridge and pulled out a wine bottle, which he waggled at her, enticing her forward. This was their opportunity to cover that ground, she supposed. It was the first time they’d been properly alone, no band mates just a room away, no reporters or road crew lurking, no random passers-by. Only her and him.

There were no chairs or stools close by, so Alle leaned against the far side of the island.

“Can we talk about what you were arrested for in the past?” she asked. It had been chewing at her thoughts since that morning.

Spook set a wine glass in front of her and poured. “I thought you wanted to eat.”

“I do. Is it so gruesome it’s going to upset my stomach?”

He huffed at her attempt at humour. “More like it’ll upset mine. It’s a story reserved only for when I’m very, very drunk.”

Right, and how often was that? Probably not very. He wasn’t exactly good at cutting loose. Also, he hadn’t even poured himself a glass of wine, though he’d given her what looked like half the bottle. Alle rectified that, finding him a glass and pouring him some. 

“Save some for the sauce,” he insisted, reclaiming the bottle by the neck. Their hands brushed as he did so, and a spark zapped between them. 

“Spook—I-I don’t know where we’re at.”

“The same place we were before.”

“Truly?”

He leaned over the countertop and kissed her. His soft lips brushing firm against hers. Alle groaned, because this man knew exactly how to unravel her. He left her straining forwards, still balanced on her toes eager for more, as he returned to his cooking. 

“Exactly the same place.”

But they weren’t. Not really. Some of the trust and closeness they’d found had disappeared. She said nothing to that effect, but instead watched as he tossed various ingredients into the sizzling pan.

“If that didn’t already look and smell so good, I swear I’d be up for skipping dinner.”

“Would you now?” He waggled a spatula at her. “Did nobody ever tell you that you only get dessert if you eat up all of your main?” He gave her a sly glance. Was that an insinuation that he might be dessert?

Alle circled around the island, so that she was right beside him. Spook turned down the heat, then faced her. “What?”

“What, yourself.”

He lifted her and set her down upon the granite countertop, so that he was standing between her knees.

Alle stroked the stray hairs surrounding his face. “I’m afraid the bruises have all faded. I’m sorry you didn’t get to appreciate them.”

A flash of blue magic streaked his irises, while a gasp parted his lips. “Alle.” 

She was about to say something, but he silenced her with the press of his fingertips.

“That was…” He blinked. “We shouldn’t have.”

“Don’t be absurd, Spook. I’ve been getting off to that memory for the last week.” Heat filled her cheeks at the admission, but she held his gaze. The last week had been a minefield of emotions. She’d swung back and forth over so many possibilities, and her feelings had gone through so many permutations she’d been reeling most of the time. “That is, when I wasn’t worrying that it’d be our last time together. I didn’t know how you’d respond to the whole Marshall debacle. Whether you’d still want me around, knowing that he probably won’t stop. That I’ve a brother who’s an absolute knob-end.”

“I worried you wouldn’t want me having lashed out.” Spook rubbed the tip of his nose against hers. “Anyway, I told you before. You’re not your brother. I don’t hold his actions against you, and I daresay he’s going to dig regardless of whether we’re dating. He seems the type.”

“He is. He won’t give a fig about the cost. He obviously doesn’t give a fig about me. Who the hell writes a column about their sister?”

Spook turned back to his pan to give it a stir. 

“Is there a villain amongst your sisters?” she asked.

“What? No. No, they’re ordinary people. I love them. We just don’t have a lot of common ground anymore.”

“And you don’t spend much time in Sweden.”

He nodded. “And I don’t spend much time in Sweden.”

“You must have seen them more than normal last year though, right. You were there for months.”

He shrugged, muscles bunching under his T-shirt. “No, actually. Not at all. We barely left the island.”

“They didn’t visit you?”

He shook his head.

“Then it’s good you managed to see them recently. How are they doing?”

Spook paled to a similar shade of grey the London sky had been that afternoon. “I didn’t go. Didn’t see them.”

Back in Cannes, he’d been enthusiastic about seeing his plethora of nieces and nephews and being an ordinary uncle again. Alle sighed. No doubt this was another fatality of Marshall’s meddling. She was going to kick him so hard when she next saw him. How dare he wreck Spook’s life like this? 

“Then I’m doubly sorry about last week and Marshall mucking everything up for you.”

“It’s okay.”

He said that, but she knew otherwise. She stewed over it as she sipped her wine and watched him cook. Visually, he wasn’t obvious chef material, but he tended the dish with an easy sort of confidence, similar to how he played guitar. Cooking was a comfort, she guessed.

Somehow her glass wound up empty by the time Spook set her on her feet for them to eat. She wobbled, a tiny bit tipsy, due to her empty stomach. Spook produced a couple of fold-out stools for them to perch on, and they used the end of the granite island as a table.

“This fricassee is awesome. Where’d you learn to cook?”

“My farmor. My grandmother,” he translated. “Don’t get too excited. I only know about five dishes.”

“Well this is still delicious.”

He beamed, lapping up the compliment. It was well earned. Afterwards, following a minor squabble over the dishes—he was adamant she wasn’t washing, and stuffed everything into a hidden dishwasher while she was attempting to locate some washing-up liquid—they relocated to the couch.

“Was it because of the arrest?” she asked, harkening back to their conversation about his sisters.

Spook gave a single swish of his long hair. “Yes and no. My travel wasn’t restricted or anything. I just… I couldn’t face it. You’ve siblings. You know what it’s like. The inevitable, interminable questions.”

She did know. In fact, she remained surprised that, of her four brothers, only Ewan had checked in to berate her over this new relationship. Then again, the other three hadn’t been home much ever since their dad was taken ill. She’d barely heard a whisper from Marshall, Flynn, or Theo in months. In Marshall’s case, that was a good thing.

Ewan, meanwhile, had maintained his grumpy disapproval for forty-eight hours, until he got distracted by a new assignment. Then he’d been far too busy gearing up for a trip to Madagascar to fret over her rock star drama. Following straight on from that, he was talking about another visit to the Svalbard Archipelago. Yay! The potential for further frostbite. This time, if he was careless with his appendages, he could hire a nurse to look after him.

“Alle, have your brothers been hassling you about me?”

She jolted, realising that she’d been deep in her own thoughts for some time. Then shook her head. That seemed to concern him in the way she’d have expected if she’d said they’d all yelled at her, but then he seemed to get jumpy every time she mentioned them.

“I don’t want to be a source of discord for you with your family. I got the impression you were close.”

“Not that close. Not really. And if there’s any discord, it’s Marshall’s doing, not yours.”

“I shouldn’t have hit him.”

“You should have hit him harder.”

“Hm.” He finally took a sip of the wine she’d poured him forty minutes ago.

“Why did you? If it wasn’t about the article.”

Spook rolled his tongue over his front teeth and shifted uncomfortably. Suddenly, he couldn’t seem to look at her.

“Spook?” She reached out and clasped his hand. Gave it an encouraging squeeze. “I’m not judging. I’d just like to know.”

“He grabbed me from behind, Alle. It was… it was instinctive.”

Like the bastard in Genoa. Marshall had grabbed him in the same way his attacker at the gig had done. No wonder he’d lashed out and not simply jerked away. For those few split-seconds he’d surely been back there again, pinned against his will. Terrified.

“He deserved everything he got. He shouldn’t go around grabbing people,” she said savagely. “You should tell your side, and then the public would realise it’s all a witch hunt by Bang!”

“Actually, I’m good with not talking to journalists. It’s over and done with, Alle. Xane’s contacts pulled strings, and the charges got purged. It’s fine.”

“Xane’s contacts?”

He sighed. “That’s speculation. I don’t know that, I just suspect it. He knows a lot of people in high places in the region.”

Alle kicked off her shoes and lifted her legs up over his lap. “You don’t sound like you entirely approve.”

Spook began kneading his thumb into her arches. “I don’t much like backroom dealings.”

Alle wrinkled her nose at his frown. “Are you sure it’s that, and not that you feel you did something wrong and ought to be punished for it?”

The ghosts that came alive in his eyes said she’d hit on something. “I’ll smack your bottom for you, if you think it’ll help.”

He switched foot. “It wouldn’t. I don’t like nepotism.”

Alle bum-shuffled closer, so she could wrap her arms around his body and rest her head upon his shoulder. Spook leaned into the contact, prompting her to rearrange herself, so she was straddled across his lap. “You know, speaking of your friend, Xane. He reckons the reason you’re such a mess is down to your insistence on not getting laid.”

Spook groaned, and dropped his head against the sofa back. “Xane’s answer to everything is sex. He’s an addict, Alle. Sex isn’t going to fix the crap inside my head any more than it has fixed the crap inside his. I take it you had a nice chat about me earlier?”

“Not really.” She nuzzled against the tilt of his jaw. “Are you sure about the sex?”

He took hold of her hands and kissed her fingertips. “Lady, you’re incorrigible. And, yeah, pretty positive.”

“But you don’t feel like to trying it to find out for definite.” She nipped his earlobe.

Spook pushed her back a little. “Much as you’re amazing, shagging you isn’t going to fix anything.”

There wasn’t really any argument she could make to change his mind. She’d already tried. Tried to reason with him. Pled. Cajoled. All she could actually do was to keep muddling along in the hopes that a miracle was lurking around the corner.

“I really missed you this last week. The minute I found out what had happened, I wanted to fly straight back to Cannes so I could be there for you. I just wasn’t sure that you’d want me.”

“And my lack of communication didn’t help.” His cheeks hollowed as his expression fell into dour lines. “I wanted you, Alle. But honestly, it was better that you weren’t there. There wasn’t anything you could have done, and police cells really aren’t very sexy.”

She poked him in the abdomen, and then flattened her hand against his chest. “I could have comforted you. Not to mention, I could have kicked my brother in the arse.”

He sighed and covered her hand with his. His heart was thumping hard against her palm. Too hard, like he was in fight or flight mode. “Can we let this go? Just put it behind us. I don’t want to dwell on it any longer. I don’t want to think about what story he’s constructing, or whose testimony he’s going to present next. Maybe it’s foolish to hope, but I hope he moves on and finds someone else to torment.”

She shared that wish, but she didn’t believe Marshall would move on, and neither did he. Marshall had put into black and white that there’d be more.

“Is there something you need to say, Spook?” His pulse continued to race. If there was something he feared Marshall would reveal, wasn’t it better to share it with her now? She flicked her gaze down to her hand pressed against his chest. “Something is making you nervous.”

Spook raked his teeth over his plump lower lip. “You make me nervous, Alle. When you’re around, I never feel entirely in control.”

“It’s not the prospect of what Marshall might print, then? Because, if it is, you
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