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-About the Book-

 

“Unabashed sex, love, and rock ‘n’ roll that will make your heart melt.” -Scandalicious

 

After an attempt on his life leaves him with brain injuries, Ash Gore’s future as lead guitarist for British rockers Black Halo looks uncertain. Unless he can some how regain the skills he’s lost before the band’s latest tour kicks off, he’ll be consigned to the rock ‘n’ roll scrap heap.

 

Ginny Walters never meant to fall for a rock god. Fate had other plans—which led to them burning up sheets in every hotel room across Europe. Now Ash is depending on her to make everything right. But Ginny has a secret—the sort of secret that could put their love in jeopardy and destroy everything they’ve built if it got out.

 

As the “King of Licking” and his chosen groupie embark on a rollercoaster physical and emotional journey to save Ash’s career, the past comes back to haunt them both and their love is put to the ultimate test. What happens when the person you trust most, isn’t who you think they are?

 

“A great read and a fitting conclusion to Ash's story. Loved it!”

 

“A compelling page-turner.”

 

“Angst, fear, sweetness, and packing plenty of heat, this was such an awesome addition to the Black Halo series. It kept me on the edge of my seat until the very last page.” ~ Goodreads Reviewers

 

Please note ~ All Right Now is the third part of Ash and Ginny’s story. In order to appreciate it fully, it is recommended that you first read All Night Long and All Fired Up.

 

All Right Now is part of a larger story about the rock band Black Halo. 

 

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)

 

 


-Prelude-

 

26th June. Karlstad, Sweden

 

“Which way now?”

“It’s right along here.”

Ginny trotted along behind Spook, keeping pace with his long-legged stride so as not to get separated from him. The complex layout of corridors appeared to have been designed to disorientate, and as she couldn’t read Swedish, the signs didn’t help. 

On hearing of Ash’s collapse, Ginny had paused only long enough to snatch up her purse and scoop her wits together, before taking a taxi to the hospital. Said intellect had since leaked out of her ears. For ten minutes she’d stood outside the emergency department just staring at the place. Then the staff had refused to let her in until Spook had vouched for her. He’d been clueing her in on events and possible diagnoses as they walked, but although she heard every word, little of it filtered through the haze of worry. Fall… guitar smashed… poison… Xane’s bananas.

Well, she could see why he’d be crazy over events. Black Halo had suffered through a rough year. But then Spook was talking about actual bananas, so she was confused again. It was as if her brain couldn’t process the various inputs anymore. Instead, it was stuck on the horrid stench of the place. The reek of bleach always made her skin crawl. It brought back vivid memories of the night six years earlier when her world had veered in a distinctly adult direction. Perhaps mistaking her shivers for cold, Spook hung his leather jacket around her shoulders.

“It’s this one.” Spook stopped abruptly, so that Ginny stumbled into him. His shirt was still damp from the show, and he smelled musky and warm in the way Ash always did when he bounced off stage. “He’s sleeping right now, Ginny, but he has been asking for you.” He waved for her to go in ahead of him.

“I didn’t do anything to hurt him, Spook. I don’t know if he explained.”

Spook curled his fingers around her shoulder. “He explained enough.”

“About Iain?”

“About everything. We can talk it through later, if you like. Right now, Ash needs you by his side. You do know that Iain’s responsible, don’t you? Dani explained when she called you?”

“He is?” Her friend had babbled a whole lot of things at once, so that she’d struggled to disentangle the various threads beyond understanding that Ash was hurt, and so were several other members of the band, and that Iain Willows their temporary drummer had somehow been involved.

“It was deliberate. But don’t worry, the police have him in custody. Go on in, it’s best we don’t linger in the doorway.”

Somehow, she found a tiny smile for him. Spook would make sure everything was all right. Looking after Ash was what he did. Thank heavens he wasn’t the one who’d been hurt or the band would have been in complete disarray. Not that the current situation looked too good. One glance in the direction of the bed was enough to confirm her worst fears. Ash lay surrounded by machines. Unease churned up a storm in her innards as she gingerly approached the bed. The figure in the bed didn’t even look like him.

Maybe it wasn’t him. Perhaps there’d been a mistake. All right, so both men had jet black hair, but Ash never combed his back like a city slicker. His constantly hung over his eyes. Also, while he favoured being pale, his skin wasn’t grey and waxy other than when his eye-liner ran.

This couldn’t be him.

There were bruises across the bridge of his nose and on his temples, plus a gash in one cheek, presumably from where he’d nose-dived off the ego-riser and landed so that his guitar smashed beneath him. That would explain the lacerations she could see on his neck, and across the top of his bared chest too. The genuine confirmation that she was indeed looking at the man she loved came in the form of the hickie she’d left upon his neck earlier that day.

“Shit!” She didn’t want to face this reality.

They’d been so happy earlier.

“What the hell happened?”

“He got spiked, Ginny.”

Yes, she had heard him say that, but she’d imagined that would be like Ash having a bad stomach bug, or overdoing it on the booze, not him lying in a sickly grey state of unconsciousness.

“I knew I shouldn’t have let you out of my sight, Ash. I sensed something bad would happen.”

Bad, but not crazy like this. Willows had spiked her with the same substance two days earlier and left a drug-induced hole in her memory, but the effect on Ash seemed to be on a whole other level.

Don’t die on me. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him yet. Not for a long, long time. Hell, not ever.

Why did the goddamned room have to smell like a mortuary? As if the lingering residue of carbolic wasn’t bad enough, it was overlaid with the pungent aroma of lilies.

Ginny’s attention zeroed in on the vase of flowers. She’d always hated lilies, ever since they’d been used to decorate her father’s wake. Nasty, smelly things with their big phallic yellow stamens and pungent scent that seemed to waft up her nose and refuse to ever leave.

She covered up her mouth and nose with her hand.

Nice thought, whoever was responsible for the gift. They did brighten up the dreary little space with its magnolia walls and heavy-duty linoleum underfoot, but they definitely had to go, and preferably before they made her vomit.

“Ginny?” Spook beckoned her over to the bed, where two familiar faces were already gathered.

Troels, the band’s cave troll resembling driver took hold of her free hand and gave it a squeeze. “He’ll pull through. He’s a tenacious bastard. You sit yourself here.” Troels vacated his seat for her, but Ginny stayed on her feet.

Elspeth, the band’s keyboard player, who had been occupying the chair on the other side of the bed, also rose. “I’m going to check up on Xane now you’re here. He and Luthor are being treated down the hall.”

Okay, that explained their absence from Ash’s bedside. Presumably that’s where Rock Giant was too.

Ginny held back the litany of questions cascading through her head until the door closed behind Elspeth and Cave Troll. “Why hasn’t he come round? What have the doctors said? When’s he going to wake up?”

Spook brushed a hand across his friend’s temple. “I told you, he’s drifting in and out. The doctors seemed to think that was normal under the circumstances. They’re giving him fluids, and treating him. I don’t pretend to understand how. Something to do with charcoal, I think. Anyway, they’re not expecting him to be even vaguely himself again before morning. It’s going to take time for the effects of the drugs to wear off, especially since he’s had such a high dose.”

“How high?”

Spook shuffled uncomfortably. “Near lethal. Not that Ash was the intended target. Iain meant to take down Xane. He confessed that much before he tried to drown him. I ought to go and see how he’s doing too. Will you be all right here if I leave you for a bit?”

She nodded.

She didn’t think she’d ever be all right again.

“Spook—would you take these with you?” She handed him the vase of flowers. “I don’t care who they’re from. They can’t stay here. They smell—” She wrinkled her nose. “—rotten. They make me want to puke.”

“Okay.” He glanced at the card. “I’ll think of something to say to Elspeth about where they’ve gone. Find me if you need me.”

She gave her head another nod. If only all the problems she faced could be dealt with so swiftly and painlessly, but there wasn’t a single direct action she could take that would fix the man lying in the bed in this horrid little room.

“Let’s get you sorted out, eh?” She brushed her fingers through the front of Ash’s hair, reinstating the curtain that usually masked his eyes. Even then, he remained fragile-looking, as though he might splinter into hundreds of parts if she simply knocked him too hard with her breath. There were too many wires and a whole assortment of tubes connecting him to various monitors and drips. None of it provided any reassurance. Surely if he was going to be okay, he didn’t need this much machinery involved in his care. What if the truth was that she’d only been offered that reassurance in order to give her hope and keep her calm?

What if…

What if Iain’s actions had changed things forever?

Ginny swallowed hard and balled her fists. Better she stayed angry than gave into her welling emotions. Only, a startled sob somehow escaped her lips.

“Gins…” Ash’s eyelids fluttered, but his blue eyes only opened for less than a second.

“Ash.” She stretched over him, hands braced either side of his head and brushed her lips against his clammy brow. “Ash, I’m right here. How are you feeling? Do you know where you are?”

“Heaven,” he slurred. “There’s a pretty angel above me, but I feel so damned sleepy.”

“That’s okay, you should rest.”

“Dreams are weird. I’m cold too.”

His teeth chattered, but his skin was burning hot.

“I’ll get the nurse.”

“No,” he insisted. “Stay here. Hold me.”

Staying she could do. The abundance of wires made the second request a bit trickier, but she managed to fold her hand around his fingers. “How many times have I told you not to lark about with a guitar in your hands?”

“Never,” he slurred. “You love my licking.”

A tearful grin stretched wide her lips. If he could flirt with her, that was surely a good sign.

 “Are we talking about guitar playing, or something else?”

“Both.” He drew a few noisy breaths, as if the effort of talking had left him oxygen deprived. “I’m-screwed-aren’t-I? Stroke?”

“No, not a stroke. Iain poisoned you.”

“Iain did?”

Ginny wrapped a second hand around his. “Yes. The police have him now, so he can’t hurt anyone else.”

Just as well for him, for if she happened across his path, then forensics would be scraping him off the pavement with teeny tiny tools as microscopic pieces would be all that was left.

“Ginn… Don’t leave me.”

“Babe, I’m still right here.” She pressed another gentle kiss to his brow, then one to his lips. “I’m not going anywhere. If you need to rest, you do that. I’ll still be here when you wake up. I’ll always be here.”

Her reassurance seemed to soothe him some. Within a few moments, his breathing had settled, and the trace on the monitor above his head was displaying a steady ambulatory pace. Only then did she snag hold of the chair Troels had earlier vacated and perch on its edge. No one was moving her from that spot, and she didn’t give a rat’s arse what the hospital policy on visitors was. He’d asked her to stay, which meant she was sitting tight.

“Elspeth brought you a ton of stinky lilies, but I made Spook take them away. If you want flowers to brighten the room up, I can get some tomorrow.”

Right on cue, he sneezed.

“Hayfever, eh? Okay, scratch the flowers, maybe some chocolates, and a Penfold toy. You can cuddle it when I have to nip out to go to the loo. What do you think, Chief?” She didn’t much care for being Penfold to his Danger Mouse, but it had become a sort of running joke between them. Maybe she’d get him a Jeopardy Mouse toy instead, see if she couldn’t steer him into seeing her as more of a kick-ass heroine than a bumbling fool.

She didn’t know why she was telling him things, but maybe he found the sound of her voice comforting. Talking was helping her get the facts straight in her own mind.

“Ginny?”

 “Yes.”

He made a noise she couldn’t quite interpret, due to his voice sounding so slurred and raspy. Almost as if he’d downed one too many shots after a gig. Her heart melted at his obvious frustration, but even the fact he was trying to communicate was a boon.

“Want me to stay with you?”

“Duh.”

At least his sense of humour still appeared to be functional.

“Never-want-you-to-leave.”

“Good. I’m not going anywhere.” She leaned over and gently pressed a kiss to his dry lips.

“When I’m better will you wear those tiny black satin shorts and your fishnets again.”

“Just them, or should I wear something on my top half?”

His eyelids made another of those fluttery dances, and his lips quirked up at the corners.

“The push up corset thing. And heels. Way, way high heels. Sexy heels.” His mouth formed a deranged sort of smile.

Ginny found herself grinning along madly with him, while tears tumbled down her cheeks. She quickly wiped them away before he noticed.

“Anything you want, Chief. Anything at all. Is there a particular colour you’d like them to be?”

“Maybe heeled boots,” he drawled. “Long skin tight ones that come up high. I like black, or purple, or red. Mmm… and do your hair all big. And heaps of make-up and sparkles. Sparkles everywhere.”

At least he was having nice dreams.

“Maybe get some rest so that you’re in a fit state to handle all that.”

“I definitely like it when you handle me like that.”

“That’s ’cause you’re a dirty boy,” she leaned over and whispered in his ear. “A very dirty boy, with sordid, nasty dreams, but I’m gonna make every one of them real for you. All you have to do is get better first.”

“I want a Danger Car,” he burbled as he sunk back into oblivion again.

“Course you do.” She patted the blanket covering his chest. “That one might be a little trickier to sort out. But leave it with me.” It was something she could work on, though she might be saving up for a zillion years. Even a toy replica would stretch her budget.

Ginny watched the rise and fall of his chest, until exhaustion tugged her own eyelids downwards. She woke startled, with a stiff neck an indeterminate time later. The machines were all quiet, and the hand held within hers was ice cold. “Ash… Ash…” She shook his shoulders gently, but got no response.

One of the machines began to wail, instantly summoning a nurse, who bustled over to the bed and hit a button on the nearest monitor, silencing the horrid bleat.

“Is he all right?” Ginny asked in alarm.

“Bra. He’s okay. The monitor lead has come loose.” The woman, a matronly type with bright gold hair, held up what looked like a strip of sticky tape attached to a red light connected to one of the many wires, then secured it around one of Ash’s fingers again. “Maybe you’d like to go and get some proper rest, and come to see him again in the morning.”

“I’m staying,” Ginny insisted. They’d have to get security to carry her out if they wanted her to leave. She wasn’t going of her own free will. “In case he wakes, and gets distressed.”

The nurse gave her a sceptical look, and added something in her native tongue.

“Yeah, I don’t understand.”

“It’s not really policy to let you stay overnight.”

“I’m staying.”

She rose, expecting to have to stand her ground, but the woman busied herself with the chart, only looking at Ginny again once she’d finished. Then she handed her an open-weave blanket much like the one covering Ash.

“It can get cold during the night. I’ll overlook you being here tonight, but tomorrow you need to go home.”

With any luck Ash would be going home tomorrow too.

“Okay. I agree. Tomorrow.”

Not that they had a home as such to go home to, unless you counted the tour bus. She wasn’t sure the medical staff would consider that an appropriate place to recuperate. Maybe Spook would help her sort out a place for them both to go until they could fly back to England. She guessed Ash had a home there somewhere, and if not, there was always her flat.

“Gin-nee.”

“Right here.”

His words seemed even more stretched out than earlier.

“Where? Can’t feel you.”

She was still holding onto his hand. Ginny gave his fingers an extra tight squeeze, but his expression suggested he didn’t recognise the pressure.

Ash raised his other hand to blindly seek her out, which set off another alarm. “Let me touch you.” He brushed a curled finger against her cheek, before his limb sagged back to his side, as if the war against gravity were too much.

The nurse bustled over to the bedside again, and reset the machine. “If you’re going to stay, you need to let him rest.”

“I didn’t do anything. He lifted his arm. I’m not sure he can feel his fingers.”

The nurse patted her kindly on the back, and guided her back down into her seat. “He’s very disorientated at the moment. I wouldn’t pay too much heed to what he’s saying. It’s common for patients to ramble when they’re drifting in and out of sleep like this.”

“He’s slurring his words too.”

She shrugged. “He got spiked, right? It’ll be the lingering effects of the drugs in his system. The consultant will come to see him in the morning. Let him know then if you’ve still got concerns, but I expect he’ll be fine once he’s properly awake.”

Ginny wasn’t nearly so confident that was the case. Slurring his words kind of made sense as a side-effect, but being unable to tell she was gripping his fingers hard enough to whiten the skin didn’t strike her as terribly normal. But then, as the nurse said, maybe he was just disorientated and come daylight he’d magically be back to his normal charming self.

“It won’t do you any good to fret. He’ll want to see you smiling when he wakes up, not frazzled from worry.”

Ginny settled in the chair, and stayed quiet until the woman left. She needed to talk this all out with someone, but it’d have to be someone she could trust.

“You’d better be all right like she says you’re going to be, Ash. You have to be all right. Do you hear me? You have to be. Your band needs you. I need you. Your family too.” Had anyone even let them know what had happened? Spook had probably called. He was good like that; so strong in his own quiet, unassuming way. She needed to be strong now too in order to help him through this.

The worries she thought she had got pushed onto the back burner. There were some things she needed to tell him about her past, but now wasn’t the time to strip the rosy tint from his gaze. He needed to put all his energy into recuperating. Her ancient history could wait until he was well again.

She sniffled, and tears trickled over her cheeks. “God, woman, since when were you such a leaky bucket?” Ginny chastised  herself.

She’d never been one for pointless bubbling. Besides, Ash would need her to be there for him to lean on. She didn’t want him wasting energy being concerned for her well-being. “I’m here for you, Ash.” She dried her eyes. “Whatever the future holds, I’m right here, you need never doubt that.”


-1-

July 17th Spook’s Place, Sweden.

 

“We’re going to jam, right?”

Delight over the sheer possibility shot tingles through Ash’s tired limbs, providing him with a second wind of energy. So maybe this was actually his third or fourth wind of the day. It had been a long day. After three weeks more or less confined to a bed, the change of pace was taking its toll. There’d been scads of fans waiting for him as he left the hospital, all desperate to make certain he was okay, and all desperate for a minute of his time. He’d given them as many as he could, but talking to people was still massively draining, and there’d been a helicopter waiting to fly him south. Still, it was good to be back in his regular clothes instead of the hideous pinstriped granddad pyjamas his mum had sent him. He thought the guys might have coughed up for a pair of Danger Mouse PJs, or even just something touristy with trolls on it, but nada, and actually, after the first 72 hours of his extended stay, only Spook had even bothered to visit. Well, Spook and Ginny. There was no getting rid of her, thank heavens. Glancing around at Spook’s newly installed home recording studio, it was discomforting not to find her lurking in a corner, or curled up on one of the springy couches. He missed her presence now that she was no longer standing by his shoulder.

“Are you sure you’re up to playing?” Spook muttered, a frown tugging at his handsome mug.

“Course I am.” Ash wasn’t merely up for it. He needed it. Music was what had been achingly missing from his life over the last couple of weeks. His jailors—nurses—didn’t understand when he’d said he needed music. They thought he was asking them to turn on the radio, not that he desperately craved an outlet for what was roiling away inside of him. He and Iain had been friends a long time, and while as with any relationship they’d had their ups and downs, Ash had never anticipated being betrayed on such a grand scale. He still hadn’t quite wrapped his head around the fact Iain had damn near put him in the ground. Friends weren’t supposed to hurt you.

“I’m up for it,” Paul ‘Rock Giant’ Reed hollered from three feet away. “Someone pass me my bass.”

“Get it yourself, lazy butt.” Xane slapped him on the arse, as he moved past him to set up the mic stand.

Watching the guys plug stuff in and tune up brought back memories of their early days, before they had a road crew to do all the schlepping for them. He’d forgotten how much bonding they’d done while being their own roadies. How much it had grown their friendship and trust in one another. Maybe they needed to get back to being more hands on again to ensure the band’s future. He had only to glance around the room to see that things still weren’t as they ought to be. Elspeth was missing, and their new drummer, Luthor, was hiding his far too pretty face behind a curtain of blond hair as if he hoped they’d all forget he was here. To be fair, he had a right to be nervous considering how things had turned out with his two predecessors, one of whom had wound up dead, and the other banged up on attempted murder charges.

“Are you just going to stand there, or are you joining in?” Rock Giant slapped Ash across the back, knocking the breath right out of him. “It’s good to have you back. Let’s put this new guy through his paces.”

Luthor had already proved himself more than up to the task, so it was completely unnecessary to drill him, but as they’d only played the one stage gig together, it did make sense to get a proper feel for one another’s playing styles in a more forgiving environment.

Their fans were ace, but they could also be cruel and demanding sons of bitches.

“Is there something around for me to play?” Ash’s favourite Gibson Les Paul had bitten the dust when he’d fallen on it after his nosedive back in Karlstad, but Spook probably had a score of instruments sitting around.

“I think one of the crew picked up something,” Spook said, pointing to a case in the corner behind where Luthor was assembling his Hi-hat.

“Cool, anyone know what?” He wasn’t expecting anything awesome, just a decent off the rack model. He unclipped the case, and flung back the lid. “White!” It was a classic model, with decent humbuckers, and a nice weight to it, but… white. “Who thought this was a good colour? Did they forget who they were buying it for?” Black was his colour. Seriously, black anything and you wouldn’t go wrong. This was like the anti-goth guitar. “I look like I’ve just joined a Christian rock band.”

“Damn, did you not get the note about the change of direction,” Xane deadpanned. “We all saw the light after you took your dive.”

“The fuck you did.” Xane was an atheist to his core. Rock Giant was some kind of Anarcho-syndicalist Zoroastrian Buddhist, and Spook… Well, Spook probably worshipped trolls, or Odin, or Hel, or whoever.

“Mate, it was probably the only one in the shop,” Paul consoled him. “We’re in the arse end of nowhere, there aren’t many music stores.”

“You can internet shop for something new,” Spook added.

At least it was mostly in tune. Just needed a few little tweaks to get it the way he liked it. It’d do. He settled the strap comfortably over his shoulders.

Shit, that felt good. A spontaneous smile tugged his lips into a grin. He hadn’t felt this alive since the last time he’d had an instrument in his hands. He tried a couple of chords. Oh yeah! The vibrations flowed through his body, creating a welcome buzz. It hadn’t occurred to him just how essential music was to his well-being until it had been ripped away. Playing it, creating it, those things were as important to his survival as breathing. Speaking of which, he was getting a little out of breath from excitement. Three weeks in bed, and his fitness was shockingly poor. Ginny wasn’t going to be impressed with his stamina next time he got her under him. That was his priority, right after making some music with the guys. He hadn’t had the pleasure of licking his lady in far too long. Apparently that sort of behaviour was frowned upon while in the hospital.

Actually, he was still kind of amazed she hadn’t bailed on him the moment she realised how fucked up being spiked had left him.

“Hole,” someone proposed. It was a fan favourite and one of the band’s biggest hits, even if it wasn’t one of Ash’s personal faves. He’d always preferred the more complicated finger movements required for songs like Lilith Licked. Still, Hole would serve well as a warm up.

Chances were, he wasn’t the only one who’d been slacking off over the last few weeks. He was just the only one with a valid excuse.

For the first few bars, everything progressed perfectly. They hit all the tempo changes. There wasn’t a note out of place. It was as they approached the chorus that the trouble began. Switches that he should have been able to perform half-cut were beyond him. His fingers were sluggish to respond to what his brain was telling them to do. Ash frowned at each wrong note, until that frown became a full-on grimace, and he couldn’t pretend his ineptitude was simply a side-effect of inactivity. Everyone knew that if you didn’t use a muscle, it got a little flabby. Well, his muscles weren’t flabby; they’d headed off on a luxury cruise to Andromeda.

There’d been issues with his right hand ever since the incident, but they’d barely been a problem over the last week. He’d been doing a heap of physio, as well as working with a speech therapist over the little issue he’d been having with his words, but they’d discharged him. That meant he was fixed. None of this should be happening.

The band came to a deafening silence.

No one looked at him, even though they had to know he was the issue.

“What the fuck was that?” Rock Giant bellowed.

Ash winced, only for the big guy to march over to the drum kit and smash his palm against the top of Luthor’s snare.

“What are you doing? You’re all over the fucking place.”

Luthor hadn’t done a damn thing wrong, and Paul knew it. They all knew it. Hell anyone who’d been listening knew it was him who’d fucked up, not Xane’s new squeeze.

Luthor muttered something under his breath.

“What’s that?” Paul demanded.

“I said, I was keeping time with Ash.”

“Don’t start laying the blame on him.”

They ought to. He’d been the one at fault.

“Let’s start over,” Spook suggested, diplomatic as ever. At least it put an end to the dirty looks being exchanged.

Xane counted them in. For two bars Ash was fine, then bam, needles lanced down his arm into his fingers and a wholesale fireworks display went off in his hand. “Jeezus, fucking Christ!” The guitar slid from his grasp as his fingers curled and locked.

There was no making like that was Luthor’s fault, though a shit ton of hoo hah erupted as Rock Giant attempted to suggest it was. Ash bit his lower lip hard while Xane and Paul butted heads, and Spook got sucked into separating them. Luthor remained safely behind the drum kit, though he did throw Ash some serious side-eyes.

Well shit, yeah, he’d love to sort this all out, but right now he was just trying to smother the flames in his hand. His knuckles were ready to pop, and massaging them just seemed to cause him even more motherfucking pain. Stinging tears threatened to wipe out his vision too.

“Again. We do it over.” Rock Giant’s booted foot hit the floor making the ground shake. “And we keep doing it until it’s fucking right. We should not be stumbling over this, guys.”

They weren’t. He was the issue here, and only him. He might once have been a shit hot guitarist with a flair for dramatic licking, but now he couldn’t even manage a few basic chord changes without ballsing it up.

“Paul,” Spook’s soothing voice cut through the noise, commanding silence. “That’s not a good idea.” Was he looking at Ash? Yeah, he was looking straight at him. “Tomorrow, okay. You need to remember that some of us have had it rougher than others recently. You got sun-burn, Ash got—”

“Fucked. Ash got fucked,” Ash snarled. He awkwardly removed the guitar from around his shoulders with his left hand. The explosions had stopped, but his right hand remained clawed and the pain wasn’t really easing that much. “Sorry… It’s not happening. I can’t…”

He dropped the white guitar, which hit the carpet with enough of a thud to make them collectively wince.

Paul was right there in front of him immediately, blocking his route to the stairs. “What are you talking about? You’re not the problem. Luthor is.”

“Luthor isn’t.”

Yeah, sure it was sweet to see Paul leaping to his defence, but what was the point in pretending? Those fine motor skills the doctors had claimed he’d regained—sure, he could fasten a shirt button and tie shoelaces—they weren’t there when it came to the one skill that truly mattered.

“Don’t blame him. It was me. I was the problem. You all know it, so don’t pretend. I’m sorry to break it to you guys, but you’re gonna have to find yourself another lead guitarist, because your current one is fucked.”

“What’s the issue exactly?” Spook asked calmly, despite Ash’s gunshot delivery.

“The issue?” He raised his clawed hand. “This. This is the fucking issue. No control. Can’t fucking straighten them. Can’t keep the pace. Can’t do anything.” He knew there was no sense in growling at them, but the frustration and resentment he’d experienced during his hospital stay were desperate for an outlet. Apparently, being discharged didn’t mean he was better, just not ill enough to require constant monitoring.

“We’re not going to replace you,” Xane insisted.

He said that now, but…

Spook picked up the white guitar and deposited it on an empty stand. “You know it’s only been a few weeks. I’m sure if you give it a few more—”

“It’ll what? Magically heal. I’ve been discharged. I’m supposed to be well. Well, here’s the truth guys; I can’t play, and that’s unlikely to change in time for us to record the new album.”

The remainder of their Requiem for the Damned Tour had been pushed back six months, so the band’s focus had shifted onto producing new material.

“You can be involved with that without needing to play. Xane or I can stand in for you on the recordings,” Spook said.

Shit, yeah! ’Cause that made him feel so much better.

Spook reached out and gave Ash’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. Only it felt like a brush off.

Ash cast his gaze wide around the room. They were all staring at him with pity in their eyes while their lips were thinned to near nonexistence. None of them would admit his time was numbered, but he knew it. He felt it in his gut, swirling around, churning up the dire crap they’d been feeding him in the hospital. For a couple of weeks, he’d have the sympathy of his band mates, but after that, once autumn set in, their patience with him would wear thin, sympathy would all but vanish, and they’d start making contingency plans.

The fuckers were probably already doing so. Not officially, but he didn’t doubt they were already composing lists of guys they could approach in their heads. A band at the level they were at couldn’t just recruit any old guitarist they fancied. They’d have to find someone with a track record, someone who could lay waste to a crowd of malcontents, but whose artistic vision meshed with the band’s. Basically, someone who was a fuck of a lot better at grinding than he’d ever been.

Yep, shortlists were being drawn up before his very eyes.

Feelers would go out tonight, or if not, definitely by the end of the week.

“Screw this!” He couldn’t take any more of their disingenuous pity. He barrelled past Spook and clanked down the metal stairs.

Outside, the evening sun was right over the lake, its rays bouncing off the gently rolling waves creating a dazzling light display. Ash stumbled blindly across the ridiculous path of stepping stones back onto dry land, only to find Spook had followed him out.

“Did you know you were still having problems before we dived into jamming?”

What difference did it make?

“Why the hell didn’t you tell us you still needed time?”

Maybe because he wanted to move forward and leave the nightmare of the last month behind. He wanted to feel the music flowing through him. He wanted to be wanted again, to feel the noise of the crowd baying for more, and to be an actual member of this band, not someone associated with them only in name.

Rather than stop and explain any of that, Ash stalked up the lawn towards the house. The events in Karlstad had scared them all. He wasn’t belittling the experiences of the others, but he was the only one who’d come out permanently damaged. In a way, it was kind of poetic. He’d also been the idiot responsible for bringing Iain into the fold. He ought to have listened to his guts, because he’d known it was a stupid idea, but they’d needed someone and Iain had been right there. It had seemed like a good solution to a long standing issue. Truth was, he’d been fooling himself about Iain Willows for years. He wasn’t going to make that same mistake again. From now on, he was going to listen to his guts. And what they were telling him now was that if he wanted to stay put in this band, then he needed to get himself fixed. He didn’t know if that involved more physiotherapy, drugs or what. God, he hoped it didn’t involve drugs. The doctors had him on a whole heap of shit already that he hated taking. He’d been down the slippery slope of prescription meds before.

“Ash, will you stop and talk to me? Do you even know where you’re going?”

He’d almost forgotten Spook was there striding alongside him.

“I assume there’s a room for me in here.” They’d reached the southern-facing side of the house with its long covered veranda, but didn’t go inside.

“Of course there’s a room. Ginny took your stuff to unpack.”

“Where?”

“The door to the left of the kitchen. You can either go straight through the lounge, or around to the side and in through the boot room. But just hold a sec and listen. Graham spent some time looking up consultants before they discharged you. He dropped it because we thought you were better, but maybe we should take a trip to see one of them.”

“Why?”

“Because maybe they can improve the situation. I know you’re pissed off and in pain, but don’t you want to find out if there’s a way to right things?”

“Maybe,” he grumbled.

“You don’t sound too sure.”

Well that was probably because his blood was boiling and after being prodded and poked for most of the last month he wasn’t keen to subject himself to more invasive probing. The fact was, he wanted to rest and to be left alone to fucking wallow. Christ, after all he’d been through, didn’t he qualify for a pity party? Even just a little one?

“I just want to help.”

“Then stop protecting me from the truth.”

The furrows in Spook’s brows deepened. “Sorry, what?”

“If there’s a problem with me, then spit it out instead of pretending I’m some lame dick who needs to be humoured.”

Spook hadn’t been the primary culprit of that offence, but he hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with the truth either.

“You want the truth?”

Ash nodded.

“Fine, here it is. We’re all here for you, Ash. All of us. No one has it in for you. None of us are about to stab you in the back. You’re an essential member of the band, and despite what I know is going through your head, we’ve no plans to replace you—”

“I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“—but, and here’s the rest of the truth you’re so insistent on hearing, the band’s still shaky. Part of isolating ourselves here is to work on correcting that, but who knows if Elspeth will even show.”

“So it’s not so much being dropped as the band splitting I should be concerned about?”

“That’s something we should all be concerned about. The situation’s way better than it was six months ago, but we’ve all got less tolerance for shit these days. Leastways, I have, and Xane’s a loose cannon. Seriously, we’re about one more disaster away from implosion.”

“So what is it I’m supposed to do? Keep a low profile so that people don’t notice I’m only capable of doing a Bez and playing maracas?”

“Don’t cause unnecessary discord. And see the consultant. The best choice of the bunch is located in Stockholm. I can drive you there if she agrees to see you.”

“Right,” he agreed miserably.

Spook gave him another of those shoulder squeezes he was beginning to hate. “Good man.”

Ash winced. Spook might as well have patted him on the head and called him a good boy, and he hadn’t even specifically been agreeing to go. “Just as long as you realise she’ll probably suggest the same combination of dietary advice, pointless exercises, and pill popping that the team at the hospital already have me on.”

“She might surprise you.”

“Surprises aren’t what any of us need, not after months of feuding and drama.” He was already in danger of being the wafer thin mint that caused Black Halo’s total destruction, and Spook staring at him as if he’d grown an extra head kind of confirmed he thought so too.

“What?” he enquired. “If there’s something else, just fucking tell me.” His language had got way worse over the last month, but he’d not had to curb his tongue around his mother for yonks, and continual frustration led to impatience, led to him not giving too many fucks. “If you’re going to confess to breaking your code of conduct in order to bang my girlfriend, then save it.”

Spook rolled his eyes heavenward. “Maybe you should lie down and get some rest.”

“I’m not tired.”

“Is that so?” Spook remained poised with his arms crossed, and an ‘I always know best’ look on his face.

Maybe the bastard even had a point, as it took Ash at least thirty seconds to realise it wasn’t only his fingers that were playing up again. He was slurring his words too, or else making them run altogether in a jumble. Probably the latter.

Well fuck! Fine, he’d go stew in a dark and private place, where his lack of control over his own tongue wouldn’t offend anybody. Being released from hospital wasn’t turning into quite the cause for celebration he’d anticipated.

“Ash.”

“I get it.” He buttoned his lips up tight and swung away from Spook to stomp around to the side door. Looks like he was right back where he’d been when he’d first woken post nosedive. It had taken him several days then to realise that people couldn’t always understand what he was saying. At first he’d assumed the language barrier was the issue, but that didn’t make sense when it came to talking to Ginny.

The reality was that when he got tired or stressed his words had a habit of splicing themselves together, or else ending up as some cabbaged string of nonsense.

Ash marched straight through the boot room and into the room he and Ginny were sharing. He meant to walk straight into her arms as well, but she wasn’t there, which left him reeling in the middle of the strange room, heart pounding nineteen to the dozen and tears welling in his peepers.

He was a fucked up mess, that’s what he was, and it wasn’t his girlfriend he needed so much as his mam, or at least somebody to convince him that everything would be all right.

Ash limped over to the bed, and sat with his head in his hands, wondering if the urge to vomit over his own shoes would ever pass. “Where the hell are you, Ginny?” Couldn’t she tell he needed her?


-2-

 

Ginny hadn’t seen Ash since they’d arrived at Spook’s place. The moment they’d stepped out of the helicopter, Ash had dumped their luggage and made a beeline towards Xane. He was doing too much—he was still as weak as a day old kitten—but there was no telling him. She’d tried back at the hospital, and caught the sharp end of his tongue as a result. There’d been a pack of fans waiting for him when he’d been released, and he’d insisted on stopping to say hello to every blinkin’ one of them. No one could fault his generosity, and those ladies and gents were now lifelong Black Halo fans, but the big dope needed to accept there were limitations to what it was reasonable for one human to do. The harm Iain Willows had done him remained significant, and whether Ash accepted it or not, he was still some way off from being healed.

The room Spook had assigned them was half guest room and half snuggly retreat. It was full of books on bleached wooden shelves, and had a large window on the left that overlooked the woodland. The sleeping arrangements weren’t quite to her tastes: one metal framed daybed pushed against the wall beneath the shelves and the other a sort of cushioned room divider. Call her a traditionalist, but she’d been hoping for a standard double that she and Ash could cuddle up together in. If she’d been in any doubt about what Ash meant to her, then the last three weeks had absolutely clarified that.

He was her world. Her soulmate, if such a thing existed.

It existed.

Their fates were entwined.

That had meant some soul searching on her part, and the prospect of facing up to a heap of shit she thought she’d left behind. In actual fact, all she’d done was shovel it onto a compost heap to rot away of its own accord. Sadly, it wasn’t the sort of shit that was biodegradable. Sooner or later, she was going to have to tell Ash about it, but not yet. He had enough on his plate. His focus had to be on healing. They could hash out the other stuff in the future.

Ginny eyed the separate beds again. Yeah, so maybe they weren’t such a bad idea. They could keep things on the burn low until they’d had a chance to properly talk, and he was back to normal. It’d be a shame not to be able to snuggle up to him at night, but maybe it would paint her in a better light when all the stuff did come out.

Or maybe it wouldn’t make any difference at all.

For the umpteenth time since arriving, Ginny checked her phone. One whole bar—she’d have to figure out some other location from which she could make private calls. The signal in the en suite proved non-existent. What it did have was a shelf. Ginny unpacked Ash’s medication onto it, making sure she turned all the bottles outwards so that he could see the correct doses. He really needed one of those pill boxes so he didn’t end up forgetting to take something.

Once the medication was organised, Ginny unpacked the rest of their bags, and then left the guest room in order to poke her nose around the house. She’d always imagined rock stars living in huge mansions overlooking tropical sea views. Spook’s place perched on a tiny island overlooking a grey lake, and there weren’t any palm trees, only huge conifers. She bumped into Dani on the veranda that overlooked the lawn.

“Ginny, I didn’t realise you’d arrived.” Her flatmate squealed and squeezed her almost in two with a hug. “When did you get here? Is Ash with you?”

“Not so long ago. Band management arranged a chopper. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.”

“So where is he? Is he well?”

“Doing okay. He’s gone off with Xane somewhere.”

“Oh!” She patted the top of Ginny’s hand, which she was still holding onto. “He’s with Xane. Well that’s good news that he’s up to hanging out. Shall we grab some drinks and catch up?”

Dani bustled them inside towards the kitchen. “Hot chocolate okay?”

“I’d prefer a Long Island Iced Tea.”

Her friend raised her hands. “I don’t know how to make that, or if Spook even has the ingredients.”

“I guess chocolate will do.”

They settled on one of the big squishy white sofas in the central lounge.

“Things okay between you, Xane and Luthor?”

“’Course,” her friend mumbled, gaze fastened upon her drink. “We’ve not actually seen much of Luthor. He’s been off drumming for Denna Rädsla.”

Hm, it sounded like things remained uneasy. How Dani, the biggest prude on the planet, had come to be dating a recovering sex addict with decidedly fluid gender preferences, Ginny would never figure out. One thing she did know was that Xane was never going to be satisfied with a typical heterosexual relationship, which meant her friend was going to have to adapt or weather a whole lot of heartache.

“You and Ash?”

“Hunky dory. I don’t suppose you know where they’ve gone.”

“The recording studio,” Dani replied brightly. “Xane took his lyrics book with him. He’s super keen to get started on the new album. He’s been playing me some of the riffs. They’re amazing. This album is going to be their best yet. The songs are just…  Ginny, they’re awesome!” Her entire being seemed to light up with excitement.

Ginny folded her arms, not the least bit infected by her glee. “I thought the purpose of coming here was to relax and recuperate, not for them to work.” Ash needed rest if he was ever going to be well enough to tour again, and while she didn’t pretend to know a whole lot about recording music, she knew enough to realise it involved actual work.

“Gin, they were never going to sit around and do nothing for six months.”

“Maybe not six months, but Ash was only discharged a few hours ago.”

“They’re probably just taking a look around for when they are ready to record, yeah?”

“Maybe.” That had better be the case. But then why did Xane need his lyrics book? Dammit, if there was any suggestion they were planning on diving straight into recording, then she’d—she’d what? Order Ash to leave? The band was his world. He’d never up sticks on them. Buggering hell, couldn’t they at least give him a week or two off?

“They’re just going to be working on a demo version here, right?” She was determined to find the bright side of all this. Bands at this level didn’t do it all in their garden sheds. They employed musical gurus, producers, and technicians, and they checked into places like Metropolis, Rockfield, or RAK, or even friggin’ Abbey Road.

Dani shrugged. “It’s not the impression Xane gave. Look,” she patted Ginny’s knee. “I’m sure it’ll be all right. Spook will look out for Ash, even if the others don’t.”

Spook. Yeah, Spook would do that.

Her friend pulled up her knees before her. She was wearing a pretty summer dress and a ridiculously oversized pair of woollen socks. Evidently there was more to the choice of beverage for this meeting than Ginny had initially supposed. Dani only put on those socks when she was worrying about something, and that something was unlikely to be Ash.

“How are things really between you, Xane and Luthor?”

“I just said. We’re fine.”

She’d have been more convincing if her words hadn’t come out as a squeak, and she hadn’t then buried her nose in her mug again to avoid eye contact.

“Getting used to watching them shag yet?”

It was cruel to tease, but sometimes she couldn’t help it.

“Ginny…” Dani’s head came right back up and she glared at her, clearly outraged. “You know, I’m not actually interested in watching them make out. Only a pervert… I mean, why would I be?”

“Why wouldn’t you be? Two hot blooded men, sounds sexy as hell.”

Dani’s gulp was audible.

“You’re a strange woman, Saint. I swear if it wasn’t that I know you’re keeping a sex god happy, I’d have to conclude that the Bitches of St. Agatha scourged you of your libido.”

“But am I?” her friend sighed doubtfully. She took another slurp of hot chocolate. “I mean, I try to.”

“Come off it, babe. Why are you even doubting? We’ve all heard your orgasmic screams, and the Luthor thing isn’t anything to do with him being unhappy with you.”

Ginny wasn’t sure Dani heard the last part. Her friend had turned magenta, and was mouthing, “Everyone’s heard,” like a mantra. “I think I’m going to die. I need the floor to swallow me up.” She paled dramatically, enough to stop the laughter bubbling in Ginny’s throat.

“Quit with the theatrics. At least you’re getting some. My lady bits are in danger of shrivelling up. There hasn’t been a lot of opportunity at the hospital.” Make that zero opportunities. The lack of privacy and Ash’s health had rather put a damper on their sex life.

“But that’ll change now he’s out.” Dani, having obviously realised what she’d just said, clamped her hands over her mouth.

“I can but live in hope.” Ginny’s words trailed off as a black-wearing blur sped past the side of the house. “Ash?” She stood with the intention of following him, only for Spook to come in from the garden and get in her way.

“Stay in,” he said.

“What happened? Something happened, didn’t it? I think you’d better tell me.”

Spook raised his right hand between them, with his fingers twisted into an arthritic claw.

“You had him play. What the fuck were you thinking? It’s way too soon for that.”

“Ash didn’t seem to think so. Nobody forced him to pick up an instrument.”

“I need to go to him.”

“Ginny, it might be better if you gave him a moment.” He clasped hold of her arm, preventing her from making a pursuit.

Would it? She worried her thumbnail between her teeth.

“In the interests of openness, it wasn’t just his hand he had problems with.”

What else? Oh, no, not his speech again. That issue had resolved itself after a couple of sessions with a speech therapist. He must have been incredibly upset for that to re-emerge. “I need to go to him.”

Spook refused to let her go. “Let him calm down on his own a moment. Then go and see if he needs you.”

He needed her. When he was wild and worked up like this, the best thing to do was offer him reassurances and love. It wasn’t necessary to say that everything would work out. She didn’t like to make promises she couldn’t keep. Just letting him know there was someone around who loved him was enough. For some unfathomable reason, Ash never really believed those around him cared for him.

“There’s no point in rushing in and getting into a row for no reason,” Dani weighed in. “Come and sit back down with me for a bit longer.”

They didn’t seem to be giving her much choice. Fine, she’d sit on her hands for a while and watch the clock.

Spook didn’t linger for long before he announced he was turning in and made his way upstairs. Only a handful of minutes after that, Xane arrived seeking company. Very specific company.

“Xane. Oh, my, God!” Dani squealed, her eyes widening to the size of saucers, when she saw him. “You can’t come in here like that. It’s obscene.”

Coming was clearly foremost in his thoughts. Sure, he was fully dressed in ubiquitous black, but his T-shirt was clingy and the wood he was sporting. Sweet baby Jesus! That thing was huge. Most disturbingly, her lady bits wept at the sight of it. Okay, that confirmed it. It had been way too long since she’d had sex.

“Take him to bed, Dani, before I’m tempted to take a bite.”

“Ginny!” her friend screeched. She hopped up off the sofa and grabbed hold of Xane’s hand.

“Sorry, but it’s right there and I know for a fact he knows what to do with it, and I haven’t had a shag in weeks.” Xane’s tool was near prodding her in the face.

Dani tugged on his hand, and started dragging him from the room.

Result! Now she could do what she’d wanted to do twenty minutes ago.

“Watch Ash doesn’t hear you talking like that,” Xane laughed.

“He knows I’m all bluster, and in any case from what I’ve heard, he’s already way ahead of me.”

One of the things that had rolled off Ash’s tongue when he’d been rambling during the first few days in hospital was a lot of garbled emotions about Xane. There were wounds there that had barely scabbed over. She hadn’t deliberately meant to pick at them. She hadn’t even had a chance to properly talk to Ash about them. There was something of a list of things they hadn’t talked about.

Xane shrugged. Dani, on the other hand, turned ashen.

“You’ve done more than just kiss him.” She stared open-mouthed at her boyfriend.

“Babe, it’s hardly a revelation.” He patted her on the arse, to hurry her along towards their bedroom while he lingered a moment, a thoughtful pucker narrowing his face. “I don’t know what you think you know, but he’s never gone down on me. It was the other way around.”

“You blew him?”

Xane inclined his head a fraction. “One time. We’ve all done things that were ill considered.”

Wasn’t there a world of truth in that statement.

“The past is the past.”

If only that were genuinely the case, but as she was learning, things had a way of rearing their ugly heads. Her phone vibrated inside her pocket.

She waited until Xane had gone before looking at it.

 

Change of plan? I was expecting your call today.

 

No, there was no change of plan. She was just wary of sticking her head above the ramparts after remaining in the shadows so long. So, sure, maybe she was dithering a bit. Tomorrow, she’d definitely take the next step, but Ash was her priority now.

Danger dude was flat out on his back on the day bed in their room. The soft whisper of his breathing persuaded her that he was genuinely asleep. She’d spent enough hours by his bedside to know when he was faking it in order to win some peace.

Ash, there’s something I need to tell you.

How many times now had she begun this conversation in her head?

I know I should have told you sooner, but I never imagined it would become so serious between us so fast.

That was a lie. She’d known after the very first night they’d spent together things were going to get complicated between them. Perhaps not this complicated this fast, but then their whole relationship had caught them both off guard.

Ash was a rock star with a reputation, and she a groupie. They weren’t supposed to forge the sort of relationship that ended with a wedding and domestic bliss, only to party hard, shag a lot, until one day it was over. The short term leaseholds they’d taken out on one another’s affections would have ended and that would be it.

 Reality wasn’t even remotely like that. They’d signed a lifetime contract the night they met.

Shit! He was going to hate her when he found out.

Hate her, and quite possibly leave her.

She should have told him right at the beginning. The moment it became more than a one night stand, but it’d been kind of difficult to discuss serious topics when their relationship had revolved around secret rendezvous and midnight booty calls.

“I can’t lose you, Ash.”

The threatening sting of tears set her blinking desperately. Ginny turned away from his bedside and pattered over to the window, blindly feeling her way past the furniture. The sun had finally disappeared over the horizon, but the night sky was clear, and hundreds of stars glittered overhead.

The scent of salt and pine wafted in through an open sash. Although the smell was soothing, she didn’t want to end up as a picnic for the night time bugs, which meant leveraging herself up on the windowsill in order to reach the lock.

The window closed with a thump.

“Ginny, is that you?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Wasn’t asleep.”

He had been, but she didn’t quibble. She climbed down from her perch and watched Ash’s fuzzy double rise and pad towards her in the glass. He was stripped down to a pair of skimpy boxer briefs.

Ash was skinnier than when they’d first met, but in the gloom that meant the shadows loved him, emphasising his muscle tone, and making his whole abdomen seriously lickworthy. His little snake tattoo slithered above the top of his shorts. It made her smile, imagining tracing its length with her tongue, and getting him
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