
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Lockhart

      Sweet Demands Trilogy Book 1

    

    
      
        A. E. Murphy

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © 2017 by Alexandra Murphy

        

        All rights reserved.

        

        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Note from The Author

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

      
        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also By The Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Do me a favour, if you don’t like alpha males that might be considered slightly abusive in real life situations, then don’t read on because Tobias Lockhart is a bastard and he won’t pretend to be any different!

        

        He said that, not me, I’m just the messenger. Hehehe. <3

      

    

  


  
    
      This one’s for Addi, you dirty bitch. <3 Don’t ever stop being exactly who you are!
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      “Are you nervous?” I ask Dane, wringing my hands in my lap.

      He shakes his head, causing his thick blonde locks to bounce in all directions. “Nah.”

      “Typical,” I sigh, chewing on my lower lip.

      He smiles and places his hand over mine. “You need to keep it together.” Nodding over at Kai, we both watch him pace back and forth nervously. “I can’t lose the both of you right now.”

      Elbowing him playfully, I grab a magazine from the small table beside the plush leather couch and wait in silence. My fingers are trembling as I turn each page, my excitement too much for my mind to deal with the words and pictures on the glossy paper.

      “They’ve changed their minds,” Kai suddenly blurts, coming to a stop in front of me.

      I arch a brow and stare up at him.

      “You’re right,” he agrees with my silence. “They would have escorted us out if they’d changed their minds.” He lets out a relieved breath. “Thanks.”

      “How do you both do that?” Dane whispers as Kai starts pacing back and forth again.

      “What?”

      He gives me an incredulous look before answering. “Talk to each other without actually talking to each other?”

      I shrug, ready to respond, but I’m cut off by the very beautiful receptionist making an appearance and smiling widely at the three of us. How can anyone be so beautiful? It’s unfair.

      And here I am dressed in a faded denim, dungaree dress and a leather jacket with studs on the sleeves. I look more male than female, especially in comparison to the curvaceous beauty before me with perfectly tamed hair and naturally tanned skin.

      “They’re ready for you now,” she announces, still smiling.

      Dane and I stand as Kai begins to follow her. He almost overtakes the woman three times as we make our way down the long hallway. Eager is the word that comes to mind.

      My trembling only gets worse as we reach the room.

      “Remember guys, no swearing, be polite and don’t speak unless spoken to,” Kai orders, tussling his black hair with his hands as I unzip my leather jacket, hoping my two small handfuls of chest meat will persuade them to take us on.

      Who am I kidding? These guys have signed some of the sexiest women in the world. I doubt they’ll be even slightly fazed by my perky boobs.

      The large double doors open and I’m tempted to cover my face with both hands and run away screaming. I don’t. Instead, I lift my chin, trying to at least pretend I have confidence. I’m losing myself. This isn’t me. I don’t require approval of my looks in order to further my career. What is wrong with me?

      We’re instantly greeted by three men, all smiling, all in suits and all happy to shake our hands.

      “I’ll introduce myself first.” The tallest man at six foot, grins from ear to ear. “I’m Darren Hay. I’ll be your representation. Which one of you is the Mr Mathews that I’ve been speaking with for the past two months?”

      Representation? Don’t we already have representation? I have no idea what I’m doing. Fortunately Kai does and he instantly steps forward and takes charge. Just how I like it.

      “I’m Kai Mathews, this is Dane Holmes and this is…”

      He’s cut off by Darren who reaches for me, grinning even wider than before. Yes, that’s possible. “Cerise Branch. Unique name. Were your parents aware of the actual meaning of Cerise?”

      “Yes, if the colour of my baby clothes are anything to go by,” I joke, giving his hand a squeeze before releasing it. “Hello,” I say to the next man, who introduces himself as Wayne Kaplan. I’m not entirely sure why he’s here. He doesn’t tell us either.

      The last man is called Rick Petty; he’s Mr Lockhart’s assistant as far as I’m aware.

      Speaking of which, where is he?

      Seeing the question in my eyes, Rick steps forward. I tower over him by at least two inches and I’m only five foot six. “He’ll be with us shortly. Can I offer you a drink?”

      I nod, needing something to hold to keep my hands steady. “I’d appreciate a…”

      “Cinnamon latte with extra cinnamon,” Darren puts in, looking very proud of himself. “I’ve been doing my research.”

      Oh. “Great, thank you, but if it’s too much trouble a coffee will suffice.” I go unheard as Rick is busy taking the orders of my band mates.

      “Did you tell him my favourite drink?” I whisper to Kai when the introductions are done and we’re seated on one side of the table. He doesn’t respond and I take this as a confirmation.

      I’m not comfortable with the fact I’m seated to the right of where Mr Lockhart will be sitting but Darren seemed adamant I was to sit right here.

      Why?

      I was half tempted to sit at the end of the large oval table in Mr Lockhart’s seat just to annoy everybody. That would probably be the wrong thing to do though.

      We all make boring small talk as I count the clouds in the sky through the large window. There are seven that I can see, each moving at a slower than snail’s pace across the sky. The only way you know they’ve moved at all is if you mentally measure the distance between them and the edge of the window.

      I’m bored. When I get bored I find boring things to entertain myself.

      I wish I had my keyboard with me.

      The door opens two minutes later and Rick walks in with a tray of drinks in large blue and silver cups that oddly match the décor of the room. “Mr Lockhart will be arriving in approximately forty seconds. I have confirmation that he stepped into the lobby only a minute ago.”

      Kai tenses. Hell, we all tense.

      Even Darren seems to freeze. He also falls silent and I have to admit, I’m happy for that. It’s hard making music in your mind when somebody keeps droning on about mundane things, such as the weather and what his wife made for dinner last week.

      “I’ll be back shortly; I have to meet him at the elevator.” Rick scarpers away, closing the double doors behind him.

      The room falls eerily silent, so naturally I break that silence by tapping a beat on the table with the tips of my nails.

      Thirty seconds have passed when Darren reaches across the table and places his hand over mine. He gives me a warning look and shakes his head slightly.

      “Sorry,” I mouth and lace my fingers in front of me.

      His smile is apologetic but I’m quickly pulled away from that when the doors open, both of them hitting their doorstops on each wall.

      We all jump.

      I’m about to glare at the man who caused such a scene.

      My glare is lost.

      My eyes meet his and a fluttering warmth spreads through me, one I’ve never felt before. It hits me in the chest like a freight train and I can’t tear my eyes away.

      I find myself making a note of his stunning eye colour, blue, but not blue like the ocean or sky. It’s closer to the colour aqua but a shade darker. There’s no description for them. They’re mesmerising.

      He’s so handsome. His nose is perfectly in proportion with the rest of his face, and his lips are thick and a smooth dark pink. His dark hair is slightly wavy, curling to the middle of his neck. It’s the perfect colour for the honey toned skin that no doubt makes up his body. The tailored suit he’s wearing hides the rest from view.

      I can hear my heart in my head; it’s quickening as he moves closer to his seat, his eyes staring intensely at me.

      I can’t pull myself away. I can feel Kai’s elbow digging into my ribs but it’s doing nothing to snap me out of my trance.

      Mr Lockhart has to be the most delicious man I’ve ever met. He’s also nine years my senior and my future boss.

      Although I’m probably going to be fired before our working relationship has even begun, because I’m sure the way I’m perusing him could be classed as sexual harassment.

      Give me a break; I’m only twenty.

      I’ve always had a thing for older men. Mostly my old teachers and, at one point, my doctor. Anybody would have felt the same. They were very, very attractive men.

      “Cerise.” I don’t realise I’m standing until everybody else sits down and I’m still out of my seat, not including Mr Lockhart. He says my name, his voice holding a slight accent that I can’t quite place. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      My mouth goes dry, his accent caressing me in ways it shouldn’t. “You too.” I finally manage to choke out, my breath leaving me in a whoosh when he takes my hand and brings it to his lips. His hooded aqua eyes don’t leave mine.

      “Sit,” he demands softly, his curious eyes still on me.

      I nod and quickly take my seat, feeling the need to fan my face. I want to say sorry; I want to explain my strange behaviour.

      I don’t. Obviously that would be the wrong thing to do. Maybe nobody noticed it. Besides, I’m not even sure I can explain my behaviour.

      His gaze still holding my eyes, I see his lips twitch and my cheeks heat. I don’t blush… ever, yet suddenly I’m a blusher. What is he doing to me?

      “I watched your performance at the Vienna Musikverein seven years ago.” He comments, still holding my fingers with his. Gulp. “The music was divine. It captivated me in a way I’ve not been captivated since I discovered Lux Aeterna and Finlandia at the age of six.”

      Holy crap. “Th… thank you.”

      He smiles, slow and seductive, his lips barely tipping up at the edges. It’s his eyes that show the smile. “Yet you disappeared. You sold out concerts; people from all over the world came to hear your music.” He leans forward as if sharing a secret, his tongue wetting his lips. This draws my attention from his eyes to his lips and an image flashes through my mind of me on my back and him pressing his lips to my inner thigh. I rub my legs together to stifle the tingle that zaps me in my core. “I should know; I was one of them.”

      I do nothing but inhale a sharp breath.

      He continues, his thumb now stroking my fingers gently. “Why did you give up all of that,” he waves his hand at the table, “for this?”

      The question I’ve been dreading. “This makes me happy.”

      “And that didn’t?” He looks surprised and something tells me he’s not easily surprised. I don’t respond; there’s no need for us to get into this right now. When he realises I’m not going to answer, his eyes darken and his fingers and thumb squeeze the centre of my middle finger. “I asked you a question.”

      Shiver. “I know.” Even through this lustful fog, I keep my defiance.

      Light shines from his eyes and somehow I don’t think it’s a light of good things. It’s as if I’ve awoken a dormant spirit. His lips curve up as he releases my hand and leans back to assess me. There’s silence for a few moments as he looks me up and down, his long fingers gently tapping at the table much like I was doing before he entered the room. “Let’s get down to business then, shall we?”

      He looks away and whatever line held us together is instantly snapped. I become aware of the fact there are other people in the room and all of them are looking my way.

      Kai’s jaw is clenched, Dane looks perplexed and Rick and Darren both look nervous.

      Files are pulled out and spread along the table, music we’ve written is spoken about and put in piles labelled yes, no, and maybe. It’s all very boring. This part doesn’t interest me; I’m all about the music.

      Mostly it’s me that writes it. Dane and Kai are the other instruments. I’m not doing this for me; I’m doing it for them. I’d be happy sitting at home in my room just singing, playing my piano, and losing myself to the soft tunes that constantly float through my mind and from my body.

      I’m onto my second drink and signing another contract that has been looked over by our previous representation and our new representation. Honestly, I barely even skim read anything. Mostly I just look for the little tab that reads, ‘sign here.’

      Something touches my leg and I figure it’s Mr Lockhart’s knee accidentally brushing mine. It’s not the first time it has happened since he sat and it’s inevitable with how close we all are.

      But it just happened again and I took note of how it felt. It was too small to be a knee and too deliberate, too much of a caress.

      I look up from the paper I’m pretending to read and observe Mr Lockhart’s profile. He seems relaxed and in control; he doesn’t look like he’s even noticed.

      He’s scribbling away in a journal of sorts. I notice music notes and words around the edges of the page. It’s too small for me to read clearly but I give it my best shot.

      Goosebumps break out over my skin when I feel the caress again. I recognise it immediately to be two fingers gently moving over the top of my leg. My eyes widen. The others are too deep into their conversation to notice my suddenly stiff posture. Plus, Mr Lockhart isn’t even looking at me; he is in fact joining in the conversation with the others as his left hand grips my knee and squeezes with an almost bruising force.

      It burns and not in a bad way.

      What do I do?

      His hand creeps up my leg, gliding on the surface of my skin. It’s so large and warm and by the tight grip he had only moments ago, I know it to be strong too.

      When he reaches the edge of my dress, I gasp. It sounded loud to my own ears but, still, nobody has noticed.
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* * *

      The papers on the table begin to slide towards me and I notice a small piece of paper being guided by the hard edge of Mr Lockhart’s folder. I reach for it and cautiously bring it to my small stack of signed papers.

      Opening it with trembling fingers, I read the beautifully scrawled handwriting:

      

      
        Pull your underwear to the side. I’m going to make you come.

        Afterwards, I’m going to taste you on my fingers and do it again.

        Let’s see how quiet you can be.

      

      What the fuck?

      I gulp, my right hand disappearing under the table. I place it on my lap, my indecision forcing me to not move a muscle. My lust and curiosity are screaming at me to do it, to do as he says.

      Teasing the edge of my dress, I begin to slowly raise it, wondering what he’ll do. He only follows the path of my dress with his hand. I keep hold of the denim, my hand clenching around the fabric. His fingers become impatient and one of them taps against my heated mound, telling me to follow his instructions and move my satin knickers to the side.

      A deep need pools in my belly, a need I’ve never felt before. The situation is thrilling and terrifying. I want to do it; I want to be reckless and for a moment forget my morals and reservations.

      His head turns towards me and his eyes narrow.

      A long finger begins rubbing me over satin, sliding easily up and down in between my thighs.

      A moan almost escapes me, but fortunately I suppress it. There is no way they will miss a moan, no matter how distracted they seem.

      Releasing my dress, I slowly move my hand down, dipping under the fabric slightly and wincing when the back of my hand connects with his.

      A smile that can only be described as smug lights up his face.

      I finally snap out of my daze when the realisation of what it is I’m doing washes over me like an icy wave.

      In seconds I have a hold of his wrist and I’m pushing his hand away.

      His eyes snap to mine, no longer smug and warm but angry and narrowed.

      Like he did before, he leans back into his seat and assesses me. It takes a while but he finally smiles and, somehow, I don’t think it’s a friendly one.

      Alarm bells ring in my head, one word pounding in my mind like the beat of a bass drum. It flashes like a blinking spotlight. It sings a harmony that brings fear to my very soul.

      
        Danger.

      

      “What do you think?” Kai asks me, his eyes glittering with the prospect of an amazing adventure.

      What do I think about what?

      “I’m sure she finds it as exhilarating as you, Mr Mathews.” Mr Lockhart states, resting his elbows on the table. I’m grateful for his interference; he clearly knew I wasn’t listening. “Is everything signed, Rick?”

      Rick looks to Darren, who nods. “Your copies, my copies, their copies and their prior representation’s copies.”

      Rick looks to us, but focuses on me when he asks, “Do you have any questions? Or concerns?”

      “Nope,” Kai responds for the three of us. “It’s all exactly as we discussed it would be.”

      “I shall see you on Monday,” Mr Lockhart states, checking his watch. “It was a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.” He dips his head and turns to me. “Miss Branch.” Taking my hand again, he kisses my knuckles as his forefinger snakes out and circles the centre of my palm.

      I keep my eyes focused on his cheekbone, scared to look into his eyes for fear of losing myself again. They say one can see a person’s soul in their eyes but I was a sceptic, until now.

      “I’ll escort you out,” he adds, speaking only to me.

      I raise my chin, as I had when I entered the room, and begin walking with Kai and Dane, who are clearly brimming with excitement but don’t want to show it until Mr Lockhart is out of earshot. My footsteps carry me forward and they want to kick at the ground and start running when my body begins absorbing a force of heat from behind.

      He’s very close to me. Too close. If I swing my arm back, I have no doubt my hand will touch his groin.

      This is what he wants, I can tell. I hate how much it excites me. I loathe myself for it.

      This isn’t why I’m here. I should be focusing on the band; they deserve this. They - we even - worked hard for this result, and with me coming out of hiding, who knows what doors it could open for them. Maybe nobody will care about the child prodigy who dropped off the face of the earth, maybe they will. It’s still worth discovering.

      I tell myself to focus, still moving forward.

      Dane clicks the button for the elevator and both he and Kai glance my way. They notice how close Mr Lockhart is to my back and neither of them are sure what to do about it. It’s clear to see on their faces as they look around for a possible solution but come up with none.

      I’m feeling slightly freaked out, at the same time as being flattered. It’s odd, the way I feel about the situation. If this was a guy in a bar with a beer gut and food in his beard, I’d instantly think sleaze ball. And even though the situations may be the same, it’s shocking that in just the way a man holds himself, he can invoke so many different feelings and emotions.

      I’m not getting the creepy vibe from him… well, not too much. Mostly I’m just unnerved at the situation and his clear confidence and prowess. He’s making it known he wants me and he doesn’t care that my friends see. I’m not sure if it’s a statement to them or to myself.

      Is he trying to intimidate me because I refused him? Well it’s working. Consider me intimidated.

      If he does this with every woman he pursues under the table, then he would probably have the sleaze reputation by now. Which begs the question, does he do this a lot? Or is it a test for me, to see how I react to him? But why?

      The elevator opens with a welcome ding and I’m about to rush into it when a finger secretly hooks through the belt loop at the back of my dress. People pile out of the elevator and my breathing turns heavier with each second that I wait for him to release me.

      I wait for him to say something, anything, but he doesn’t. He merely holds me in place until the elevator has emptied and then lets me go. A large part of me can’t help but feel like his action was another statement.

      But of what, I’m unsure.
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* * *

      The three of us remain silent until we reach Kai’s car. It’s an old Ford, nothing special, not yet at least. He can’t wait until he gets his first pay cheque. That’s if people even like our music. Although our advances are substantial enough for a few expensive toys, we just can’t fritter it away as we might need it in the future.

      Luckily I already have a small amount of experience in the music industry so the boys get their cues from me usually, although Kai is becoming quite knowledgeable himself. I doubt he’ll be asking me for advice for much longer.

      I wait for it, and wait. As soon as the air settles, a strange buzzing seems to fill the space around us, right before the grand finale. Two very excited males cheer and bang their fists against every part of the car they can find. They high five each other, they high five me and they chat animatedly about our future in the music industry for a while. Finally they settle, with grins still plastered on their faces.

      Removing my hands from my ears, I grin back at them, buzzing with the same excitement but not quite showing it the same way.
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* * *

      “Okay,” Kai says, placing his hands on the steering wheel and looking at me expectantly. “Are you going to tell us what the fuck that was about?”

      Dane hums his agreement as he pulls a cigarette from his shirt pocket and lights the end with a match. Out of habit, he hands the burning stick to me. I blow out the flame and hold the smoking stick under my nose.

      “You’re such a freak,” Kai laughs. He really is very good looking, especially when he laughs or smiles.

      Unlike me who looks like a character from Wallace and Gromit when I smile or laugh. Oh well.

      “I like the smell,” I mumble, throwing the stick out of the open window.

      “So you’ve told us many times and yet we still think it’s weird.” Dane points out, blowing smoke from his nostrils.

      I waft it away, motioning for Kai to roll his window down too. The stench of a burning cigarette is vile, but we put up with it for Dane’s sake, because we love him and also because without his cigarettes he is not a nice person to be around.

      “So,” Kai says, pulling out onto the street. “Have you met him before?”

      Knowing he’s referring to Mr Lockhart, I shake my head.

      “He certainly kept very close,” Kai purses his lips, clearly not happy about our boss’ behaviour. I can’t blame him for that. “Was he making you uncomfortable?”

      Yes. “No, I think he was just trying to get a rise out of me. I’m hardly known for my passive demeanour when under such a close inspection.” My temper doesn’t have the longest fuse, that’s for sure, and it tends to flare up when not needed.

      “I thought you did well. He seemed nice enough to me,” Dane adds. “Besides, he’s taking on an unknown band with only a small group of fans and little to no experience.” He gives me a knowing look. “Except you, of course.”

      “She’s the only reason he’s taken us on. What were his words?” Kai taps his chin in thought before batting his eyelashes at me. “Captivated. You captivated him.”

      “Shut up,” I grumble, not wanting to admit to the warm feeling that one word now stirs in me, knowing that it came from his lips.

      “I’m just saying, he doesn’t seem like the kind of man who impresses easily. The fact you seem to have impressed him worries me a little.” He raises his hands when he catches my look of warning at his seemingly insulting words. “I’m just saying that if somebody finds nothing to bring that level of emotion and joy to them for such a long time, they tend to want to keep a hold of whatever it is that stirs that in them.”

      “Guru Kai,” I comment dryly. “Can we change the subject? You’re being an idiot.”

      “Whatever, you’re probably right.”

      My brow quirks. “I always am.”

      I hope.
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* * *

      When we make it back to our hotel room, I head straight into the bathroom and stare at myself in the mirror for a while. This is nuts. My skin feels so sensitised. Definitely nuts.

      Why do I always have to be attracted to older men? I don’t have Daddy issues. My dad is pretty cool and my mum is your average, every day Mum with a license to smother and worry. I think it’s the maturity thing that does it. I just don’t connect to guys my own age and always have a thing for authority figures.

      Teachers, Doctors, Police officers. If he’s in some kind of suit, I’m all over it.

      And now I’m crushing on one of the most powerful men in the music industry. Typical.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What are you doing in there?” Kai demands, banging on the door with his fist. “I need to piss.”

      “Nice,” I laugh and move away from the mirror.

      My hand briefly touches the exact spot on my satin knickers that the man of my thoughts touched only forty minutes ago. A shudder races through me and I just know that tonight I’m going to suffer. Why didn’t I insist on having my own room? Stupid lack of funding.

      “Hello?” Kai shouts, sounding desperate and irritated.

      Coming back to earth, I pull open the door, squealing when he pushes me out of the way and charges into the bathroom. I close the door behind me, knowing he will leave it open and urinate for us all to see and hear if I don’t.

      When I walk into the main area, where the two queen sized beds sit side by side, I grab the nearest object I can find, ready to hurl it at the man with my second favourite lacy bra in his hands.

      Dane, squealing like a girl, drops the bra and steps away from my bed. “I was just moving it!”

      “From my suitcase to my bed?”

      He only grins, but stops and drops to the ground when I pretend to throw the kettle. I knew going on a trip with these two would be a bad idea.

      I spy the bottle of vodka peeking through the zip in my rucksack that sits by my suitcase. Who am I kidding? This is going to be the best trip ever.

      “Celebrate good times, come on,” I sing in perfect key as I swipe the bottle and start filling the small white cups by the kettle I was planning to destroy on Dane’s face.

      “Hell, yeah,” Kai grins as he exits the bathroom. “Now we’re talking.”

      “Bottoms up, boys.” I raise my cup once they have theirs. “To a successful future and lots of adoring fans.”

      “Hear, hear.” Dane is the first to tip back his drink, and Kai and I follow, each of us gasping when the burn hits our throats and travels straight to our heads.
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      “This way,” Rick states, leading us through a maze of hallways on the ground floor of Lockhart Studios.

      Today we are recording our first single. Excitement doesn’t even begin to cover the type of energy bouncing off the three of us right now. The word is too simple.

      I’m the only person with an instrument: my trusty keyboard. I know how it works and I don’t need anybody else’s. Call me a diva, but my instrument is my own. I feel comfortable with it. I trust it and I know it better than I know myself, so I refuse to use the ones they offered to provide, no matter how high-tech and funky.

      “It’s a simple process; we do each thing individually. It’s better that way when it runs together,” Rick explains as we finally come to a stop outside of two huge doors with a red light above it stating, ‘RECORDING IN PROGRESS’. He notices me looking. “These walls are sound proof but we like people to respect the area anyway.”

      I nod, not knowing what to say.

      We enter the room and I’m shocked by how technical it all looks. There are so many large metal beasts covered in wires, dials, buttons and screens that I’m not really sure where to look.

      It’s also spacious and cosy. All of the main equipment is settled beneath a large glass window that shows another large room. This one has only the instruments we need set up in the right places and it also holds huge, heavy, metal microphones which hang from the dark ceiling.

      “Cool,” Dane breathes, looking like he’s stepped into heaven.

      Kai looks nervous and I can tell by the way he’s twitching that he wants to pace.

      I keep my calm. The music part isn’t the hard part; it’s everything else.

      “Where do you need us?” I ask, getting straight to the point.

      I notice Wayne stood in the corner by two men who clearly work the machinery. Wayne smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. Now that I think about it, he didn’t speak at all during the last meeting. I still don’t know what he does or why he’s here, but I have a feeling that’s about to become apparent.

      “Umm… well first,” sound guy number one begins an unnecessary introduction to the equipment. It’s unnecessary because none of us have a clue what he’s talking about.

      It’s like going on a plane for the first time, excited to take off but having to sit there for twenty minutes listening to the safety rules. Ridiculous.

      “Can we do this another time? I’m afraid your expertise is lost on three morons with the need to rock.” I give him a sweet smile.

      He laughs, shaking his head and shrugging his shoulders. “Sure. Go on through. Give me that and I’ll get it set up.”

      I thank him and hand over my keyboard, which is slung over my shoulder in a hefty, padded bag covered in badges and glued on trinkets from all of the places I’ve visited over the years.

      As we’re taken through a thick, heavy door with padding around the edges to keep the sound from leaking into the room with all of the equipment, Dane stops in his tracks and gapes. I almost slam straight into his back, but fortunately I have better reflexes than that.

      I immediately take my spot and stretch my body a little. My vocal warm up was completed in the car on the way here, so a stretch is all I need.

      Dane and Kai get set up with their guitar and drums. Kai has a tiny orgasm at the high-tech drum kit before him and I roll my eyes, smiling secretly, and begin warming my fingers up on the shiny white keys of my beloved electric piano.

      Tiny stickers sit in the centre of each one: happy faces, Minnie Mouse, one of the penguins from the movie Madagascar, little yellow minions from Despicable Me and many more. It probably looks tacky to the untrained eye, but to me it looks beautiful.

      I don’t realise I’ve begun playing the beginning of the Moonlight Sonata until I notice the hustle and bustle of everyone moving around me has died down. I stop, giving them all a look that tells them to fuck off with their staring.

      “I don’t think I’ve heard you play that one before,” Kai comments, getting himself situated at the right height behind the monster drums.

      He’s never heard me play much. Classical music isn’t my genre anymore. I tend to start a tune but never finish it. “I haven’t played it before, period.”

      “Ever?” He doesn’t look surprised. He knows how I work, how my mind works and how my fingers work.

      “Never,” I confirm, quickly testing the Homer Simpson G sharp key a few times. It has been playing up recently. What more can I expect from our beloved, lazy TV Dad? “So, are we going to hit this or what?”

      Sound guy number two frowns at me through the glass. I ignore him. We’re here to make music, not idle about chatting about bullshit. They’re wasting company time and money and they’re wasting my time.

      My hangover still hasn’t completely vanished from Friday night and it’s now Monday, so excuse me if I’m a little on the stroppy side. That third bottle of Vodka we shared should have been our last.

      “When will Mr Lockhart be arriving?” Kai asks as sound guy number two opens the padded door.

      He gives Kai a strange look. “Mr Lockhart doesn’t attend recordings; he hasn’t for a few years. He doesn’t need to. That’s what Wayne is for. I doubt you’ll see him today.”

      Thank God.

      “Oh, I’m sure he said…” Kai trails off and waves his hand in the air. “Never mind.”

      “Count us in, Kai,” Dane says, running his fingers up and down the neck of his borrowed guitar.

      Kai begins and then so do we. We play in perfect synchrony, the music flowing through each of us and into the room. It’s brilliant. Normally I’d have something to pick at, but not this time. They’re both at the top of their game.

      My fingers slide across the keys of my keyboard with ease, looking as graceful and as quick as butterfly wings fluttering on a breeze. Or that’s what people used to tell me, way back when.

      My voice carries over the music and I hear it through the large headphones clasped around the top of my head. I don’t miss a note. I never do. I don’t allow myself to. Music means too much to me.

      It’s not one of my favourite songs by us, but it is apparently one of the most appealing ones. I don’t moan about it, even when we go through it for the fifth time to add new instruments and a second layer to my voice.

      It is actually kind of fun, especially when they play my voice back at a pitch that even helium would envy.

      “This is going to be an amazing fucking year.” Dane whispers in my ear as I laugh along with everyone else.

      “Amen,” I whisper back, still grinning maniacally.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We exit the room after a long few hours, ready for a well-deserved lunch and a needed break. My fingers ache and my throat is sore. Bed seems like such a distant and loving memory. I miss my bed. I forgot how exhausting this was and it’s only day one, though I have no complaints at all.
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* * *

      Darren greets us in the hall as we try to make an escape, eager to hit a pub that we saw down the street for food and a crafty afternoon beer.

      “I apologise for not being here this morning.” He shakes our hands again and checks his watch. “I had a few things to do that couldn’t wait, but I’m all yours now.”

      “We were just planning on getting some food.”

      “Good choice, I am famished.” He grins, showing perfect white yet slightly crooked teeth. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to the best place to eat in this entire building.”

      “Oh yeah? What does it have?” Dane asks and I swear I hear his stomach growl.

      “You’ll see.” Darren flashes us a wicked grin over his shoulder.

      We follow him, disappointed at being unable to escape but also happy that we don’t have to head out in the rain. The elevator which we accessed yesterday, the same elevator that Lockhart held me back in, is the same one we step into now.

      Darren presses the number two on the button panel and quickly closes the doors before anyone else can join us.

      “These are yours.” He hands us each an ID on a ribbon and I cringe at the photo in mine. It’s one they’ve pulled off my social media account, not a valid passport photo that’s for sure. It shows my face and little else. The card also holds my height, my employee number and my date of birth. “See the hologram and the little chip?” We nod. “Those are your meal tickets. Your holograms are gold, so you basically get to eat as much as you want when you want.”

      “Oh,” I murmur, impressed as my fingers guide the ribbon around my neck. Mine is purple, Kai’s and Dane’s are black. “What do we do with it?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “You’re so cryptic,” Kai says, smiling and still fondling his new ID.

      “Put it down.” I elbow him playfully and he responds with a wink, though finally lets the plastic laminated card rest against his chest.
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* * *

      This room, the break room, can only be described as employee paradise. It’s more like a bachelor pad than a staff room.

      It has its own kitchen, rows upon rows of hotplates filled with all kinds of food, vending machines full of snacks and drinks, fridges, and baked goods. It has everything.

      The room through the large glass wall has televisions, laptops, PlayStations and more gadgets than I’ve ever seen outside of a gadget store. Beyond that glass room is another room, though this one is a bit more private as the glass is fogged and impossible to see through. Darren informs us that it’s a gym. A gym. A fucking gym.

      “This is crazy,” Kai laughs, drawing the attention of a few people who are sitting on the sofas and eating noodles from little cardboard tubs. “Shall we eat?”

      “How do we go about this?” Dane asks, looking a bit overwhelmed by all the choices.

      “Follow my lead,” Darren chuckles, grabbing a plate from the stack at the end. He begins to help himself to smoked, skinless, shredded chicken breast. I decide that looks good so I get some of the same, followed by salad and a heated tortilla wrap. Now all I need is some sour cream and I’m good to go. When we reach the end, we scan our cards on the different touch screen systems that are on the wall and input what we took.

      “It’s all very organised,” I say softly, enjoying how high-tech it all is. “I bet that makes it a lot easier for the cooks.”

      “Definitely.” Darren agrees and leads us to a table. “How was your session this morning?”

      “Fine, I think it went really well,” Kai replies around a mouthful of food. I roll my eyes.

      “Good. They said it was great. They need to tweak a few things, get individual plays from you all to go over the track. They’ll want you in tomorrow to do the vocals again and Lockhart has requested you have his very best vocal coach.”

      “A vocal coach?” I’m unsure whether or not I’m offended. “Why?”

      “To help improve what talent you already have and to teach you to handle your voice without doing damage to your throat. Singing on occasion is fine, but soon you’ll be singing for hours every night and he needs you to be able to handle that, seeing as you insist on never lip synching unless necessary.”

      “If people are paying to hear me sing, then that’s what they’ll get.” I take a bite of my cooling wrap and mentally cheer myself on at my food choice. It’s delicious.

      “So you’ll agree to meeting with Lydia?”

      I nod once. “It can’t hurt.”

      “Great.” He grins and then frowns. “Shoot, I forgot a drink. Anyone want one?”

      “I’ll get them.” Kai stands, his mouth full of cake this time. We tell him our orders and thank him. My eyes follow him across the room and then scan the room. There aren’t too many people in here, which is surprising.

      “Does Mr Lockhart dine in here too?”

      “Sometimes. He likes to make an appearance every so often and interact with his staff. It boosts morale when they think they’ve been noticed by their boss.”

      I nod slowly, thinking of what it would be like if he were to walk through the door right now, stride over to me with his long, powerful legs and throw me onto the table, ordering everyone to leave so he can devour me and my body faster than Kai devoured his mountain of a lunch.

      My mouth goes dry and I’m relieved when Kai places a bottle of water in front of me. Nobody bats an eyelid when I gulp it down greedily.

      “I’m certain he said he’d be with us in the session?” I question carefully, not wanting to cause a stir or to seem ungrateful.

      “It’s not something he normally does. He’s far too busy for such things. The only time he goes to the studio is when he wants to hear the final products, though mostly they’re sent directly to him.”

      “The joys of technology,” Dane smiles, rubbing his full belly and belching so loudly somebody across the room hollers and claps.
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      “It’s day four already,” I tell my mum through the phone as I apply a little mascara to the ends of my lashes.

      “I’m so happy you’re enjoying it.” Her warm, ageing voice soothes my restless soul. My mum is the person who handed me my singing talent.

      “I need to lay off the break room though; I think I might have gained a bit of weight.”

      “Use the gym instead of the canteen,” she advises, laughing a little. “If you’re anything like me, though, you’ll gain an arse and not a tum.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      Somebody bangs on the door. “Come on, we have to go,” Kai demands, banging again.

      “Coming,” I call back. “I’ll video call you later when we’re in the studio.”

      “Sounds good. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I hang up and stick the mascara wand back into the confines of its casing. When I open the door, Kai rushes past me and doesn’t bother closing it behind him when he urinates. I’m used to it.

      Dane, who is finishing his hair in the mirror, winks at my reflection. I flip him off and grab my bag and the keys to the car from the little table by the door.

      “Let’s go,” I announce, but before my hand touches the metal handle, there’s a light rapping at the door.

      “Who’s that?” Dane asks as I spy a man wearing sunglasses and a dark suit through the peep hole.

      I shrug and look to Kai, who is shaking the water from his washed hands. “Did you pay the bill?”

      “What do you take me for?” He responds haughtily as Dane nudges me out of the way and opens the door.

      “I’m Clyde. I’m here to escort you to your morning meeting with Mr Lockhart.” The man says. Standing at the same height as Dane, he looks at me over the top of his sunglasses when I peek around Dane’s shoulder.

      “We have a meeting with Lockhart?” I wasn’t aware of this and neither were the guys if their shrugs are anything to go by. “Kai, call Rep.” Rep is Darren’s nickname. He doesn’t mind it and it makes us happy.

      Kai places his hand over one ear as he makes the call. Dane and I stand awkwardly as Clyde seems to just stare at us through the dark lenses of his shades.

      “He’s just calling Lockhart to confirm,” Kai whispers.

      “So,” I click my fingers and fully step into Clyde’s view. “Clyde, huh? Cool name.”

      “Thanks, my mother gave it to me,” he responds, his face stoic.

      I snort out a laugh. I’m not sure why that was funny; it just was.

      “It’s confirmed,” Kai calls after another awkward moment. “Looks like we’re skipping the studio and going to Lockhart.”

      “Aye aye, captain.” I look down at my baggy joggers and vest top and wish I’d dressed better. These are my comfortable clothes, my exercise clothes, my laying around clothes. These are not my ‘seduce my boss’ clothes. Not that I want to seduce my boss. Do I? No, I just want to impress him with my physique.

      “You’re going to bring us back later, right?” Kai asks Clyde, who nods and motions for us to pass him. It’s then that I see the sleek, black Jaguar waiting for us beside our piece of crap. The back windows are tinted completely black, but when Clyde opens the door I notice that I can see perfectly through the glass from the inside. That’s a pretty cool trick.

      “Why does Lockhart want to see us?” I ask Clyde when he climbs into the driver’s seat after closing the door after Dane, who is the last to climb in.

      “Do I look like the kind of guy Mr Lockhart would confide personal business details in?” He asks me in the mirror and his brow peeks over the rim of his glasses. It’s fair, like the buzzed hair on his head.

      I pout my lips to stop me from smirking as I give him a salute of understanding.

      Kai seems tense beside me, squished in between Dane and I.

      “It’s nothing serious; he’s probably just going to discuss the album.” I pat his knee to ease his mind.

      He smiles and sighs. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      Dane mutters, “How do you both do that?”

      “Stop asking; you’ll never figure it out.”

      Kai remains tense and I know he will until Lockhart has delivered whatever blow he wants to deliver. It seems odd that he’s doing it in person. Just yesterday Rep was saying how rare it is for anybody in the industry to deal directly with Lockhart unless they’re selling millions. My positivity is just too high right now to accept that it could be anything bad.

      “Why didn’t he just pull us into his office when we were there?” I wonder aloud.

      “Because he doesn’t like people having any kind of excuse to be late.” Clyde responds.

      “Makes sense. So I guess ‘our car broke down’ can’t be an issue.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But what if your car breaks down?”

      “Then I fix it.”

      My mouth forms the shape of an O. “But what if you can’t fix it?”

      “Then I order another one.”

      “And what if that one…?”

      Kai elbows me, cutting me off, and Clyde gives me an over glasses glare in the rear-view mirror. Sniggering, I look out of the window and rest my chin on my fist.

      “Kai,” I whisper after a few minutes of silence.

      “What?”

      “We signed the contracts. Regardless of whether or not they drop us, they’ve still got to pay us the advance.”

      “It’s not about the money,” he hisses, annoyed.

      “I know, but with that money we can produce our own music, so don’t worry, okay? Whatever the outcome of this, it’s all going to be okay.”

      He places a warm hand on mine and squeezes. I know I’ve said the right thing, though I also know it won’t stop him from worrying. He gets bad anxiety. It’s one of the reasons he’s such a good song writer. It’s also the reason he smokes. I hate smoking but it seems to relax him when he needs it. Who am I to judge?
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* * *

      As we wait outside the same office where we first met with Mr Lockhart, it feels very much like that meeting. The possibility of what’s to come is stirring us all in ways that are making us crazy. I feel like a child, unsure, anxious and wanting an adult to guide me and protect me from each and every eventuality.

      I tap my fingers against the arm of the chair; it’s fabric so it doesn’t make much noise. Dane hears it enough to bob his head, eyes closed. I just know he’s hearing a rhythm similar to the one playing in my head right now.

      “Ah, Miss Branch.” Lockhart’s voice startles me so badly I jump an inch off my chair. He strides along the long hall, his eyes on me, dark and intense. They don’t even glance at anyone else, not Dane, not Kai, not his receptionist. Just me. I can’t look away. His eyes are glued to my soul and when he looks away, I know it’ll rip a gash that no man will ever be able to fill. “You’re early.”

      “Clyde,” I say by way of explanation.

      He smiles. His eyes narrow and look me up and down, finally perusing my body the way I was waiting and hoping for. Even though I’m dressed like a chav, I really hope he finds me pleasing to the eye.

      If he does or doesn’t, he doesn’t show it.

      “Follow me.” He smirks, his smile secretive, his eyes still smouldering to hide a thought I wish I had access to. “Boys,” he says loosely at Dane and Kai and I can tell they both feel insulted. I don’t blame them either. There’s nothing worse than being treated like a child when you don’t believe you are one. I suppose to Lockhart they are simply boys, not yet men. “Morning.”

      Lockhart has a thin beard today, lining his thick lips. He has been well groomed this morning. Even his hair looks different, neater than before, though still longer than his ears.

      I wonder if he hires somebody to come to him to keep him so tidy?

      When he falls into step beside me and his hand rests on my lower back, it takes everything I have not to stumble. I almost forget how to walk. The heat from his hand permeates through my spine and straight to my groin.

      “Welcome back.” He waits for me to sit before rounding his desk and taking his seat. I watch as he taps on the monitor of his computer set up. “Right, I’ve gathered you here against your will to discuss two things that weren’t mentioned the other day.”

      “We’re listening.” Kai shifts in his seat. His heel constantly taps at the ground, making his leg look as though it’s shaking.

      “Are any of you fucking?” His question takes us all off guard. Dane chokes on air, Kai’s jaw hits the floor and I tense as though electrocuted. I feel as though I have been zapped too. He stares us all down, waiting for us to respond.

      “Well, I’m not.” Kai blinks and looks to Dane, who immediately holds his hands up in surrender and states, “Definitely not.”

      They both look to me as though to ask if I’m sleeping with either of them. As if they don’t believe each other. I respond with a scoff, “You’re kidding, right?” Then I look to Lockhart. “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “I have to be sure. Relationships in bands never work out. Ever.” He says this to me more than to the boys. Does he think I fancy them or something? “If you were, I’d be putting an end to it. As it is, I’ll be moving you into temporary accommodations closer to the studio.”

      “You will?” Kai asks, frowning. “Why?”

      “Because you’ll be working together every day for the next year or so and if I’m to invest as much money into your quirky little band as I am, then I need to be sure that some silly argument over who is fucking whom isn’t going to mess up your progress. Are we clear?”

      We all nod, all of us frowning.

      “So you’ll have your own spaces away from each other. You need your own time to wind down. I’m willing to invest in that as long as you give me your word that no romances will start with anyone in this building that could compromise our plans.”

      “You have it,” I respond first and then look to Kai and Dane, who both agree verbally, their faces determined and stoic. “We’re not like that anyway, never have been.”

      “Good.” Lockhart looks back to his screen and taps on it once more. The light from it makes his amazing eyes sparkle menacingly, yet seductively. “The other reason I’ve called you in is to discuss your ridiculous band name.”

      “What’s wrong with our band name?” Dane asks, raising his chin defiantly. I see Kai give him a sideways glance and decide to not get involved in this one.

      “Dot, dot, dot?” Lockhart gives Dane a look that asks silently, ‘Are you insane?’

      “It’s Ellipsis,” Kai explains.

      “Yes I know that. It’s clever and cute but everybody else will call you dot, dot, dot. Is that truly what you want?”

      We all shrug. None of us care; we just wanted something short, quirky and funny.

      “We like it,” I say aloud without meaning to.

      Lockhart taps his screen again and rests back in his seat. “As you wish.”

      “Is that all?” Kai asks cautiously and curiously.

      “No.” Lockhart taps the screen again and the door opens.

      Darren strolls in, panting. “What did I tell you three about starting anything without me?” He snaps, pointing at us.

      “It’s Lockhart,” Kai says by way of explanation. Lockhart simply rests back and watches the exchange with little interest.

      “It doesn’t matter who it is,” Darren, aka Rep, snaps and then blows out a breath. He looks to me. “You should know that better than anyone, Ms Branch. Now… did you tell them?”

      “No, I was awaiting your arrival,” Lockhart answers, smirking again. How can such an insidious look be so attractive? He looks as though he’s plotting something. Even the way he unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt is almost erotic. “Can I provide any of you with a drink?”

      “No thank you,” I say, though now I wish I’d accepted. My mouth is suddenly dry.

      “Who here has heard of Enri?” Lockhart asks and Darren begins to shake with excitement in the seat by the window.

      “Who hasn’t?” I’d have to have been living under a rock to not know who Enri is. He’s amazing. His voice is so powerful, his music so different and poetic, though his arrogance, from what I’ve heard, could use a bit of work. “He’s so talented.”

      “Amen,” Kai agrees.

      “Good, you’re opening for him.” Lockhart says this as though announcing toast for breakfast.

      “WHAT?” We all exclaim. Kai and Dane look ready to jump out of their chairs after their eyes that have left their faces behind.

      “When?” I lean forward, needing the information yesterday.

      “How?”

      “This is AMAZING!”

      Lockhart finally smiles more than a smirk. “In a week, just a local gig at our own venue on the other side of the city.”

      “The Phantom Stage?” I grin. “I remember when that was being built.”

      “It’s a sure work of art.”

      “It truly is. I can’t believe we get to play there.”

      “Enri is a good friend of mine; he trusts my judgment,” Lockhart adds unnecessarily. “Don’t disappoint. This will make or break you.”

      “Don’t pressure them,” Darren sighs, rolling his eyes at the domineering male. Then he looks to us. “Though he’s right. Enri is looking for somebody to open up for the rest of his tour after he screwed it up with his last opening act. If you impress him, he may keep you on which would mean a decent tour, expenses paid and money to be earned.”

      “Plus it’s Enri. Didn’t his performances sell out in the first hour or something?” Kai asks, looking envious and in awe. “And you’re saying we’re going to open the show for him?”

      “Yep, like I said, no pressure.” Darren grins, wagging his eyebrows at us.

      Lockhart clears his throat. “So you’re in?”

      “Hell yes!” Kai and Dane high five and finally jump up off their chairs.

      “Good. Expect to be working until late tonight.” Lockhart announces and checks his watch. “You can go.”

      I stand, hook my bag over my shoulder, tug on the bottom of my black lace skirt and then my brown bomber jacket.

      “How are you getting on with Lydia?” Lockhart asks, tilting his head as Rep, Kai and Dane all chat animatedly on their way out of the room.

      “Good, although we have yet to meet.”

      “She doesn’t need more than a phone call to improve what you have.”

      “So I’ve noticed. I’m hitting notes I couldn’t hit before.” I smile. “Thank you for setting us up.”

      “No problem. Perhaps you can do me a small favour in return?” His perfect teeth scrape against his lower lip and his eyes lazily roam my face.

      Gulp.

      “Sure.”

      “Good.” He smirks, that trademark smirk. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      He’ll hold me to that?

      I want to know what he wants and I want to know now. Now! Not in the future. Use your bloody favour now!

      “Your friends are waiting for you.” The way he says the word friends is a warning or an order, or maybe both.

      “Bye.” I quickly turn and rush from the room, sweaty palms and trembling knees too.

      The boys were too busy cheering to even notice me missing. Are they forgetting that we’re soon to be separated? Not that I’m complaining; it’ll be so nice to get my own space.

      “What did he mean by working late?” Kai asks once he’s kind of calmed down, though we find out all too soon exactly what he meant.
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      The noise makes the stage vibrate. It’s disorienting. It’s hard to shut everything out and focus on the music, but it’s also the best feeling in the world. It’s shaking with energy that is flowing through us. The lighting is perfect. There are cartoon images on the background throwing around lyrics to our song. People are screaming, cheering, reaching onto the stage as I push my voice to limits I never dreamed of before. This is electric. It feels amazing.

      My eyes don’t stop searching for my band mates, who I know feel the same. They can’t stop grinning despite the sweat dripping down their faces, despite the ache in their limbs and in mine.

      We interact with the crowd as best we can while using our instruments, but they don’t need much. The atmosphere is set; they’re feeling our music. We’re pumping them up ready for Enri.

      I’m alive. This is what living feels like. This.

      And then it’s over. Our time on stage has come to an end. They’re cheering, stamping their feet, begging for more. Even though they don’t know our music, they’re calling our names.

      “This is insane!” Kai yells into the mic. “You’re all wild!” They scream louder. I laugh, flash them my rings and carry my keyboard off stage.

      As I’m pulled past a large group of people running around to prepare the stage, I bump into a speaker and knock a glass onto the floor. Oops. It shatters and the fluid within splashes everywhere, including onto my sparkly silver high-tops.

      “Bloody hell!” I wince when I notice the fluid is dark brown. Coffee perhaps? Who drinks coffee in a glass? “That’s going to stain.” I want to cry. I’ve wanted these shoes forever and the first time I wear them, I ruin them. “Who leaves a bloody drink on a speaker anyway?”

      “Who walks into a speaker double her width?” Comes a heavily accented male voice.

      “My keyboard was blocking my line of sight.” I respond and turn to face the know-it-all I’ve come to know as Enri these past two days. “I swear you place these obstacles in my path on purpose.”

      “I don’t need to put them in your path; you seem to like breaking my things. Perhaps it is you who is seeking them out?” He chuckles as his assistant helps him button his shirt, straighten his cap and hook his guitar around his neck.

      “Don’t you have a stage to jump off?”

      He laughs, flips me off and finally walks onto his almost ready platform. The crowd goes wild the second he steps out. I thought they were loud for us, but bloody hell my ears hurt.

      Enri is like a slimmer, cuter, shorter version of Lockhart. They are definitely related, I can tell. They both have the same smile, though Enri’s isn’t sinister like Lockhart’s and it also isn’t intimidating, which is nice. After only an hour with the guy I felt relaxed and comfortable and now we bicker like fools. Though, like Dane and Kai, he unfortunately, despite his increasing charm and ridiculous good looks, just doesn’t tickle my pickle in that way.

      “Thank you to Ellipsis for their AMAZING stage presence and WICKED tunes.” Enri calls and I go deaf again. “Don’t forget to support new artists such as these. They’ll be headlining somewhere some day!”

      I sure hope he’s right.

      “How are you feeling now?” I ask Kai as we make our way to the green room, eager to escape the bustle and noise for just enough time to unwind and collect ourselves.

      Kai’s entire body is trembling and soaking. He really pushed himself out there and his fingers look sore. He’s never played as much as he has these past two weeks.

      “I’ve never been so fucking terrified in my life,” he admits, racing to the sink and taking a swig from the tap despite there being bottles of water on the side. Then he dunks his head under it and scrubs his face with his hands. I take off my shoes and, using the sink beside him, I try to fix the stain. Luckily the brown hasn’t affected the sequins so any marks aren’t visible to the untrained eye. Phew.

      “Me neither,” I admit, pulling the grips from my hair and then shaking out the curls. It’s almost as wild as the crowds; the sweat and humidity has made it go almost afro. I love it when it’s like this. “Where’s Dane?”

      “He’ll be here.”

      I doubt it. Dane loves the stage. He’ll probably be watching Enri, hoping he’ll ask him to join in with the drums like he did in rehearsal two nights ago. I’ve never seen Dane orgasm before, but I’m certain that’s what he did when that happened.

      “We should go back out there; we’re supposed to mingle with the back stage pass groups.” I yawn around my words and stretch my body.

      “Yeah.” Kai shakes his hands dry and helps me put my keyboard back into my bag. “This is rattling. You need to treat yourself to a new one. We can get this one framed or something so it’s forever in your heart.”

      I know he’s right, but it’s just so hard to part with it. It’s my lucky keyboard.

      “Maybe.” I zip up the back and push the keyboard under the couch to keep it safe. “Let’s go listen to Enri and get tipsy!”

      “Vodka.” Kai grins and snatches a bottle from the side. “Toffee vodka?”

      I shrug. “Must be a new thing?”

      “I love free gifts.” He twists the lid off the bottle, pulls the plastic cork out and takes a large swig. At first he grimaces but it soon turns into a look of surprise. “That’s actually really good.”

      My turn. He’s right. It’s amazing. It tastes like vodka mixed with toffee syrup, but not as sickly or sweet. I’m going to drink this like water all night, I can already tell.

      “I am so buzzed right now.” I grin, shaking my trembling hands. I then flex my stiff, aching fingers and snatch the bottle from Kai to take a swig.

      “I’m going back out there; are you coming?” Kai asks, glancing at the door.

      “Not yet.” I’m nervous about our performance and even more nervous about how they’ll rate us. “You go and warm them up for me. I’m going to drink some more and rest.”

      Nodding, he takes a new bottle from the side and pulls open the door, letting the noise inside for a moment. I can still hear it with it shut but it’s just a dull roar in comparison.

      Blowing out an anxious breath, I practise my breathing and take another swig of the vodka.

      I place my phone on the side by the sink and tap at the screen with my index finger. It is full of notifications, text messages and missed calls, all of them congratulations and good lucks from friends and family. Smiling, I take my time to respond to them all, especially my sister’s, Sammy. She’s quite possibly my favourite person in the world when she’s not being a raging, clothes stealing bitch.

      
        Cerise: Wish you were here. Toffee vodka is my new thing. Call you in the morning, have to go and mingle and get pictures.

      

      “You can do this,” I tell my reflection, leaving my phone by the sink. “Just go out there and rock that shit.” My lips touch the glass rim of the bottle and I tip my head back. This stuff is so good. I’m not even kidding.

      When I open the door, I’m relieved to see the place almost empty. They must all be watching Enri so I set out to find Kai, vodka bottle in hand like the little aspiring alcoholic that I am.

      Sweet scented fog assaults me as I make my way backstage, keeping out of the way of the crew as I go. Some give me brief smiles and nods as I pass but the majority are much too busy to entertain me. I don’t mind. I actually watch them for a bit, despite the fact I’ve been watching them all week. Whoever you see on stage, the real heroes are behind it. Like ants, these guys know where they’re to go and when, what to do and how to do it. They have more weight on their shoulders during this time than any other profession. One slip and it’s game over for them, no second chances.

      They’re all masochists. They must love the pressure.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I was just coming to get you!” Darren suddenly steps into my line of sight, beaming from ear to ear.

      “Hey,” I respond, popping my jaw to get the ringing to leave my ears. It only works for a moment. “Is everything cool?”

      He nods, still smiling. “Everything is perfect.” Taking my hand, he kisses it and squeezes it briefly. “You were amazing. All of you… but you… your voice… the words.” I can see the dollar signs rolling around his eyeballs like some old-time animation. “If Enri doesn’t keep you all on, I’d be astounded.”

      “Well you better keep us posted.” I look behind me to the stage exit. “Is Kai in the VIP?”

      “I think so; that’s where he was last I checked.”

      “And Dane?”

      He shrugs. “Haven’t had the pleasure of seeing him yet.” Looping my arm through his, he begins to lead me towards the exit that will take us to the VIP section of the concert hall.

      I have no doubt he’s already in bed, though not to sleep. My silent laughter goes unnoticed so fortunately I don’t have to explain it.

      “You really were very good,” Darren gushes, stopping us both as two men walk by with a massive piece of metal. “Let’s get out of this section. It seems dangerous.”

      “That’s because it is.” I really want to drink more of my vodka but he won’t let go of my hand and something tells me he’s not going to until we’re well into the VIP section. This is the part where he shows off that he’s our rep in order to pimp himself out as a possible rep for others. I know the move well. This part of the industry is the part I don’t like, but it’s also the part I respect. We all have to make a living somehow.

      “I’ll take her from here.” We both startle at the sound of a familiar male voice, a voice I haven’t heard since we were in his office two weeks ago. When I turn and meet his eyes, his lips tip up at the edges. “Ms Branch.” But when his eyes scan my body and rest upon the bottle in my hand, they darken dangerously, so very dangerously. Gulp.

      “But…” Darren begins to protest but I can see he finds no reasonable explanation for his protest. “Very well.” Leaning in, he politely kisses my cheek and adds, “I shall see you inside?”

      Why is he asking? Am I not going inside now?

      “Mr Lockhart,” I say, wetting my lips which are still sticky with shimmering brown/pink lip gloss. “Did you see us open?”

      Narrowed, beautiful green eyes pierce my own with an intimidating glare. I feel as though I’m about to be chastised. “How much have you had to drink?”

      Do I seem drunk? “Three… maybe four swigs.”

      “Swigs,” he repeats, pressing his lips together. “May I?” I hand him the bottle, wondering if he has the same weakness for toffee vodka that I just discovered I have.

      “Get rid of this.” He doesn’t even look as he hands the bottle to a passing man.

      “Hey,” I whine, frowning and almost sobbing at the loss of my new true love. “Why would you do that?”

      “You need a clear head tonight,” he responds cryptically.

      “Why? Work is done. It was a success. I’d like to celebrate.”

      This time he doesn’t respond at all, only takes my elbow in his hand and guides me to the stage exit. “Don’t leave my side. Am I understood?”

      Is he for real? I grit my teeth and fight the urge to curtsey as I mumble, “Yes, boss.”

      “I’ll ignore the tone of condescension, this once.” He reaches for the door handle. “Allow me.”

      “I was going to.” I don’t know why I have attitude. Normally I’d never be so disrespectful but I’ve never been good with authority and he just did something extremely dangerous. He took away my vodka.

      When he chuckles, I almost groan. I can’t help it. He’s just so fucking attractive and he knows it.

      Why is he bothering me? Doesn’t he have hordes of female women begging to be in his no doubt lofty harem? Can’t he go and disturb their night? Just because I find him handsome and alluring doesn’t mean I want my night disturbed by him. Although I can’t lie and say I’m completely unhappy about it.

      “You performed well tonight,” he states as I brush past him and through the door he holds open for me.

      “Thank you.” Does he know how good he smells? Christ I must smell like stage sweat. Yes, there is such a thing. Now I’m desperate for him to leave me alone.

      We ascend a short flight of stairs, the noise getting louder and louder. It’s not just Enri’s performance but the excited crying of his beloved fans.

      Lockhart opens the final door and steps through, guiding me into the room with a hand on my lower back. Very few eyes come our way; they’re all too hyped, standing at the railings, cheering Enri on.

      I find Kai and get ready to bolt but, as if sensing this, Lockhart’s hand locks around my elbow and he pulls me to the bar, on the opposite side of the area to where Kai is.

      “You can stop touching me now,” I say, getting annoyed by his brashness and his lack of personal space etiquette. He releases me immediately but only seems amused when he responds, “My apologies.” His head tips ever so slightly. The movement is so subtle I wouldn’t have noticed had I not been unable to break eye contact. “I will take an aged whiskey, with a dash of water. The lady will take a vodka cranberry. No ice.”

      How does he know that I love vodka cranberry?

      “If you’re getting me vodka, why not just let me keep the vodka before?”

      He turns and rests against the bar, facing the stage. I see the reflection of the lights in his eyes. “There’s a very large difference between drinking a dilute vodka to swigging vodka straight from the bottle.” He has a point. “I just don’t wish to see you unwell tomorrow morning.”

      “Tomorrow morning? We have a meeting?” I want to huff. I’ve been up at five every single day for two weeks. I was looking forward to a lie in.

      “We shall see how you and your band mates fare.” He chuckles when Kai jumps up and down, cheering loudly as Enri nails a guitar solo. I smile warmly at the sight, happy that he’s having so much fun. “Come.” He hands me my drink and leads me towards a group of people cheering at the stage. “I’d like to introduce you to my niece, Eliza Farrell.”

      A stunningly beautiful woman turns around so quickly her choppy blonde hair hits the person next to her straight in the face. They roll their eyes and push the back of her head playfully so she stumbles forward towards us a step.

      “Call me Liz.” She holds out her glass and I clink mine against it. “Your show tonight was solid. I wasn’t expecting much, but boy did you deliver.”

      “Thank you.” I don’t think she realises how badly I needed somebody to say that.

      “I already looked you up on Spotify but no luck.”

      “Their album doesn’t release for a while yet, Eliza.” Lockhart’s hand finds my lower back and rests there. “Can I buy you a drink?”

      “When I’ve finished this one.” She shows him her half full glass of clear, bubbling fluid and then takes a sip. I taste my own, annoyed that it isn’t the toffee vodka but happy that it’s a drink I enjoy.

      “I shall leave you girls to get acquainted,” Lockhart whispers in my ear. His hand slides up my back, leaving a burning trail in its path, until it rests on the back of my neck, under my hair. “I’ll be just over there. Don’t leave my sight.”

      “You’re so bossy,” Eliza giggles and motions for me to come closer. “I’ll take good care of her for you.”

      “I know.” He gives her a pointed look, winks at me and then turns back to the bar.

      I am so confused right now.

      “So, are you feeling the after buzz?” She asks loudly as the soft playing song ends and a more upbeat one starts.

      “It’s all I’m feeling. My body is on the verge of an adrenaline seizure.” I grin, taking another large taste of my drink. She follows suit and pushes me through her group of friends.

      “I’ll introduce you when this song has finished.”

      “Introduce me now,” her dark haired female friend whines.

      Eliza, aka Liz, puts an arm around the woman’s shoulders and states, “This is Kathy. She’s a burden. Don’t let her convince you to take her to the toilet. She likes bathroom selfies.”

      “Speaking of selfies,” Kathy singsongs and suddenly she’s by my side, her phone high up in the air. “Smile!”

      I do so, scrunching up my nose and posing accordingly. Liz jumps in behind us and demands another photo. Then Kai, seeing what we’re doing, also jumps in and, before I know it, basically everybody within the immediate vicinity is in the photo.

      Laughing at the ridiculousness of it, I look around to see who is left. Lockhart, Darren and a few men who I don’t recognise seem to be having a meeting in the corner. I doubt we’ll get them into the photo too, but it’s worth a try.

      I pick up a small ball from the table. It looks like the insert from a can of Guinness. I throw it and Eliza laughs maniacally when it hits her uncle on the shoulder. He frowns, looks at his shoulder and then over at us where we motion for him to join us. When he shakes his head, smiling, Eliza rushes over and grabs him. The rest of them follow and the person behind the bar rushes over to take the shot. We all squeeze in and Kai is all but pushed away from me as Lockhart situates himself into the middle, his chest against my back.

      As we all gather around, he rests his hands on my hips and whispers in my ear, “You owe me for this.”

      I don’t get the chance to ask why or what I owe him because everybody is screaming, “ENRI!” instead of cheese. The flash goes off multiple times and then we all cheer before disbanding.

      Lockhart slides around me, brushing the entire front of his body against the back of mine. I feel every inch of his clothed body, every inch. My hand reaches out of its own vodka fuelled accord and grabs his when he presses his hips against my rear. We’re trapped in the crowd. Eliza, Kathy, Kai, all of them are looking at the stage and not at us. It would be too easy right now to turn into Lockhart’s chest, reach up and kiss him. I so badly want to kiss him.

      The way he smells, the way he feels, the way he looks at me... I’m wrong in the head, I know, but I need it. I need to feel him. All of him. Just the thought of such a powerful man climbing onto my body, parting my thighs and sinking into me makes every single cell in my body feel so alive.

      “Come on.” Liz suddenly grabs my arm and yanks me away from him. She doesn’t seem to notice what was happening. We’re all stood tightly together. “I love this song!”

      I let her pull me away, looking at Lockhart over my shoulder as I go. He stares at me, his eyes heated as his hand tugs gently on his trousers. I see the swelling at the parting of his thighs and my mouth goes dry and then becomes increasingly moist when I think of everything I could do to that large, perfect looking cock with my lips and tongue.

      I am getting drunk. I really should have eaten before I started drinking.

      “I am so hungry right now,” I tell Eliza as we gather at the railing, watching Enri on stage. I’m still too hyper to just sit and watch him. I love his music but I’ve heard it constantly this week. It’s all I’ve heard.

      “Me too,” Kai states, seeming to appear by my side as if out of thin air. “Let’s find Dane and go get pizza.”

      “You literally read my mind, didn’t you?” I giggle, downing my drink. Leaning into Eliza, I tell her, “I’ll be back,” in my best Arnold Schwarzenegger impression. Which isn’t good, even at its best.

      “Sure.” She waves me off and quickly starts whistling at the stage where Enri has now taken his top off.

      “Pizza,” I growl, linking my arm through Kai’s. “Have you called Dane?”

      “He’s meeting us in our room.”

      “Cool, I just need my bag.” We head towards our separate changing rooms and I quickly grab my bag from mine. Darren assured me my suitcase and keyboard would be taken care of. I hope he’s right.

      “For real?” I hear Kai laugh as I exit my room. He and Dane come into view along with two very tall, very leggy females with boobs the size of planets.

      “Hi,” I say awkwardly, giving Dane the side eye. “Food?”

      “I’m bringing C and T,” he says, referring to the pretty females who giggle like children. “This is Cerise.”

      “Hi,” they both chant and C cuddles up to Dane. T, looking left out, cuddles up to Kai who raises his eyebrows and looks at me as if to ask for help. I snigger and take the lead.

      “Where’s the closest kebab shop?” I ask as they trail behind me.

      “I know!” One of the letter ladies says. “It’s not far. We can walk it from here.”

      “Good,” I sigh, hitching my bag further up my shoulder. Whoever said three was a crowd were completely right. This is so awkward but I’m too hungry to care.

      We escape out of the back exit, pushing through crowds of people who don’t recognise us. They’re only interested in Enri and we aren’t well known enough to be famous in any way. I’m happy though; I just want pizza. If anybody gets in between me and my pizza, I’ll cut a bitch.

      “Drummers have really strong arms,” T says to Kai. “Feel these, C. Feel his biceps.”

      Oh, good lord. It takes everything I have, everything, to not snort.

      My legs power me ahead of them. I really wish they’d left their new night candies at home but I can’t blame them for wanting them here. They deserve to enjoy themselves and, to be honest, if Lockhart were to suddenly start asking me to feel his biceps, I’m not sure I’d be able to say no.

      No, I definitely would say no. I need to get over this obsession I have. I’m sure it’s all in my head and even if it’s not, that’s all it should be. I can’t afford to be getting involved with anyone at work.

      My thoughts go back to his enlarging penis, hiding behind the black fabric of his tailor-made suit trousers. I’m not sure which I’m hungrier for: pizza or penis.

      “Stop it,” I hiss at myself, focusing on the sound of my companions’ footsteps behind me.

      I think I’m finally sobering up a bit. No longer will I drink vodka in the presence of Mr Lockhart.
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      Banging at the door startles me from my messy, drunken, full belly slumber. I blink into the darkness of my new, small studio flat. The banging starts again, sending my mind into a dizzy spin. My stomach churns as I climb out of bed and wobble to the door.

      “Who is it?” I ask and then peek through the eyehole in the door.  All I can see is darkness. I’m still drunk. I really shouldn’t have gone back to Kai’s. Am I blind? Have I drunk myself blind?

      The banging gets louder.

      “Okay, okay,” I yell and, after putting the chain on the door, I open it a crack, relieved to see the light spill through. I’m not blind; it’s just my peep hole that’s broken. “Holy fuck.” My eyes capture the male specimen standing on the other side of the door, which I promptly slam shut and unchain.

      “Don’t leave my sight,” he states as he steps inside, his hands on my arms. Kicking the door behind him, he walks me backwards to the side of my two-seater sofa. “I have done nothing but run around looking for you for the past three hours.”

      “You could have called,” I snap, trying to pull my arms free. He grips my wrists and pins them to his chest between us. His glittering green eyes glow with anger in the darkness. One hand keeps hold of my wrist as the other goes into his jacket pocket. He pulls my phone out and throws it onto the soft rug over the couch.

      “Could I?” He spits. “You left this in Kai and Dane’s changing room.”

      “I was with Kai.” I explain, annoyed that I even have to explain at all. My life is my own, though I can’t deny that I should have probably let somebody know where I was going.

      “Who also didn’t have his phone.” He looks around the dark room and then, with a swift yank of his arm, I’m facing away from him, his chest against my back. It reminds me of earlier, back in the VIP area. “I don’t like being disobeyed, Cerise. I had plans for you tonight.”

      “Plans?” I whimper, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. “What plans? Lockhart…”

      With a hand to my shoulder blades, he pushes me forward and I none-to-gracefully face-plant onto the couch with a scream. He grips my hips and pulls me towards him until my knees are just touching the ground. Then his hands grip mine as I try to adjust to whatever the fuck is happening and I feel soft satin begin to twist around my wrists at the base of my spine.

      What the fuck? “What are you doing?” I squeal, torn between fear and curiosity. “Lockhart?” My core clenches when I hear the rattling of his belt as he opens it. I try to look at him over my shoulder, but he pushes my face into the sofa.

      “Stay still,” he orders, his tone low and menacing. I stop breathing completely. He flips my sleep shirt over my waist, exposing my white, lace French style kickers. “Good girl,” he whispers as one hand grips my hip to keep me in place and the other softly traces a pattern across the edge of my underwear.

      Thwack!

      I cry out an indecipherable curse when his hand connects with my thigh, directly below my rear which he was just so tenderly caressing.

      “Are you fucking insane?” I scream, boiling with anger and also arousal. I am fucked in the head. “You just hit me!”

      “And if you don’t take your punishment without the cursing, and with stillness, my next strike will be with my belt.”

      My mouth immediately clamps shut.

      “That’s a good girl,” he murmurs, his tone so soft and seductive in comparison to before. His fingers gently stroke the area he just hit, teasing the already tingling skin. I moan, I can’t help it. His hand is so close to a place that I want him to touch so badly.

      Crack!

      “Mother FUCKER!” I yell, trying to pull away.

      “I warned you,” he states and I hear his belt rattle.

      “Okay!” I call, my tone frantic, and keep still. “I’m sorry. I won’t swear.”

      Smack!

      This one lands over the lace of my underwear. I bite my lip hard and grunt a squeal. When he pulls the lace down to my knees, exposing my glistening folds to the cool air, I press my thighs together. I’m torn between wanting to push against his groin and shield myself from his prying gaze.

      “You have the most perfect arse I think I may have ever seen.” He says quietly to himself as his hands explore my curves. It feels nice to have that gentle touch after such an aggressive one. “Are you comfortable?”

      “With this situation? Not so much,” I reply, my attitude out in full force. “Though my position on the couch is fine if that’s what you’re really asking.”

      He kisses the space above my bound hands and then hits me, his fingers spread this time to maximise the sting.

      I hiss through my teeth as he barks, “You’re never going to wander away again are you?”

      “I’ll do as I please,” I half laugh, squeezing my eyes shut when I feel him move sharply right before the sting. “But I’ll let people know where I’m going.”

      He hits me again. “If I tell you to stay, what are you going to do?”

      “Stay!” I scream when his hand hits the same space it just hit. That hurts so badly. “You’re insane. Disturbed.” This gets me another open-handed slap.

      FUCK!

      I want to curse and wriggle so bad. I want to turn and smack him straight across his face.

      But then his touches change; the hits stop and his fingers dig gently into my back, rubbing slowly and surely, creating a path of heat and chill straight to my groin. When he sinks his thumb inside me, I moan and bury my face in the seat cushion. I clench around him and I know he feels it because he whispers a groan of his own.

      Knuckles softly press against my clitoris as he gently pushes his thumb against me. This has never happened to me before. I have never felt like this before. Ever.

      I’m going to lose it and we’ve not been going for more than a minute.

      “Oh Jesus!” I breathe as my insides pulse powerfully, sending shockwaves of pleasure all around my body.

      “You should have let me touch you the first time we met,” he snaps, as though angry with me. “You truly denied me a treat.” My aching arms fall loose when he unties them and I turn just in time to see him sucking his thumb into his mouth.

      Wow.

      “Remove your shirt,” he demands as he unbuttons his own. When I hesitate, he orders, his dark, fully dilated pupils on mine, “Now, Cerise.”

      My fingers fumble with the top button as I sit on the space that I was just bending over. My rear still burns and stings but it only seems to be adding to the pleasure I feel. I’m still tingling from the orgasm.

      I’m trembling so badly I just can’t seem to grasp the tiny button.

      “For goodness sakes,” he murmurs, sighing heavily after dropping his own shirt onto the ground.

      I gasp when he grips my collar with both hands and then rips it open, popping buttons and shredding the warm, soft fabric. “I like this shirt.”

      “I’ll buy you a new one.” He grins and kneels before me, still wearing trousers, whereas I am now fully exposed to his view.

      My hands reach out and trail over his hairless chest and down over his perfect abs. “How do you look like this?” I say, touching every glorious inch of his toned, tanned and exposed skin. “I thought you’d have so many imperfections due to you having such a perfect face.”

      “Perfect?” He smirks and pushes the shirt down my arms. I have to put my arms down in order for him to remove it fully and my fingertips beg to touch him again. “Have you seen yourself?” Without warning he dips his head and sucks my nipple into his mouth and then grips my hands in both of his. He pins them above my head with one hand and then forces me to rest fully on the couch with one foot still on the ground.

      “Stay like this.” He stands and finally begins to unbutton his trousers. I do as I’m told, for once in my life. “You are a beautiful sight.”

      Do I say thank you?

      “I could look at you all day.” His trousers drop and hang from his stiff member which is pointing at me, proud and solid. It’s like a fucking bat. What does he expect me to do with that?

      When his thumbs push the front of his trousers and boxer briefs over his length, I lean up onto my elbows and stare at it straight in the eye, like one would a snake that’s about to strike. I’m not entirely convinced that this isn’t.

      He fists it in his hand and kicks his clothes out of the way. “Impressed?”

      I don’t respond. For one I don’t want to fuel his arrogance or ego, and two I think I might be speechless from the shock of the size of that thing.

      “On your knees,” he orders, raising his chin and looking down at me with those glowing eyes.

      “Sorry?”

      “Accepted, now on… your… knees.”

      “I’m not sure I want to,” I tell him, moving into a sitting position. “Your girth is wider than my neck.”

      He rolls his eyes but chuckles too. Then he steps towards me so his cock is level with my face. He gently touches my cheek with the backs of his fingers before tugging on my lower lip with his thumb.

      “Open.”

      I do so, slowly and cautiously, as he guides the head to my salivating mouth.

      “Fuck it,” he growls and shoves me back onto the couch.

      I barely have time to process what he’s doing before he’s suddenly on top of me. I gasp when he presses against my entrance while his tongue pushes past my lips. It burns and stretches, nice yet also not. I love it. I can’t help but love it. I’ve never been so full before.

      He takes his time, allowing me to adjust to him, swallowing my incoherent noises with his mouth. Then finally, after a torturous lifetime, he enters me to the hilt and the pulsing heat I feel from him makes my eyes water with the intensity of it.

      “Yes,” I cry when he finally moves, slowly and carefully at first. His hand snakes under my arse and lifts so he can drive himself even deeper with each thrust. He’s amazing. So powerful and strong. I’ve never felt so safe under a body, so understood. It’s almost as though he can read my body better than I can. He knows just how to move in the ways I need for that maximum tingle. My body is trembling almost violently as my nerve ends come alight, spreading a wildfire through my veins to my heart and head.

      “You are divine,” he growls into my ear, his breath heavy. “I’ve never felt a nicer pussy than yours.”

      “I bet you say that to all the women,” I laugh and he stills suddenly as though showered with cold water.

      “If your mind is on somebody other than myself and my cock, then I’m not fucking you hard enough.”

      “What?” I squeak and I think he may have been right. Now all I can feel, see, taste, smell and touch is him. “God. YES! Don’t stop!” I yell, tangling my hands in his hair. I’m going to be bruised between my thighs tomorrow; I can feel it.

      I kiss his neck and nip at his jaw as my hands, which he’s given up on pinning down, explore every inch of his body I can reach.

      “I’m going to move you,” is his only warning before he’s up. I’m hanging over the edge of the sofa and he’s holding my legs over his shoulders as he seeks my entrance once more. That’s when he finds my clitoris one more time with a wet thumb, the same thumb that has already been inside me today. “Ready?”

      “If you have to ask, you know you aren’t performing well.” I grin mischievously.

      He all but snarls at me and begins driving into me at full force, working his hips, circling, pulling, pushing, everything to make me delirious and tip me over. Then he follows, falling into the abyss and collapsing onto me after hissing his own release. I thought he was big before but it’s when he’s inside me, spilling into me, that I fully feel just how large he can be and just how powerful he is.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, stroking his back with gentle fingers. “That was…”

      “Incredible,” he answers for me and suddenly jerks up.

      “It was also messed up.” I frown, shoving him from my body. “You can’t just go around hitting people!”

      Curling his arm beneath his head, he smiles at me devilishly as I stand and pull on my broken shirt. “You didn’t tell me to stop.”

      “I…” He’s right. “Well… that doesn’t make it right.”

      “No, but it means you liked it.”

      “Whatever.” I cringe at the mess he created between my thighs. “You’re lucky I’m on the pill. You better be clean!”

      “I am, don’t worry, and I know you are.” He doesn’t move from the couch as I head towards the bathroom to have my second shower of the evening. I’m still drunk. I must be. I just had sex with my boss, despite the fact it was only a few hours ago that I swore I wouldn’t. There’s something seriously wrong with me.

      “How could you possibly know that I’m on the pill?”

      He taps his nose and closes his eyes. It’s then I notice that he’s still hard and wonder if he wants me to go for another round. I definitely wouldn’t say no to that, but I really do need to clean myself up first.

      “I’m having a shower,” I announce and give up on trying to fix the two remaining buttons of my shirt. It hangs wide open as I lean in the doorway to my bathroom. “Want to join me?”

      His brows raise and his smile fades to a look of pure lust.

      Also, his cock just got bigger. I’m not even kidding. How is that possible?

      “You’re a machine,” I whisper and finally turn to the bathroom as his eyes peruse me as though seeing me for the first time. “Are you coming or not?”

      “And you called me a machine?” He chuckles and I hear his footsteps follow close behind.

      “Is this what you had planned for me?” I ask after switching on the water.

      He leans against the sink, naked and glorious and still pointing directly at me with something other than his hands. “Not quite.”

      I test the heat of the water with my fingers and, when satisfied that it won’t scald or freeze me, I step in.

      “I thought you’d be shy,” he admits as I lather my body with sweet vanilla and honey scented body wash.

      “Huh?” I keep my eyes closed but they don’t need to be open for me to know he’s perusing me.

      “I thought I’d have to work at making you comfortable in your nudity.”

      “Is it a problem that I’m not shy?” I now look at him over my shoulder, still rubbing my sensitive breasts with soapy hands.

      He grins and moves towards the shower. “Most definitely not. It’s quite refreshing to be in the presence of a woman who understands her worth.”

      “I love my body. It’s the only one I have.”

      “And it’s a glorious one at that.” He finally steps into the shower and immediately wets his hair so he can brush it from his face.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kiss his jaw, then his neck, then his sternum and I keep going until I’m on my knees before him. This time it’s my choice and not because he demanded me to.

      Pressing his palms against the wall, he leans forward to protect me from the spray of water as I attempt to fit his throbbing dick into my mouth. It’s like one of those toys where you have to put the right shape in the right hole. I was always the kid that tried to fit the square into the triangle until I broke it. This might be a repeat of said shape frustrations.

      “I feel as though this might kill me,” I tell him, taking it into my hand gently and running my thumb over the tip. He catches my eyes and quirks a brow. “I mean… look at it. I feel like it deserves its own name. Like a new star or something.” I’ve never heard him laugh and it’s attractive and genuine. He doesn’t have a dorky laugh like I expected. Is everything about this man perfect? “Maybe if I tip my head this way?”

      He jerks when I finally touch the tip of him with the point of my tongue. My hand rolls up and down his silky skin, like satin over a steel bat.

      I ache to taste him but seeing as this will be the only chance I get, I want to do it right. I want to blow his mind and make him feel better than anyone else. Maybe I’ll make him confirm my awesomeness at fellatio after the deed. For now I pull him closer and take him into my waiting mouth.

      One hand goes to my head and a long, impatient growl escapes him. He’s fighting the urge to fuck my mouth like he fucked my pussy. I smile around his member and slowly guide him further into my mouth. My fingers explore his thighs and play with his sensitive balls.

      “You’re teasing me,” he hisses then groans wildly when I take him deeper, massaging the underside of him with my tongue. “Release me so I can fuck you again.”

      “Uh-uh,” I deny him his request with a muffled no can do and a shake of my head. He jerks when I shake my head so I give his balls a warning tug. My rhythm picks up and becomes more apparent. I remove him from my mouth and play with him in my tight hand as my tongue and lips seek and taste the soft skin around his length and underneath. He loves it; I can tell because he hasn’t stopped me yet. When I go back to his dick, he grips my head with one hand and teaches me the speed and rhythm that he enjoys the most. Soon I feel him swelling, his balls begin to tighten, and I know I have him right where I want him.

      “Make your choice on how you want me now,” he demands.

      I’ve already made it.

      “Shit, Cerise!” He holds my head in place and roars, sounding feral and desperate as his seed spills onto my tongue. It’s not the first time I’ve been in this position but it’s certainly my favourite. He tastes nicer than my ex arsehole. “You are certainly unique.” He smiles down at me and helps me to my feet as I lick my swollen, aching lips. I rest back against the wall, feeling sober and tired.

      “You should go soon,” I say and yawn into my forearm.

      “Go?”

      “Yeah, I’m tired.” I quickly shampoo and condition my hair. He helps a little but mostly just plays with my breasts.

      “Are you asking me to leave?”

      I shrug. “I’m tired. Aren’t you?”

      “You have a bed,” he points out as if I don’t know this already.

      “Really?” I gasp sarcastically. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      His hand connects with my rear as I step out of the shower and reach for my towel. I bend forward and dry my hair, feeling an ache in my stomach from our activities tonight.

      “You’re not going to invite me to stay?”

      Oh. I didn’t even think he’d be the type.

      “Speak.”

      “I’m sorry, I just didn’t think you’d want to stay.”

      He looks perplexed for a moment and then laughs a little when he replies, “Normally I wouldn’t, but I’m not yet finished with you.”

      “Not a chance am I going near that thing again. I’m not going to be able to sit down properly for a week.”

      He only seems proud of this admission. “You can handle one more time.”

      I ignore him and hang the towel up on the back of the door before scooping up my tattered shirt and tossing it into the bin.

      “I’m staying,” he insists.

      “I fidget,” I admit. “You owe me a new sleep shirt.”

      “It was awful. It buried you. Besides, you look much better naked.”

      He hangs his towel beside mine and finds his boxers. I watch as he pulls them on and secretly hope that he’ll pull the rest of his clothing on too.

      When he doesn’t, I find myself beginning to get irritated. “You really can’t stay here. Not unless you want to sleep on that tiny sofa?”

      “I’m staying.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Because why?” He pushes.

      Sighing, I walk to the fridge and retrieve a bottle of water.

      “I don’t do this.” I motion to us and the couch.

      “Do what?”

      “No strings sex.”

      He stares at me for the longest moment, his face carefully blank, then he finally asks, “What does that even mean?”

      Why can’t he just go already? “It means I know what this is between us and I don’t want it.”

      His eyes and tone darken menacingly. “You don’t want it?”

      “No.” I swig my drink and offer him some, but he doesn’t acknowledge it at all. “I don’t want a no-strings friendship with anybody. Especially not my boss.”

      “You want me to date you?” He seems appalled and I can’t help but feel a little bit hurt and offended by that reaction, though I don’t show it.

      “No, I…” Fuck. How do I explain this? “I don’t want to be my boss’ bootie call, harem, whatever. I can’t be that girl. I don’t want a relationship. I don’t want anything that could possibly be a relationship either.”

      “You don’t know how to separate sex from romance,” he says as if finally understanding.

      “I guess so.”

      “I can teach you.”

      That was not what I was expecting, “No thanks. Look…” I click my fingers and pull a T-shirt from the top drawer by my bed. His eyes don’t leave me as I move around my flat. “We’ve been working together for two weeks. I hardly know you. Yes, I am so fucking attracted to you I can’t think straight, but I can’t make this a regular thing and I certainly don’t want this to be an intimate thing.”

      “I can teach you to…”

      “I don’t want to learn.”

      His lips press together and I know I’m testing his patience.

      I continue. “You’re my boss. Right now I’m worried you’re going to drop me simply because I’ve been a slut.”

      “I’m a man of my word. We both signed the contract.”

      “Exactly, so now we’ve fucked each other out of our systems as best we can, let’s just go back to how things were two weeks ago where you were the unattainable, extremely sexy rich guy with an impossible harem to compete with and I’m just the band freak girl with the childish clothes and bad attitude.”

      “You’re not kidding.” He laughs humourlessly. “I don’t think anybody has ever asked me to leave before.”

      “Lucky you.” I kick his trousers towards him. “I really do need to sleep though.”

      He glares at me, his anger coming from him in waves. If anger were a light, it’d be glowing from him as brightly as the sun right now. Every movement he makes as he dresses is aggressive.

      Shit.

      When he finishes buttoning his shirt to his chest, he hooks his jacket over his arm and moves to the door. I follow him so I can latch it afterwards.

      “I had an amazing time,” I say, reaching for his arm. He tugs free and pulls the door open. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m really sorry.”

      “You will be,” he spits, his tone low, quiet and scary.

      I will be?

      He slams the door shut behind him and I wonder if I should have just let him stay.

      No, I can’t. That’s not who I am. Sleeping with somebody is an intimacy I won’t share with anybody, not even my female friends. Sleeping with somebody, in my opinion, is such a vulnerable, loving, and romantic gesture. You’re trusting someone with your life, with your real self. I can’t do that with someone who will fuck me, draw me in and then throw me away faster than I can say ‘arsehole’.

      My heart can’t take that kind of damage again.

      I really hope this all blows over by the next time I see him. I’ll text him in the morning to apologise again. By the end of the week he’ll have replaced me easily enough anyway. God, he’s so perfect and I just screwed him. Or more, he screwed me!

      Dreamy sigh.

      Please don’t let him hold this against me. I feel so bad but my rules are rules for a reason. He’s got to understand that. He owes me one after I let him spank me.
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      He was right about being bruised. It’s the first thing I feel when I wake up. Before I even open my eyes I just know I’m not going to be able to walk properly for a while.

      Kai and Dane notice too when we meet up at lunch because both of them ask me what I’ve done to get a limp, though I’d say it was more of a waddle. I don’t regret it at all though.

      We head to work, not because we have to be in, but because of the free food that tastes better than most of the joints around here. Lockhart didn’t call us in for the meeting he said he would and I wonder if that has anything to do with me but don’t dwell on it. I’m still feeling the after-sex glow, despite the delicious pain that reminds me of him with every step.

      “How were G and E last night?” I ask when we finally get seated at a table that is a little space away from the rest, giving us some semblance of privacy. The break room is busy today and because Lockhart is the best and gives him employees tickets to the local shows, most of them saw our gig and a couple of them even want us to sign shit for them.

      “C and T,” Kai responds as Dane wags his eyebrows happily at us, “were very pleasant company last night.”

      “You could have waited until after I’d gone before getting frisky on the couch, Dane. I saw your willy for crying out loud.”

      He shrugs, giving absolutely no fucks at all. Kai and I snigger and roll our eyes.

      “Speaking of wild nights…” I give Kai a pointed look. “I saw the powder before you got on stage, Kai. Don’t let that shit happen again.”

      His face falls. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Course not. But I’m serious. I love you guys, but I’m not getting mixed up in that shit.”

      “I was nervous.” He looks at his plate, ashamed, and he should be.

      “That’s why I didn’t say anything last night, but I’m serious. Don’t you dare do it again. It’s not worth it. The stage gives you the best high you need, not that artificial death crap. Got it?”

      Dane shakes his head, his smile gone. “Dude, for real? Why didn’t you say you were nervous?”

      “I really don’t want to talk about it anymore.” Kai stands, abandoning his food, and exits the canteen. We let him go. Kai’s anxiety can get pretty bad and we’ve probably just triggered it. He needs time to cool off. Following him will only set him on the defensive and end up in an argument all of us are too tired and hungover to deal with.

      “I’m going to get more cake and custard,” Dane tells me. “You want some?”

      I shake my head, pushing fried mushrooms around my plate with my fork. “No thanks. I’m going to the gym instead. I need to tone up a bit.”

      “You’re already toned; a bit of cake won’t kill you.”

      “Stop enabling my bad eating habits,” I laugh and stand, then stretch as high as possible. “I’m going to work my arms and abs.” Since I can’t exactly work my legs right now.

      “Have fun.” He takes his tray back up to the food area as I take mine and dump it on the side with the rest of the used trays.

      My weak and feeble legs almost carry me past the gym and home but my willpower is better than usual this morning. As I push the door open with my back, I pull my hair onto my head and into a messy bun. Unfortunately, as I try to multitask without looking where I’m going, somebody pulls the door open and with a squeal I fall backwards and hit a warm, hard body. Arms come around to capture me and we both fall, me onto the poor unsuspecting guy’s lap.

      “Oops,” I squeak, my cheeks heating with embarrassment as I pull the tattooed arms from around me and scramble upright. Enri follows, laughing at me like he usually does when I’m in the vicinity. “Sorry.”

      “You’re a disaster.”

      I slap his chest. “You so did that on purpose.”

      “I opened the door on purpose, but I didn’t anticipate getting a brief spat of guilt which would make me try to catch your chunky arse.”

      “Fuck you,” I laugh, flipping him off as I strut to the weights. “Did I hurt you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I’m a bit sore on my rear.”

      “Good,” I respond and choose two eight-kilogram dumbbells.

      “Working those biceps?”

      “Yep.” I sit cross legged on the ground and breathe in deeply. “Working that ego?”

      “Always.” As if to further prove this, he winks at the female personal trainer who is used to his cheekiness and flips him off like the rest of us. He means well. He’s not one of those creepy guys that thinks they can treat women how they want. He has fun with us without making us feel uncomfortable. Enri has four sisters, though, so it’s only natural that he’d be respectful of women and extremely irritating too.

      “Need me to spot you?” I ask when he takes his position on the bench nearby.

      “Nah, you can just watch me. I know you love to.”

      “My eyes are going to spin out of my head one of these days.” I sigh, making him laugh even harder than before. “Thank you for letting us open for you last night, by the way.” He rests the weight on the rack and sits up to look at me, his face serious and his eyes on mine. “It was amazing. You were amazing.”

      “I’ve spoken to Lockhart. I want you guys opening up for me for the rest of my tour.” He watches me for a reaction and I deliver him a smile so bright I can feel my face splitting in half. “I know you have to discuss it with Dane and Kai but…”

      “This is the best news ever,” I respond and my lower lip trembles.

      “Fuck,” he whispers and stands, looking panicked. “Are you going to cry? I hate it when people cry.”

      “No,” I whimper and look away. “I have something in my eye.”

      “Stop,” he demands, laughing nervously. “Stop it. You’re making me freak out.” The first happy tear falls. “Seriously… do you need a hug or something?”

      I instantly sober. “Eww.”

      “You’re such a bitch,” he laughs loudly but sobers as quickly as I did a minute ago when he looks over my shoulder at the doorway.

      “What?” I ask him, placing my weights down and rubbing my biceps with my hands. “Who’s there?”

      “Tobias, my man!” Enri grins and moves past me to shake hands with Lockhart. Tobias really suits him. It’s such a strong name. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “You were supposed to meet me fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Shoot.” Enri looks at the watch on his wrist. “I got distracted.” He nods to me and winks.

      I glance at Lockhart, who has yet to look at me or acknowledge me. His jaw seems tense. I begin to wonder if last night even happened when he and Enri carry on a conversation without Lockhart even acknowledging my presence. Shrugging, I leave them to it and go back to working on my arms and abs.

      When Lockhart leaves, Enri follows, leaving me alone in the room with only Cassandra for company. She helps me perfect my exercises too, which I’m grateful for and ungrateful for at the same time; grateful because I feel it burn a lot quicker and ungrateful for that exact same reason.

      Before I know it, two hours have passed and I’m lying on a mat in a half full room, sweat lingering in beads all over my body, my breath coming out in pants. That’s one of my favourite things about the gym. Of course you get the occasional dickhead, but the majority of people who attend are good, private people who respect you and your space, so they all step around me, no judgement, no laughter, as I slowly die.

      “Are you still in here?” Enri laughs and steps into my peripheral vision before leaning forward to take up ninety percent of it.

      “My body is; my soul left the building about an hour ago. I think death has it. Why he left my body alert I have no idea.”

      “You’re crackers.”

      I cover my eyes with my arm. “Somebody should call and make a complaint.”

      “What are you talking about?” He laughs and I’m suddenly being yanked up by my poor, bruised and aching arms.

      “About death… he’s not doing his job properly.”

      “Crackers.” He shakes his head, smiling still. “Come on, I’ll take you for a protein smoothie. On me.”

      “Literally on you?” I jest and he shoves me so hard from him in retaliation that I fall sideways into an unsuspecting Lockhart. I didn’t even realise he was here.

      He places hands on my elbows to steady me but he isn’t looking at me, he’s glowering at Enri. “Careful! You could have hurt her.”

      “I’m pretty sure you did worse last night,” I mumble out of the side of my mouth so only he hears.

      “Sorry, Cerise,” Enri laughs, yanking me from Lockhart and tucking me under his arm. He’s laughing so hard all of him is shaking. “You’re light for such a chunk. I didn’t expect you to go flying like that.”

      “Chunk?” Lockhart snarls, offended on my behalf as Enri guides me past the powerful man of my desires.

      “Don’t worry, boss man. He’s just keeping my ego in check.” The door opens and a kind man I recognise from the canteen holds it open as Enri guides me out into the hall. Lockhart follows close and the moment he gets chance, he pushes us apart.

      “You’re in a foul mood today,” Enri comments. “What’s wrong? Didn’t get laid last night?”

      “Why are you removing me from the gym?” I butt in, trying to steer the conversation. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’ll discuss that in my office,” Lockhart bites. He really isn’t happy with me.

      “What about Dane and Kai?” I frown.

      Enri assures me, “They’re already there, waiting for us.”

      “Don’t you ever switch your phone on?” Lockhart snaps. “We wouldn’t have had to come looking for you had you used the device which was built for that purpose!”

      “I left it at home.” I shrug.

      Enri pushes the button for the elevator as Lockhart stands beside me, berating me with his eyes. “Take your damn phone with you!”

      “You didn’t have to come,” Enri laughs. “I said I’d get her myself.”

      When Lockhart doesn’t reply, I wonder if he doesn’t like the thought of Enri alone with me and that’s why he came. The thought gives me some small amount of satisfaction; I can’t deny. Not that I believe it to be true at all, but it is an interesting thought how little ole punk gal me could be the centrepiece of such a remarkable, brooding, sexy, powerful man’s thoughts.

      “I really wish I’d had the chance to shower first.” I sigh, shivering when the cold finally touches my damp body. My heart rate is returning to normal and so is my body temperature.

      “You’re fine.” Enri takes a sniff of his white t-shirt. “My stench is probably covering up yours so it’s all good. Besides, sweaty and exhausted is a good look on you.”

      “Enri!” Lockhart snaps loudly and gives him a pointed look.

      Enri holds his hands up in defence. “I didn’t mean it like that!”

      “Do you want a sexual harassment suit on your hands?”

      Enri rolls his eyes and I cough into my hand to cover my laugh.

      The elevator doors shut behind us and I stand in the corner, my arms tightly wrapped around myself in a bid to warm up. I can’t stop yawning. Last night and today have wiped me out. I just want to go home, curl up on my bed and pass out.

      “For goodness sakes,” Lockhart hisses and I watch as he shrugs his jacket off.

      “Such a gentleman.” I grin when he drapes it around my shoulders. It buries me and it smells so good. I almost feel bad for soiling it with my sweat.

      “Your chattering teeth were beginning to annoy me.”

      Slipping my arms into it, I button up the front and start to check the pockets as the elevator rises to Lockhart’s floor.

      “What are you doing?” He grips my wrist as I place my hand into the inside pocket.

      Grinning up at him, I pull out a wad of cash and reply, “Looking for money.”

      Enri snorts but it turns into laughter when I tuck the folded notes into my bra.

      “Dibs.” I smile and reach for the other pocket.

      Lockhart doesn’t even ask for the money back, nor does he stop me from searching the others. When I reach into a hidden pocket in the lapel, I find something that makes my heart do a funny jolt. A condom. I don’t need to look at it to recognise the shape of the foil packet.

      He sees me find it and raises his brow in challenge, to see if I’ll say anything. I don’t. That’s none of my business, though if he carries condoms around with him constantly, why didn’t we use one last night? I’m starting to panic a little bit about my sexual health now. I shouldn’t have been so careless. It’s unlike me to make such stupid errors in judgement.

      “You are fucking wild,” Enri chuckles when I double pat my sports bra clad breast to make sure the money is secure. If he doesn’t ask me for it back by the end of the meeting, I’m genuinely keeping it.

      There must be at least two hundred, maybe three, in twenties. Although will taking this cash so soon after fucking him be solicitation? Because I don’t want to be a hooker.

      I’m way overthinking this.

      “Finally,” Kai groans when I step into Lockhart’s office after Lockhart. “Use your bloody phone, Cerise.”

      “My bad,” I laugh and sit between him and Dane. Enri walks to the bookshelves behind the desk and begins messing the book order up for some peculiar reason.

      “Sit down!” Lockhart yells at him and Enri, now laughing so much he can hardly breathe, takes the seat beside Dane. “Long story short, Enri wants you all to open for him. Who’s in agreement?”

      “Fuck yes!” Dane hollers as Kai asks, “Shouldn’t rep be here for this?”

      “You aren’t signing anything; we’re just setting the ground rules down.” Enri explains.

      I nod and then ask, “So we’re touring the UK? Or are we going to the US too?”

      “US too, but that’s not for a while yet. We’ll see how you do around the UK.” Lockhart looks at us all and waits for our responses. None of us speak; we only silently permit him to continue. “You’ll share a bus for now, until you bring in enough sales to cover the costs of your own, should you so choose.”

      “Is that okay with you?” I ask Enri, not wanting to impose.

      “My castle is your castle. On wheels or not.”

      “Cool man, that’s real nice of you,” Kai responds and Dane thanks him too.

      “It’s fine. It’ll be nice to have somebody with me other than my grumpy as fuck publicist. We can make music together.”

      “Speaking of music…” I bite on my lip and look to Lockhart. “Reckon one of your team can loan me a new keyboard until I can afford one of my own? Mine is on its last legs.”

      “Can’t you just use the ones provided at the venues?” Enri asks curiously.

      I shake my head. “I have to get used to one to play it perfectly each night. Every keyboard is slightly different. If the keys are off by a millimetre, it can affect my playing.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Lockhart responds, writing it in his notebook. “Anything else? Any other demands?”

      We all look each other and shake our heads.

      “I’d like more of that toffee vodka,” I mutter, though Lockhart gives me a look that tells me it isn’t ever happening. “Clean bedding and a mattress that isn’t lumpy.”

      “Anything else?” He actually writes that demand down. This could be fun.

      “That’s fine, thank you, Mr Lockhart.” Kai’s tone tells me to stop. Normally I’d dismiss his chastisement but I have a feeling he’s already on the edge of a meltdown so I let him have a rest from my attitude.

      “Bottled water,” Dane adds. “Lots of bottled water.”

      “Since when do you deal with this stuff anyway?” Enri asks, standing and stretching with a yawn. “Where’s Rick?”

      “Busy,” Lockhart responds curtly. “That’s all you want?”

      “We’re easy enough. All of my belongings fit into one small case or one large rucksack. Though I prefer a case because then my clothes stay folded,” I ramble. “And then I can sling my keyboard onto my back.”

      “Yeah, what she said,” Dane adds and Kai mumbles his, “me too.”

      “Just give us somewhere to sleep, shower and eat and we’re good to go.”

      “Excellent.” Enri slaps his hands together. “This should be fun.”

      “So where are we going first and when?”

      “Manchester, two nights, Friday and Saturday,” Enri answers. “Come on, I’ll fill in all of the blanks. You guys need to call your rep.”

      “I’ll be sure to email him all of the details.” Lockhart waves us off and clicks on the screen of his computer before taking the mouse into his hand.

      I follow the others, glancing at Lockhart over my shoulder as I go. He’s either avoiding me or just doesn’t care to look at me.

      He’s so difficult to read.

      It isn’t until I get to the elevator that I start to feel better and then realise that I’m still wearing Lockhart’s jacket and I still have his money in my bra.

      Darn it.

      “I’ll catch up.” I hop backwards away from the elevator doors.

      “How are you going to catch up without a phone?” Kai asks, frowning.

      “I’ll meet you at home, then.” I start to unbutton the jacket.

      “Or we could wait here?” Dane asks but the elevator doors close, trapping them inside and leaving me on Lockhart’s floor. This will give me the chance to clear the air between us.

      I rush past his receptionist who looks like she wants to say something, but I don’t give her the chance. I push the door open and quickly shut it behind me.

      Lockhart, still at his computer, looks up and quirks a brow.

      I remove his jacket and after a few long strides I reach the chair I just vacated and drape it over the back. “Sorry, I almost stole this.”

      “I don’t need it back. If you’re cold, take it,” he answers flippantly.

      “Okay.” I bite on my lip, contemplating how to approach this subject. “So… we fucked.”

      We fucked? What the fuck is wrong with me? If I could face palm right now I would… with a frying pan.

      He finally looks at me, his eyes dragging down my body so slowly I shiver. “We did.”

      “I just want to make sure that we’re okay.”

      “Okay?” He asks, narrowing his eyes and leaning back in his chair. “Define ‘okay’.”

      “As in, not awkward because of what happened.”

      “Oh.” He smirks, though it isn’t a happy smirk. I detect a hint of disdain. “You mean after we ‘fucked’, as you so aptly put it, and then you all but threw me out of your flat?”

      Gulp. “That’s not how it was.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No.” I place my fingertips on his desk and quietly tap a drum beat. In my mind a dramatic symphony plays the background music to this equally dramatic scene.

      “What exactly happened then?”

      “Basically what you said but without the ill feelings.”

      “Without the ill feelings?” He loosens the dark blue tie around his neck and stares at me with little to nothing in his eyes. I don’t like this.

      “Please don’t make me regret last night,” I beg, stopping the drumming and placing both hands flat on his desk. “We’re both adults. We can have sex and get over it, right?”

      He continues to stare. I don’t like it.

      “Lockhart,” I plead, blowing out a breath and rolling my eyes down to the floor where my black trainers look grey in contrast to the black tiling of his floor. “This is silly.”

      “You’re right,” he agrees and my head snaps up. His face is still the same. “It is.” Phew. I’m already starting to feel better. “Yet here we are.” What? “I don’t take well to rejection, nor do I take well to being thrown out.”

      “I can see that and all I can do is apologise.”

      He finally stands and mimics my stance by placing his hands on his desk and leaning in towards me. “You could always make it up to me.”

      “Excuse me?” I breathe, pressing my thighs together as they abandon my common sense and begin to ache for what he gave me last night.

      “You know exactly what I said and how I meant it.” He leans even closer, so close I can feel his minty breath on my face. “And by the way your pupils are slowly expanding, I know you want it too.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper and my womb gives a painful clench of protest.

      “Why?” He grins, standing straight and moving around the desk, one slow and careful step at a time. “Worried you’ll fall in love?”

      I open my mouth to argue but I can’t, because that’s partly the issue. The heartache I felt because of he-who-must-not-be-named has put me off any kind of relationship for life. I can’t do that to myself again. Especially with somebody that I know will destroy me when he gets bored, and he will get bored.

      “Don’t be.” He reaches up and touches my cheek with the tips of his fingers. I yelp when the same hand that just caressed me so gently suddenly tangles in my hair, under my messy bun, and yanks my head backwards almost violently, baring my throat to him and forcing my lips to part. “I’m too much of a bastard for that to ever happen.”

      My tongue tastes his before I realise he has my mouth. There’s no escaping him now. Not a single part of me will allow it.

      As quickly as he started kissing me, he turns me, his hand still in my hair. My breasts are crushed against the hard surface of his desk and my leggings are around my ankles. I know what’s coming but I do nothing to stop it. There’s a sick and twisted part of me deep down that wants it, despite the fact my skin is still sore from the night before.

      Crack. His hand hits the upper curve of my rear and I clench my eyes shut to stop myself from crying out.

      “You didn’t come here to return the jacket,” he states, this time hitting me with his left hand. “You came here for this.”

      “No!” I protest against his words, not the beating I’m receiving. My pussy is clenching and begging to be filled. I need it. I need this. Why do I need this?

      His hand finds my hair again and pulls me backwards until my back is arched and my head is against his shoulder. “You need to stop saying no to me.”

      “No.”

      He bites my neck where it meets my shoulder and his fingers sink inside me while the others release my hair and grip my breast, holding me in place. “I’ll tame you yet.”

      “Tame me?” I breathe, moaning loudly when he forcefully fucks me with his fingers. Good Lord, holy fuckery. I can’t take this.

      “Yes.”

      I don’t even know what he means and I don’t care. I’m too close to coming. So close.

      “Not yet, wild one,” he whispers in my ear and removes his fingers. “You’ll scream when I decide, or what kind of punishment would this be?”

      “Punishment?” He thinks this is a punishment? “Am I not supposed to be enjoying this?” My voice is hushed from my lack of breath. “Because it’s the best I’ve felt in years.”

      “Wild one,” he mutters and I’m back against the desk. “Maybe I’ve met my match in the bedroom?”

      “I doubt it. I couldn’t do this again tomorrow.” I spread my arms out, waiting for him to use my body in any way he wants. As long as I orgasm at the end of it, I don’t even care. He’s right, I am wild. “Besides, we haven’t had sex in a bedroom yet.”

      “Be quiet,” he laughs, slapping my arse playfully.

      I grin, though it vanishes when he thrusts inside me so quickly I actually do scream. With his chest against my back and his hand over my mouth, he silences me.

      “I told you to be quiet.”

      My eyes squeeze shut. My body is exploding. I don’t think he realises that he just made me orgasm and I’m not going to tell him either.

      Then he stills as I pulse around his cock, which seems so much larger than last night, and he mutters, “You are, aren’t you?” And I know the jig is up. “You’re done.”

      “I couldn’t help it,” I laugh. “Have you felt you? Christ… if your dick vibrated, you’d be lethal. I’d be dead. Not even kidding. D.E.A.D. Dead.”

      I feel his body shake and this time he collapses onto my back. Not because he’s fucking me but because he’s laughing into my shoulder blades.

      “But you were wrong. I’m not done,” I tell him, trying to rise up onto my elbows. “Just because I came doesn’t mean I’m done.”

      He finally sobers and shoves me back down onto the desk. “Good,” he states and, with his hands on my hips protecting them from hitting the wooden edge, he begins thrusting into me with such abandon I feel it in my throat. No kidding. I feel it in my fucking throat. It’s so deep and powerful it borders on the edge of painful, but hell if I don’t love a bit of pain.

      Our skin slaps together and my moans become increasingly uncontrollable. The tingle is too much. Way too much. Because I’ve already orgasmed recently, I have this constant burn that makes my legs shake. I’ve only ever felt this during personal masturbation. He really knows how to please.

      “You feel unbelievable,” he tells me, hissing through his teeth. “You’re ruining my willpower.”

      I don’t respond; I only bury my face in my arms and push back against him. It’s coming. It’s building. At last. That painful, brilliant burning is ending only to be replaced for the explosion I’ve already felt once in the past half an hour and it isn’t until I feel him swell, feel him begin to pulse and start groaning, that I tip over the edge. There’s just something about such a powerful, wanted bachelor finding pleasure in my body that really sets my orgasm alight. I feel as though I’ve been plugged into a socket.

      “Stop. Saying. No.” He bites out with each sharp, powerful, final thrust.

      “No,” I answer and whimper a pathetic moan when he leaves my body and flips me over.

      The warm wetness of his orgasm lands on my stomach and on the V of my groin as he pumps his visibly throbbing cock over me.

      My limp leg rests on the crook of his elbow and as he finishes spilling his seed onto my body, he pushes back inside my delicate, sensitive folds. I shudder and close my eyes from exhaustion.

      “See? If you’d have permitted me to stay last night, we’d have probably spent the entire day doing this.”

      “I can’t sleep with you,” I say softly, my eyes still closed and my body still limp. “I don’t like sleeping with people.”

      “You can make an exception for me,” he answers, leaving no room to argue. I let him believe that for now.

      “Why haven’t you pulled out yet? You finished already.”

      “I like the feel of you.”

      “Well good, but I don’t like the feel of your desk against my back.”

      I’m up and in his strong arms, naked from the waist down and sticky from things I don’t want to think about right now.

      “Normally I’d protest at being lifted, but I don’t think I can move.”

      He kicks open a door, a light comes on and then I’m seated on an extremely cold surface. It soothes my aching skin and other aching places. I dare to take a peek at my surroundings and wish I hadn’t. The lights in this ridiculously sized shower room are way too bright.

      “You have an en-suite shower room in your office,” I snort. “You have way more money than sense.”

      “So my mother frequently tells me.” He tugs my T-shirt up and over my head, then unsnaps my bra and I feel the money fall onto my lap. Oops. “Little thief.”

      I open my eyes and grin at him. “You didn’t say no, so technically it isn’t stealing.”

      “I’ll give you anything you want if you keep giving me such satisfying sex.”

      “Deal. I want a yacht.” I jump off the side, giggling when he catches me from behind and pulls me into his chest. Lips kiss from my shoulder to my ear and back again. “Don’t. I’ll want it again and it’ll be too painful. Besides, I’m gross.”

      “You could never be gross.” He releases me and I skip into the shower on a wave of newfound energy.

      “I wasn’t kidding about that yacht,” I call over the sound of the falling water.

      “I wasn’t kidding about you giving me such satisfying sex.”

      I wink at him over my shoulder and nod for him to join me. This is Deja-vu but with a different back drop, meaning location. Last night it was my house, spanking, fucking and then showering. This time it’s his office, though I don’t feel uncomfortable at all. This man has a great way of making me forget everything else. That and I’ve never been the type to get embarrassed. I get anxious sometimes, as is normal, but out of fear of failing, not out of fear of making a fool of myself.

      “So,” I ask when he presses his chest to my back, “what is it exactly that you want from me?”

      “Your full submission.”

      “Meaning?” I try to turn but his arms tense around me, keeping me in place.

      “Complete control of your body.”

      I hum in thought and squirt shower gel into his now open hands. “What do I get in return?”

      “Anything you want, barring love or marriage, any of the fluffy stuff.”

      I hum again, this time because his hands are working the aches out of my shoulders. I swear his fingers hold more magic than Sabrina the Teenage Witch’s entire body. “So you want a no strings attached fuck friend?”

      “Essentially.”

      This is where the problem lies. “What if one of us gets attached? I don’t understand how two people can share such intimacies and not become attached.”

      “It’s because of your inexperience in a relationship such as this that you don’t fully understand it. It’s easier to accept when you go into it knowing that it’ll never become anything more.”

      Resting my head back against his shoulder, I pause for a long time, wondering if this is a good idea. “I’m not sure if I can get tangled up with you, Lockhart.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when it all goes south, there are so many people that could be affected.”

      “If it all goes south, which it won’t.” He turns me and tilts my head back so that I can look him in the eye. His own head protects me from getting hit in the face by the shower of warm water. “You won’t even have to see me. I have people to do the things for me that I’ve been choosing to do for you.”

      “Ha!” I laugh, pinching his side. “You did want to see me today.”

      “I want to see your beautiful skin pink with my handprints,” He tells me, flashing his dangerously green eyes at me. “And striped from my belt.”

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you.”

      He moves his head, laughing under his breath when the water hits me directly in the face. “And what of you? You enjoyed it too.”

      “Will you only do it when I piss you off?”

      “If you give me what I’m requesting, I’ll do much more to you than just a firm spanking.”

      Shudder. “I’ll give it some thought.”

      “Good.” He kisses my lips. “Because I shan’t be taking no for an answer.”

      “That doesn’t seem very fair.” I pout. “You can’t have complete control before I permit it.”

      “Can’t I?”

      “You’re a fucking riddle. Just when I think I have a chance at negotiation…”

      He smiles, still massaging my body with soapy hands. “We’ll negotiate soon. You’ll get everything you want and more, just as I will from you.”

      “You couldn’t have formed this,” I bend my fingers to mimic air quotes, “‘friendship’ at a worse time.”

      “I won’t interfere with your work. You’re going to make me a lot of money; it would be a foolish choice to get in the way, regardless of how irresistible you are.”

      Nipping at his jaw and resting my arms around his neck, I playfully ask, “If I’m so irresistible, however will you resist?”

      “That is the question I’m asking myself.”

      “Mr Lockhart.” Comes a slightly crackled, feminine voice through a speaker in the top right corner above the room.

      “What is that?” I hiss and the voice continues, “Your three PM appointment has arrived. A Mr Grange.”

      Lockhart curses multiple times under his breath and exits the shower quicker than my eyes can capture.

      “Finish showering. I’ll take Owen elsewhere,” he states. I’m assuming Grange is Owen.

      “You’re leaving me in your office alone?” I give him a look of mischief, to which he responds with a glower. “Whatever shall I do?”

      “Behave.” I rinse my body as he dries his. This is the first time I’ve gotten to see his rear properly. I’ve never seen a nicer rear. How many squats does he do a day for those perfectly shaped buttocks? Is it odd that I want to fondle and kiss them?

      I almost moan petulantly when he pulls his trousers up, covering my new favourite view.

      “I’ll call you,” he tells me as he buttons up his shirt and scoops his tie from the ground.

      “Not between ten and midnight.” I inform him, stepping out of the shower and flicking water from my fingers at him.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s when my series uploads onto catch up TV.”

      “Why not watch it during the hours in which it is on TV?”

      “Because I don’t like to wait for the next episode to come on and… don’t you have a meeting to attend?”

      He reaches for my wet body, a hand on the nape of my neck, and pulls me in for a searing kiss to rival all the others he has given me. “You’re mine now, Cerise.” Oh. “Understood?” I nod and gasp when he covers my mound with his hand. “This is mine.”

      “Only if this is mine.” I flick at his groin.

      “We’ll negotiate.” He releases me, pecks my lips and leaves before I untangle the web of thoughts in my head. What does that mean? We’ll negotiate? Does that mean he gets to fuck other people and I don’t? Not that I have a queue of guys’ willies at my disposal, but it just seems unfair.

      We’ll talk about it another time. This is a no strings attached thing. It’s not worth getting upset over yet. But if I’m already this upset over the thought of him getting V elsewhere, then how will I fare in a few months when he tires of me? Or even a few weeks?

      This was such a bad idea. My sense of adventure has always overwhelmed my sense of self-preservation. No wonder my mum always hated me growing up.

      I laugh a little and walk over to my discarded clothing.

      Only my shirt remains here. I have no trousers. They were removed in his office.

      Crap.

      This isn’t good at all.

      I press my ear to the door but the stupid thing is basically sound proof, hence the need for the speaker in the corner.

      I open it a crack, wearing nothing but my bra, T-shirt and towel. The money is still present on the bathroom counter behind me and I’m not sure if I should be offended that he left it behind or not. He’ll have to lend me his jackets with money in the pockets more often if it means I get to keep it.

      Silence. Sweet silence is all that lingers on the other side of the door.

      Thank you, Jesus.

      I exit, snag my trousers, pull them on and rush out of his empty office and past his receptionist faster than when I entered.

      When word gets out that I’m screwing Lockhart, everybody is going to think that I’ve slept my way to the top. Fuck it. If it works…
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      Rep is the boss when it comes to negotiations. I need to take tips from him when speaking to Lockhart. He didn’t call me last night, or the night before, or the night of the day we fucked and I ran out of his office.

      Though he did text me asking me what I was wearing, to which I responded ‘the sperm of a thousand men’. Apparently this wasn’t the kind of reply he was looking for because I received the eye-roll emoji followed by the hand emoji. I definitely know what that means.

      I wasn’t in the mood for sex texts. I was writing music with Kai and Dane, though the sperm of a thousand men would make a pretty decent song name.

      Rep clicks his fingers in front of my face. “Are you with us?”

      “Huh?” I blink and stop chewing on the end of my pen. “Sorry. I was miles away.”

      Kai shoots me a glare and I instantly feel bad. I need to take this more seriously.

      “Sorry,” I mouth at Kai and look to Dane and Enri, who are in the middle of discussing lights for the Manchester show in just over a week. I ask, “How long of a start-up will we get?”

      “At the Manc show, just enough for three tracks,” Enri replies. “I think you should open with my favourite, Beat That Bass.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “The soft beginning would get the crowd quiet and then when the drums and tempo pick up, it’ll get them riled. We should have done that last time.”

      “I’m cool with that. When will we be going for all of the rehearsals and sound checks anyway? We’re at a disadvantage.” Kai plays with his fingers and bounces on his seat. He’s anxious. It doesn’t surprise me.

      “That’s why we’re leaving on Sunday. It’ll get you guys used to the bus, used to being on the road and settled before the show on Friday and Saturday.” Rep answers and Enri adds, “Once you’ve gotten the layout of Manchester, the rest of the venues we visit will just fall into place.”

      “We’ve got people doing the hard work, don’t worry. You guys just focus on playing and staying healthy.” Rep finishes and tugs on the waistband of his trousers. “And lay off the grub unless you want to look like me.”

      “It’s too easy to succumb to the temptation of free food,” I grumble.

      Enri chuckles his agreement. “I’ve got a surprise for you all on Monday too. We’ll be making a stop in Nottingham. Pack light.”

      “Pack light? We’ll be on the road for a while.”

      “But you’ll get free shit wherever you go.”

      “I’m not protesting that,” Dane laughs, rubbing his hands together. “Can we leave today instead?”

      I shove him playfully. “What’s in Nottingham?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “No hint?”

      “Make sure your Twitter accounts are up and ready to receive a shit-tonne of followers.” He winks at me.

      Now I’m definitely intrigued. “More than the few thousand we got the other day after the gig?”

      He nods. “I sure hope so.”

      “You’re the best.” I tell him. “Thank you for supporting us like you have.”

      “Yeah.” Kai nods.

      “It’s no problem. You can make it up to me one day when people forget my name and are screaming yours instead.”

      “Such a fickle world we live in,” I respond dryly. “But you’re too hot for that to ever happen.”

      “Such a flirt.” He playfully wags his eyebrows at me. “Now, back to business.”
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* * *

      “Do you think maybe you can tone down the fuck me eyes?” Kai snarls at me when we enter the studio.

      I knew something was wrong with him on the way here from the canteen but I didn’t think it would be that. “Chill. Enri gets it.”

      “Gets what exactly?”

      “Leave her alone, Kai,” Dane puts in and Kai shoots him a murderous look. His brown eyes glow with anger. “Even I could tell she was fucking around. You know what she’s like.”

      “I just don’t want anything jeopardising our career, especially not sex.”

      I cross my heart with my finger. “Understood.” If only he knew. “I’ll keep my dick in my pants where Enri is concerned.”

      “Can you not take anything seriously?”

      “I’m just trying to lighten your shitty mood, Kai.” My eyes roll of their own accord. “Can you not take a joke?”

      “Guys,” Dane snaps. “Sort your shit out. Soon we’re going to be stuck around each other in a space that we can’t escape from. Don’t make this any more uncomfortable than it already will be.”

      “He’s right,” I say, shrugging, and then I turn to Kai with open arms. “Sorry. Snugsies?” I see Kai’s lips twitch and know that I’m winning. “Come oooon.” I take a step towards him, fluttering my lashes. “You know you want to.”

      Sighing, he steps into my little circle of friendship and envelopes me in a hug. I wrap my arms around his neck and sway us side to side.

      “You’re a bitch sometimes, Kai.”

      “I learned from the best.” He pulls free and we all startle when a throat is cleared behind us.

      I spin on the spot, almost knocking Kai over.

      “Afternoon, Mr Lockhart. To what do we owe the pleasure?” Kai is the first to speak.

      I just look at my shoe as his intense green eyes bore into me. Oh, he is not happy at all. The thought of how he reacts when he isn’t happy makes me smile secretly, though it also annoys me slightly because I don’t like the idea of being made to feel guilty over hugging a friend. A good friend. A friend so close to me he’s more like family.

      “I hear you’re leaving on Sunday.” He states. “I wanted to be sure that you’ll be ready in time. What would normally take a couple of months, we’ve had to squeeze into a couple of weeks.” He can say that again. “Cerise, have you been working with Lydia?” I nod in response. “Good.” He looks to Dane and Kai. “You two will be fine tuning the instrumentals today. I have to borrow your band mate.”

      “Why?” Dane asks on my behalf.

      “I’m sure Cerise will fill in the blanks upon her return.” He nods for me to follow.

      They both look to me for answers but I’m as dumbfounded as they are because I don’t think that he’s leading me away for sex. If he were, I’m sure he’d be a bit more secretive about it.

      “She won’t be long,” he assures them as I tap my keyboard with my foot and tell them, “Look after my baby for me.”

      I follow Lockhart from the room. He remains a few paces ahead, ignoring my presence. There’s an air of authority to him today, more potent than usual. I can’t tell if this is the real him or if he’s just acting superior to keep up appearances.

      We pass the studio rooms, four in total, all of them sound proof with little lights above the doors. If it’s red, you aren’t to enter unless authorised. If it’s green, same rule.

      “Where are we going?” I ask quietly when we pass the elevators and he holds open the door to a stairwell.

      “Up a few levels,” he responds, sliding his hand over my rear as I pass. He releases me the second I step away. Clearly he doesn’t want to get caught. “After you.”

      I ascend the stairs, mindful of the way my tight cut jeans cling to every curve of my lower body and legs. I want to adjust them but that would be giving away the idea that I want him to be admiring my arse right now. There’s no need to give him the satisfaction of thinking he consumes my thoughts.

      It isn’t until we’re on the third floor, one I’ve never accessed before, that he snaps, “You didn’t call.”

      “You said you would,” I snap back, my tone hushed as we pass a group of people talking by a water fountain. If that isn’t a cliché image, I don’t know what is. “Where are we?”

      “Third floor,” he answers, his hand on my elbow as he leads me further along the hall and around a corner.

      “Really?” I mutter sarcastically. “I didn’t realise I couldn’t count suddenly.”

      My back hits the wall, knocking the air from my lungs, forced there by a firm hand around the underside of my jaw and body against my chest.

      “Your attitude is equal parts frustrating and sexy.” He bites out and then literally bites my lower lip. “Right now, it’s more frustrating than it is sexy. I demand you stop… or else.”

      “Or else what?” I snake a hand down between us and cup his groin. He closes his eyes and his lips thin to a white line. “You’ll fuck me into submission?” I squeeze hard and bask in the glory of his clear arousal. “I thought punishments were supposed to punish.”

      He pulls away as if burned when somebody rounds the corner. I know it’s for the best that nobody knows of us joining at the hips, but it stings to see him react so aggressively.

      “Come on,” he orders and nods for me to walk ahead.

      We finally stop two doors down and he reaches around me to unlock it using the watch on his wrist. Let me be the first to declare that that is fucking amazing and I want one!

      “Do I get one of those funky looking gadgets that magically opens doors?” I ask as the intense light from the sun makes me turn away. Spending so much time in windowless rooms makes your eyes a little sensitive. “Since we’re fucking and all, and you have yet to get me the yacht I asked for.”

      “Turn around,” he demands, ignoring everything I said, though by the way his lips twitched I know he heard.

      I do so, slowly, and when my eyes adjust to what at first they think is a deception, I feel faint.

      “It’s yours.” He whispers, pressing his hands on my shoulders.

      “The keyboard?” I stare at the beautiful instrument, glossy surface with perfect, untouched keys and more buttons than I’ll ever know what to do with.

      “The room.” He steps around me and moves towards the mini-grand piano on a raised platform in front of a floor to ceiling window. “All of it is yours.”

      I can’t believe what I’m seeing. The gorgeous, rose gold coloured piano. The music books on a low-rise bookshelf that spans the wall of the room that leads to the door. This is on the sharp corner of the building so I have a view of the Thames and some of London. The light is incredible, bouncing off the cream walls and soft grey carpets.

      “I can’t accept this.” I shake my head; it makes me dizzy. “I’ll accept the keyboard because I need one and I’ll pay you back, but the rest of it… I can’t accept.”

      “It’s nothing.” He tries to brush it off but that’s not going to work.

      “It’s everything and I can’t accept.”

      He frowns, looking equal parts annoyed, frustrated and angry. “And why not?”

      “Because you told me you were a bastard and bastards don’t give people the most beautiful rooms in existence.” Then I spy something on the wall above the book case. It’s an image of me, age fourteen, my eyes closed as I rest my fingers on the keys of the piano sitting in front of me. How did he even get that image? My father took that photo without my knowledge. “I can’t take it.”

      “I’ll be insulted if you don’t.”

      “And I’ll like you too much if I do.”

      We stand and stare at each other, my chest heaving with a rising panic attack and his calm and still.

      “Play for me,” he softly asks, holding out a hand for me to take.

      I move to the keyboard.

      “On the piano.”

      I ignore him and turn on this beautiful, extremely expensive piece of equipment. “My new portable love.” Lifting it, I test its weight and, even though it’s a big bastard, it isn’t as heavy as I’d have thought. “Where’s the bag for it?”

      He points to a box on the shelves by the door. I move to it and remove the bag. It takes me a little while to figure out how to stuff it in, but I do it and without aid from Lockhart whom I demanded stay where he was. If he helps me, I’ll not learn how to do it myself.

      “Let’s go,” I say, hooking my new keyboard over my shoulder. He helps me adjust the strap so it fits comfortably.

      “Play for me,” he repeats. “You owe me. I sat and waited in that theatre for two hours before we were told you weren’t coming.”

      I look away.

      “Play for me, wild one,” he whispers and, with two fingers under my jaw, he tilts my head back. I have no choice but to stare into his beautiful eyes. I’ve never seen them this soft. “Or I’ll beat your arse so hard you’ll have to stand for a month.”

      “I’m not in the mood to play.” I pull my head free. “It’s nothing personal. I just haven’t… I can’t. I’m not in the mood, okay?”

      Blowing out a breath, he moves to the piano and touches the keys himself without pressing them down fully. He teases the surface of them as gently as he likes to tease the surface of my tender skin after spanking it to redness. “I thought you’d have been happy.”

      I don’t respond because trying to explain how I feel right now… there just aren’t enough numbers in the alphabet to algebra the shit out of this spelling test.

      “The room will still be here for you if you change your mind.”

      “Thank you.” I pull open the door, relieved when he doesn’t stop me. I kind of wish he’d go psycho crazy at me so I could have a reason to hate him. “Though you couldn’t have picked a room closer to the elevators, could you?”

      “And she’s back.” He sighs but I can tell he secretly loves it. When we finally reach the elevator after a mile’s walk from my new private music room, he presses the button and leans against the wall. “Keep your phone on. You’ll be meeting me later and I need to let you know when.”

      Blink. “Why can’t you tell me now?”

      “If I knew when I’d be finished, I’d tell you.”

      That makes sense.

      He continues, “I’m going to fuck you senseless, so bring a spare change of clothes.”

      “You didn’t get me any clothes when you bought me an entire room?”

      His grin is wicked and so fucking sexy I want to sit on it. “I daren’t give you any more gifts. Your reaction isn’t as satisfying as I’d have hoped.”

      “Are you going to beat a sorry out of me?”

      The doors open and I step inside, expecting him to follow. He doesn’t and I don’t get the chance or privacy to ask why because the people already in the elevator press the button and the doors close.

      It isn’t until I’m home, by myself, just me and my keyboard, after a long day of recording with the boys, that I fully realise what happened. And when I see a neatly wrapped gift box on the mat in front of my door, I pray it isn’t from him too.

      Why is he doing this? I know he means well, but thoughtful gifts are the worst kind of gifts to give in a relationship based solely on sex. Can’t he just fuck me and chuck me? When we finally get time to discuss our negotiations, that’s going to be on my list. I write it down so I don’t forget.

      ‘Don’t be nice to me! Ever! At all! My heart can’t take it!’

      I’ll say it to him, the entirety of it. Well, all of it but the last bit about my heart.

      The gift box turns out to be a smart watch, much like his own but smaller and narrower for my dainty wrist. Not only does it count my steps, control calls, texts and tell the time, it also, from what the handwritten note says, opens doors around Lockhart Entertainment. It doesn’t mention my room, but I know that’s what it means.

      How the fuck am I going to explain it to Dane and Kai? For this reason, I decide I’m not going to wear it. Not if I can help it.
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      Lockhart turns up at my apartment unannounced and without the phone call he said he’d instigate. I don’t mind but I’m in the middle of exfoliating. Nothing screams sexy like a black, sticky and painful mask on my face.

      He laughs of course. What normal person wouldn’t?

      “Well, seeing as we can’t have sex like I planned...” He rebuttons the top button of his navy suit trousers and I realise he must have unbuttoned it before I answered in preparation of a swift entrance. Does he ever wear anything other than suits? I suppose it makes sense if he came here straight from work. “I suppose we could discuss the rules of this.” When he motions between us as I close the door behind him, I can’t hide my excitement.

      “Yes!” I cry, happy that this is finally happening. “Okay, I’ll go first.”

      “May I sit before you start?”

      Fuck. “Sorry.” I haven’t even properly invited him in yet. “Sit. Drink?”

      “Any wine that’s older than two thousand and four?”

      “I have water, coke or vodka.”

      “What is it with you and vodka?”

      I grin and pull myself up onto the counter. “It speaks to my soul.”

      Lockhart moves to the fridge and his face contorts into a mask of pure horror when he sees the very few items inside. “All you have is vodka, bottled water and a questionable looking bottle of milk.” He tips his head to double check the shelves. “You have no food.”

      I shrug. “I usually just go over to Dane’s or Kai’s. I don’t like keeping food where I live. I eat it.”

      “That’s kind of the point.” Sighing heavily, he closes the fridge and looks at me, shaking his head like he doesn’t know what to do with me.

      “Can you pass me the note that is pinned to the fridge?”

      He turns back to the smooth, grey door and looks at the piece of paper. “Take pill?”

      I grin and hold out my hand to take it, for on the other side is my Lockhart list. “Okay. So, let’s establish the ground rules.”

      He nods and leans back against the counter. “After you.”

      “No more gifts. Ever.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      I shrug. “It’s a rule.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t need gifts. They only complicate things.”

      He opens his mouth as though wanting to argue, but relents and clenches his jaw shut. “Fine.” We stare at each other in silence but he looks away with twitching lips after a moment and I know he’s laughing at my appearance. “Any other silly limits?”

      “It’s not a silly limit,” I respond indignantly. “If you want this as a fuck and chuck type of thing, this needs to remain as impersonal as possible.” He doesn’t say anything so I continue. “No sleepovers.”

      “You’re kidding?” He breathes and runs both hands through his hair, pushing it back from his handsome face.

      “I’m as serious as the mask on my face.”

      “You’re going to have to elaborate on no sleepovers.”

      I hop down and check the black mask in the mirror. It isn’t quite dry but it will be soon. I’m not looking forward to when it is. He can’t be present for that. I’ll wear the beauty mask in front of him but there are some things that should be kept secret when having explosive sex. Opening pores is definitely on the list of things that shouldn’t be seen.

      “No spooning, sleeping or staying overnight.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “That’s my second rule.”

      “You have more?” He looks affronted and I don’t blame him, but this is new to me. He has to help me out here.

      “No unprotected sex with anybody else. I don’t want any nasties crawling their way up my vajayjay because you don’t have self-control or self-respect.”

      He pulls me into him, hands on my jeans. “Well that goes without saying.”

      I pull away, batting at his wandering hands. “I just can’t feel sexy while I have a melted binbag on my face.”

      Chuckling, he moves to the microwave and takes the small picture from the top. “That rule applies to you too.” I’m assuming he’s talking about the no sex rule. “If I find out you’ve been sharing your body with anybody else without my permission, this will be over faster than it started.” Without his permission?

      “Aye aye, captain.” I take the photo of me and my dad from him and place it back on the microwave. He doesn’t need to be looking at my personal things. “Anything else?”

      “I’ll agree to give you no gifts.” I’m relieved to hear this. He continues, “But if I get a taste for something particular, I’ll expect you to allow me to pay for it.”

      “If it’s to do with fucking, I’ll accept.” I nod.

      “Good.”

      I bite my lip before throwing into the mix, “And don’t be too nice to me.”

      “Too nice? Now you’re definitely being ridiculous.”

      “Just try to keep this as impersonal as possible when we’re not actually having sex, okay?”

      He throws up his hands and blows out a breath. “Fine. But you have to promise me an openness to try new things.”

      “Done.” I grin, or try to; the black mask makes facial expressions impossible. “I love trying new things but you can’t force me into things I’m not comfortable with.”

      “I’ll always respect you and your decisions.”

      “Good. Then you need to leave while I pamper.” I point to the door, ignoring the shock on his face. “We aren’t having sex or discussing work, sooo…”

      He raises a brow at me and smirks. “We could be having sex.”

      “Yes, because right now I’m just so super sexy.”

      “You live and breathe sarcasm, don’t you?”

      “As often as you live and breathe defiance.”

      Laughing through his teeth, he spins my back to his chest and nips at my neck. It tingles so badly I’m torn between moaning with pleasure and jerking violently with laughter. “You’re something else.”

      “And you seriously need to leave so that I can pamper myself.”

      “Fine, but I’ll be back in an hour or so. Ready that beautiful body for me.”

      “Can do.”

      I follow him to the door and lean against the doorframe. He kisses my neck since my cheek is currently occupied.

      “You can’t do things like that either,” I snap playfully. “You told me you were a bastard. Start acting like one.”

      “Oh, I will.” He grins and the look in his eyes tells me that. “I’m just getting warmed up.”

      I do what he says, after peeling the extremely painful mask from my face with a lot of tears and curse words. I have a bath, exfoliating, and shaving every single inch of my flesh, making sure to moisturise when dry and remain naked so as to keep the breeze flowing. It feels nice.

      But unfortunately, one hour turns into two and I give up waiting and text him instead.

      
        Cerise: Remember me? The girl you left horny and wanting? The name’s Cerise. Ring a bell?

      

      He doesn’t respond, not for another three long, torturous hours of sexual frustration.

      
        Lockhart: I told you I was a bastard.

      

      I’m guessing that means he isn’t coming.

      
        Lockhart: There’s a reason I choose to be single. Let’s make this another rule. No headaches. Let’s keep this friendly. We’re both busy people. Things come up.

      

      Is he kidding? So I’m just expected to be okay with the fact he doesn’t turn up without warning?

      
        Cerise: There’s getting distracted and having to cancel and then there’s just being a total cunt. You, sir, are the latter. Goodnight.

      

      Rule broken and it isn’t even the end of day one yet. He can’t expect to play with wild and get tame. That’s not how I roll. I’ll do my best to be respectful of his rules, but if he’s going to fuck me around like that then he’d better expect me to say something. I don’t hold back.

      He doesn’t respond.

      Well… that went well. And to think I spent an entire hour pampering myself for him. If he hadn’t shown up and promised me exciting orgasms, I wouldn’t have taken as much time and care as I did. What a waste.

      
        Lockhart: I’m on my way.

        

        Cerise: It’s too late. I’m tired.

        

        Lockhart: Another rule. If I know you aren’t working, you’re always available.

        

        Cerise: That’s entirely unfair when you leave me hanging for hours without a call.

      

      I rush around, cleaning up the mess I made with a box of Pringles. Brushing my teeth, I wrestle on my pyjamas which consist of a long, old gig T-shirt and a pair of lady boxers. When coming on this expedition to London, I didn’t pack a case full of sexy underwear. The majority of my things aren’t exactly what I’d call seductive.

      He must have already been on his way when he texted me about us being busy people and no headaches because it hasn’t been ten minutes since his last message when there’s a loud thud against my door.

      Tucking my dark, damp hair behind my ears, I pad to the door and yank it open.

      “Let’s begin,” he says darkly and before I’m twisted, my arm up my back, I see a flash of silver chain link as he reaches for me. A leather cuff is wrapped around the arm that is pushed up my spine to an almost uncomfortable position. My free hand flattens against the cold wall which I’m pushed into.

      “What are you doing?” I snap, not relishing the thought of being restrained.

      “Another rule. Complete trust.”

      I try to turn towards him but he keeps me pinned by the door. “I hardly know you. How can I trust you?”

      “Fine.” He bites the lobe of my ear, causing equal amounts of pain and pleasure. My other arm is twisted to the base of my spine to be cuffed to the other. “Then no complaining until you trust me.”

      “But…”

      “I am so glad I brought this.” He cuts me off and, using his chest, pins me between himself and the wall as he removes something from his jacket pocket.

      “Brought what?” I ask, panting and feigning ignorance when he grinds his already swollen cock against my arse.

      “This.” I’m forced to open my mouth when he brings a strap of leather with some kind of cylinder insert over my head and presses it against my lips.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I speak around the soft object in my mouth, but it comes out as, “Ooh, ahh, ohh, oooh, ee, iiihh iih, ee.”

      “Much better.” He grins and turns me abruptly. Kissing my parted lips, he sinks two fingers into me and kicks my legs apart. I’m incapacitated. I can’t use my arms, my words. I’ve never felt so vulnerable. How will he know if he hurts me? How will he know when I want to stop?

      When he drops to his knees, tears my Pokémon lady boxers in half and presses his mouth to my mound, I don’t care about anything but wrapping my legs around his head.

      “Ooooo ohhhh!” I cry, my eyes rolling back in my head, and he lifts my leg over his shoulder. My womb tingles, and my clit throbs and swells as he torments it with a powerful tongue and gentle teeth. His lips move against me in perfect synchrony with his tongue and fingers.

      My body begins to shake and tremble so violently Lockhart stands abruptly, pushing his shoulder into my stomach as he goes. Being tossed over a shoulder isn’t as comfortable as it looks on TV. In fact it knocks the wind right out of me. Lockhart gives me no time to recover when he drops me on the bed and drags my hips to the edge.

      I clench my eyes shut and arch my back. The need to grasp his hair and bury his face deeper between my thighs forces my arms to struggle against their confines.

      “Ooo ARR!” I try to call his name as he forces my legs open even wider.

      I have never, ever been so amazingly dined on. Christ… the last guy who went down on me lasted half a minute before he got bored and I considered him to be a fucking legend. Lockhart isn’t just a legend. He’s my hero. My saviour. I never want sex again. I just want this for the rest of my life. All day every day.

      “Not yet, wild one.” He pulls away, just as the cusp of my orgasm begins to stir.

      I try to curse him out and order him to get back down there and finish me off, but my ramblings are lost behind the leather in my mouth.

      “I’m not sure you’ve quite figured this out yet.” He grins devilishly and bites on my pebbled nipple, causing me to yelp. “But you aren’t the one who gets to tell me how to treat your body.”

      He stands and stares at my vulnerable, waiting, glistening body, slowly undoing the buckle of his belt. The way he slides it from the loops of his trousers is erotic. His eyes cast a needy look upon me when he flexes the belt between his hands.

      “One day,” he mutters, his tone dangerous, “you’ll do something worthy of the belt and I’ll get to pinken your flesh with perfect stripes.”

      Why do I like that? I need therapy.

      He drops his trousers, though keeps his hardened length trapped by his grey boxer briefs. They fit him so perfectly I wonder if he has his underwear tailor made too. I notice the small damp spot where his pre-cum has escaped and it brings me back the memory of the taste of him on my tongue. He’s beautiful, every single inch of him.

      He knows I believe so too because I’m essentially caressing him with my eyes as he pulls his shirt over his head in a way that only men have perfected.

      “For now I have a different surprise for you.” He drops a dark object onto the bed by my thigh and hooks my limp legs over his shoulders. I try to see what it is that he has, but he’s keeping it out of sight. “I’ve never known a woman to get as deliciously wet as you do.” Groan. He pushes something cool and rubbery into me. It’s not much larger than the tip of his thumb. My eyes close as I bask in the sensations. How does he do this? Did he go to some kind of sex school? “Keep still.” The object leaves my aching core for a moment and he slides it down to another entrance which has yet to be… broken in, so to speak. I give a wail of protest and his hand connects with my inner thigh.

      If I could scream a string of unpleasant words at him, I would.

      “What did we agree on?” He leans over me, resting on one arm and looking directly into my pissed off eyes. “Try it once and if you don’t like it, I’ll stop.” The hand between us begins to push the object into me. “Relax.” I close my eyes, tensing even though he ordered me to relax. His teeth capture my lower lip and the object is pushed and pulled, gently and carefully. It creates an unpleasant feeling that I don’t particularly want to ever repeat. Then, with little to no force at all, it pops inside of me and the feeling goes. It’s no longer uncomfortable but simply peculiar. “Good girl.” He gives something a little tug and I feel the object move inside me. I glare at him but he only smiles with satisfaction. “Now for the fun part.”

      Wet lips and a warm tongue travel down my body and this time I willingly open my legs for him to continue what he was doing before.

      “Finally,” I groan, or at least try to, when his tongue and lips finally reach their destination.

      “Are you ready?”

      Ready for what? I raise my head and catch his eyes which are full of mischief and arousal.

      There’s a clicking noise just as his tongue plunges into me and his thumb circles on my tingling clit.

      When the object begins to vibrate, it’s instant. I scream. I’ve never screamed. I scream as though I’m being murdered. I scream so fucking loudly I’m worried the Police will be called.

      Lockhart smiles against me and I’m tipped straight over. There’s no stopping the orgasm that rages through my body, tearing apart my cells and turning me to jelly.

      My mind is blown.

      I don’t want this to end but I’m worried it’ll kill me.

      He climbs up my body and enters me brutally, slamming home and giving my pulsing core no chance to adapt. I notice how unnecessary any kind of build up to this point would have been because I am ready for him. I’ll always be ready for him.

      “Yes!” He hisses into my ear and thrusts a strong and erratic rhythm. I can feel him losing control. I’m doing that to him. It’s my body that is making him feel this way. With each thrust and moan, with each time he grips at my flesh, coupled with the vibrations and the lingering climax that has yet to pass, I’m pushed further and further into the abyss. I’m not entirely convinced that I’m still conscious.

      “You’re mine,” he tells me, ripping the leather from my mouth and throwing it behind him. I wet my lips, pushing my breasts up towards him. He obliges, taking the tip between his lips, but only for a moment. “Tell me you’re mine. Tell me your body is mine.”

      “It’s yours.” I respond, wrapping my legs and locking them around his hips. “Just don’t stop.”

      “Fuck!” He growls and slows his thrusts. “You test my control. I’ve never been so out of sync with my body before.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.” I grin as he steadies his pace and circles his hips slowly and carefully. “You feel so hard. I can feel every single millimetre of you.” A shudder runs through me and he moans with it. “Harder.”

      He pushes into me and stops entirely, holding himself up with both hands by my head. Looking down at where we’re joined, he controls his breathing and rolls us onto our sides, keeping us connected. Then, with his teeth on my neck and a hand on my hip, he pushes into me until he can’t anymore and lets loose.

      “Cerise,” he murmurs, nuzzling my neck and nipping at it with his teeth. I lose myself with him, gently and calmly, a stark contrast to how we were moments ago. His hands release the cuff around one of my wrists and my shoulders ache and strain as I bring my hands forward and flex my arms. “Normally I wouldn’t take up such an awkward position, but if I allow myself to roll back on top of you, I may hurt you. I’m nowhere near finished.”

      He’s kidding, right? He just came. Isn’t that when a man usually finishes?

      Grinning, he slides in and out of me slowly and carefully and presses his lips to my own. “I won’t make you sore this night; you have a busy day ahead.”

      “Too late,” I mumble and his answering grin makes me mirror it.

      “Fuck it, then,” he chuckles and rolls me back onto my back. “Hold on tight.”

      The sun rises, coming in through the blinds and spilling across my face and Lockhart’s back. We haven’t stopped. At all. I think my rule of no sleepovers was just a challenge to him, to see if he could stay until morning anyway.

      I have never, ever felt so tired in my entire life.

      He won’t let me sleep.

      “What time is it?” He asks and looks at the little table by my bed before flopping back on top of me, crushing me and keeping me warm under his weight. “Don’t you have an alarm?”

      “Just my phone,” I mumble, sounding as exhausted as I feel.

      “You mean the phone you don’t use?”

      I hum a yes and try to shove him from my body. Chuckling, he rolls over and sits on the side of the bed.

      “It has been a long time since I’ve fucked myself into near death,” he states as he picks up his jacket and looks for his phone. Cursing under his breath, he stands suddenly and begins to dress.

      “Have a good day, Mr Lockhart.” My voice is a muttered slur. I turn onto my front and bury my face in my pillow.

      “Have a good day, Ms Branch.”

      I think I feel him cover me with the blankets but I can’t be sure as I’m dead. I feel nothing but delicious pain.

      It’s banging at the door that wakes me up and the sound of Kai’s voice bellowing, “I am going to KILL YOU!”

      I feel as though I’ve only been asleep a second. It’s probably more like five hours, but my body still needs more than that.

      I climb out of bed and pad to the door with the blanket wrapped around me. Unclicking the lock, I open it and snap, “What is your problem?”

      “We have that fucking interview in an hour!”

      Ah shit. “Fuck. I need a shower.”

      “What happened to you?” His anger turns to concern. “Are you okay? You look like you’ve been mauled.”

      “Slept rough,” I lie and push the door closed. “I’ll be ten minutes!”

      “A minute longer and we’re leaving without you!”

      When we arrive at a local radio station that has plenty of listeners, we’re escorted up to the room and given a run down on what we’ll be asked. Rep stands nearby ready to intervene if necessary, but from listening to Radio Zone, where we are right now, they’re always respectful of their interviewees. I hope that remains the same.

      We are introduced briefly mid-song to Cash, the guy who is doing the interview, and his co-host Maggie.

      “We won’t ask you anything you don’t know the answer to,” she informs me softly. They’re both very welcoming.

      We are led into a separate room where our instruments have been set up. Today we’re going to play a single to give people a taste of our music. I don’t know how Rep pulled this off when we haven’t even released a single yet, but I can’t say we aren’t grateful.

      “Like we said this morning, we have a really exciting announcement to make.” Cash winks at us and gives us a thumbs up. I sit back in my seat and make sure my mouth isn’t too far away from the microphone that is dangling down from the ceiling. “We have new meat. Never before heard on the radio meat.”

      “We’d like to welcome Ellipsis!” Maggie takes over, closing her eyes while she talks. I find that odd. I know Dane does too because he looks at me sideways and smirks. “A two-man, one-woman band. I’ve heard a few of their songs and I have to admit, I love their style. It’s a unique and fresh take on indie music.”

      “Agreed. Agreed.” Cash cuts in. “So first up, sitting closest to me is Kai, the black haired…”

      “Smoking hot,” Maggie interjects.

      “Drum player.”

      “Hi,” Kai says awkwardly and Dane and I do everything we can to not laugh at him.

      “Next is the stunningly beautiful Cerise, who has nails to match the name. She is the…” He looks to me to finish the sentence and I do so, acting as casual as possible under the pressure. “Singer and pianist.”

      “She also writes most of the music,” Kai adds, winking at me. “With my help, of course.”

      “I’m Dane and I play the guitar. I have blond hair and I’m the tallest out of the three of us.” Dane sighs as if letting a heavy weight off his chest. “Felt good to get that out.”

      We laugh, hosts included.

      “So, tell us a little bit about your stay in London so far. Are you liking the city?”

      “We’ve hardly seen it.” Kai shrugs, looking at us for backup.

      “We’ve been working so hard to get the album done before going on tour with the amazing Enri.” I explain.

      Maggie lets out a happy sigh. “I love Enri.”

      “Me too,” I agree. “He’s amazing.”

      Rep gives me two thumbs up from the corner, looking far more excited than he was a moment ago.

      “Any chance of a collaboration? From what I’ve heard of your sound, you’ll create magic together.”

      I look to Rep who gives us the wink, meaning not to give a direct answer. Dane saves the day with, “He’s done so much for us already, we couldn’t possibly ask him for any more at this point.”

      “Hint hint,” I add playfully, knowing Enri probably isn’t listening anyway. “We’re really excited for the tour though. We hit Manchester on Friday and Saturday and we’re opening the show with a few from our album, which releases…”

      “In September if all goes to plan,” Kai finishes.

      “Excellent, I’m really looking forward to it. I love ‘Brink of the Synch’, which you’re going to perform for us soon. The lyrics are very clever and I already memorised most of the words, so I know it’s catchy.”

      “Definitely catchy.” Maggie agrees with Chase. “What was the inspiration behind the song?”

      “I don’t think we have enough time for that one,” Dane laughs and plays a chord on his guitar. “All of our music comes from real places. We like to keep the music as personal as possible.”

      “Yeah, we follow the rule that if we feel it as we write it, the listeners will feel it as we play it,” I continue.

      “That’s a good rule to follow.” Chase agrees.

      “While you’re getting ready to play, we’ll put out Enri’s latest. He can start for you this time,” Maggie giggles. “He owes you one. Stay tuned for more from Ellipsis.”

      
        Enri: You guys were great. It was an honour to start for you.

      

      “Enri just texted!” I show them the message, giddy and smiling. “He listened.”

      “He’s top.” Dane grins. “I expected him to be some stuffy rich prick that thinks his shit don’t stink, but he’s actually more laid back than Kai and Kai don’t have two quid to his name.”

      “You sounded local then,” I laugh. “You’re picking up the accent.”

      “I can’t help it. C speaks like someone from EastEnders.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You’re still seeing her?”

      “Hell yeah. The things she does with her mouth…” He bites his lip and high fives Kai. I wish I could get in on this sex talk with them, but if they knew who I was fucking, they’d be pissed. Well Kai would. Dane would probably be a bit more understanding.

      Rep returns from taking a phone call outside, still grinning from ear to ear, though he refuses to tell us why. “Don’t forget to clear out your flats today.”

      “Huh?” Kai’s head shoots up to look at him and then at us.

      I shrug, as oblivious as he is.

      “You aren’t keeping the flats while you’re gone. They’re temporary accommodation. You’ll be getting paid soon, able to set down your own roots.”

      Kai tenses. “What are we supposed to do when we come home in two weeks? We’re only touring the UK. Everywhere is within a few hours driving distance.”

      “Don’t worry, that’s what I’m here for. I’ll have you sorted into something you can afford by the time you return. Something a bit more permanent,” Rep assures us. “Well, I won’t, but I know a guy who will.”

      “It’ll be fine.” Dane grins. “We don’t need anywhere permanent. Real rock stars live out of their cases.” This time I high five him instead of Kai.

      “I need a fag,” he mutters, standing and exiting the café.

      “He needs to get laid,” I say to Dane, who laughs and nods his agreement. “He’s way too tense.”

      “Everything okay?” Rep asks, his eyes following the invisible trail that Kai has left behind.

      “It’s fine; it’s just his way. Nothing to worry about.” I down my coffee and pick up my phone.

      
        Cerise: We rocked, it didn’t we? My vocals were on point.

        

        Enri: I know you’re being a big-headed bitch as per. But I have to agree. You fucking killed it. Keep that tone for the shows next weekend.

        

        Cerise: Awww, so sweet. See you Sunday!

      

      Okay so I’m flirting. I can’t help it. I’m naturally flirty and Enri is a good-looking guy. He knows we can’t get mixed up, though, not that he ever would with me. I just get that same innocent happy flirty vibe from him that I put out. To an outsider, such as Kai or even Lockhart, it would probably seem more than just a bit of flirty banter between budding friends. I can’t blame them for thinking that way either.

      If I weren’t mixed up with Lockhart and I weren’t touring with him, I wouldn’t be able to say no if he offered. Not because he’s famous, but because his personality is so similar to my own and I kind of fancy myself.

      I laugh at my own thoughts and return to my phone as Dane and Rep talk about leaving tomorrow.

      
        Lockhart: You all did great. Well done.

      

      “I just got a text from L,” Dane says, showing me his phone.

      “I got the same one,” I respond flatly, a bit disappointed at the forwarded message. Never mind, he’s a busy guy.

      Dane yawns loudly, reminding me how knackered I am, and after a few more minutes we head back to our flats. Before I crash, I pack all my things into my case, ready my keyboard and pray that time flies. I am so excited to get on the road, I can hardly contain it. All of Dane’s and Kai’s dreams are coming true. Mine will follow, one day. My dreams are a bit more complicated and out of reach than just becoming rich and famous.
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      “Holy shit,” I choke as I stare up at the large bus. Bus… Not van or motorhome… bus. “This is what we’re going to be living in?”

      “It’s awesome, right?” Enri laughs, slapping the navy-blue side. “Come on; I’ll give you a tour of the tour bus.”

      “I’d never go home if I lived in one of these,” Dane mutters, sharing my enthusiasm.

      We step into it through one of the side doors and I take immediate note of how dark it seems, even with the lights on.

      We enter just behind the driver area, it’s a kitchen, albeit very narrow, but it’ll do for on the road. I touch the glossy top of the four-seater bench table. It smells of lemons and disinfectant in here. It has been recently cleaned and properly too.

      He shows us a door to the right which takes us to the toilet and shower space, also very small but exactly what I expected. The next room is my favourite so far. It’s what can only be described as a cinema room with just one large window above the many seats on the left. All of the seats have seatbelts and cup holders that look as though they can be adjusted for a more comfortable setting. The walls are shiny grey, sparkly in the dim light, and the TV is jet black and takes up almost the entirety of the right wall. Games consoles are hidden in the cupboards beneath, upon closer inspection.

      “This is the only space that’s really big enough to practise.” Enri states and helps me shift my keyboard off my back. He rests it gently on the large seats and guides us through to the next room, which is the sleeping room. It has bunkbeds built into the wall on the right, enough to sleep four. On the left is more storage space; each cupboard, wardrobe and door has a lock and designated key which hang on hooks inside the top cupboard.

      “We aren’t supposed to sleep in here while the bus is moving but it’s so comfortable.” Enri grins, shrugging. He pulls on the side of the bed, showing me how strong it is. “The side helps to keep you in place. The beds are just a bit smaller than a single.”

      “Hell, I’d be happy to take the floor!” Dane grins, placing his bags onto the bottom bed. I take the one behind it, leaving Kai with a choice of one of the top two.

      “This is my room.” Enri pushes open the final door, revealing a larger bed on its own in a room with a TV, more storage space and a large window that overlooks the scenery behind. “You can use it for privacy when you need to get changed or whatever.” He shrugs. “I’d offer the room to you, it’d be the gentlemanly thing to do, but I’m not used to sharing a bus and I need my space.”

      “Dude,” I raise a hand, “don’t give me any points because I’ve got a muffin. Just treat me like one of the guys. This is your castle. I’m just happy to be here.”

      “We could always share,” he jokes, winking at me. I roll my eyes and he continues, “I’m serious though. Use it whenever you want the privacy.”

      “These guys have seen it all. We’ve been friends since we were twelve.”

      “I was thirteen,” Kai butts in, nudging me with his shoulder. “She’s right though. Her boobs were the first boobs I ever saw outside of my immediate family.”

      “That sounds like a hell of a story.” Enri drops his bag onto his bed.

      “We have lots of those,” Dane calls from his bunk. He has already made himself at home. Typical.

      I leave Enri to his room and sort out my own, testing the strength and transparency of the curtain that gives me some small semblance of privacy.

      “Maybe we should all just get nude, you know?” Enri shouts. “To break the tension.”

      “After you,” Kai calls back and when Enri exits the room wearing a padded, naked man costume, we all but die of laughter. He pretends to flex his faux biceps and kisses the bobbling, beige fabric.

      “What the hell?”

      “I just found this stuffed under the mattress,” Enri laughs, still flexing. “Who the hell rented this beast before me?”

      “Can I keep it?” I ask, still laughing so hard my chest hurts. “This is insane. It was under the mattress?”

      “Right in the middle.”

      “What prompted you to check there?”

      He peels it off and steps out of it, handing it to me by inflatable penis first. “When I laid down on the bed there was a mole hill under my back. It was screwed up right in the centre.”

      We all check our own, hoping to find more costumes to add to the collection, but unfortunately it is not to be.

      Dane finds an unopened packet of tic-tacs on top of the fridge in the very narrow gap between the fridge and the counter and I have to literally wrestle them from him so I can put them in the bin. That guy will eat anything.

      
        Lockhart: Still tired?

        

        Cerise: Sore, tired, aching… all of the above. You?

        

        Lockhart: Good. I’ll be with you in five minutes.

        

        Cerise: No can do, not unless you want me to get naked and spread-eagled in front of the boys and Enri?

      

      He responds faster than he’s ever responded.

      
        Lockhart: Excuse me?

        

        Cerise: We’re at the tour bus, settling in. It arrived early so we’ve taken advantage.

        

        Lockhart: Don’t share my body with anybody. Understood?

        

        Cerise: Loud and clear. See you when I see you.

      

      I chuck my phone onto my pillow and get in on the selfies that Dane is insistent on taking. Not that I blame him… this is surreal. I want every moment documented. I just can’t be bothered to do it myself.

      “Does anybody mind if I practise in the cinema room?”

      “Go for it,” Enri calls.

      “I’ll join you.” Dane smiles. Kai is the only one who can’t. His drum kit is massive and packed away safely in the base of the bus.

      
        Cerise: I’m going to dye my hair. Change my look.

      

      I send this message to my mum. We only spoke yesterday but I like to keep her informed when I get a new idea.

      
        Deb: Ooh, what were you thinking?

        

        Cerise: I was thinking of getting an ombre style, really light grey/pink underneath and blending from a richer brown.

        

        Deb: Sounds great, though you might ruin your beautiful hair.

      

      She has a point.

      
        Cerise: I’ll speak to a pro, see what we can do. Maybe if I get extensions we can keep the damage minimal.

        

        Deb: Start taking hair vitamins! And don’t use heat on your hair if you can help it. Only when necessary.

        

        Cerise: Already done. I’m too lazy to blow dry after every shower anyway. You know me.

        

        Deb: We miss you and we are so proud of you. Say hi to the boys for me.

        

        Cerise: <3

      

      “Mum,” I say by way of explanation when Kai joins me in the cinema room.

      “How is she?”

      “Fine. She told me to say hi to the boys.” I smirk, knowing how much it annoys Kai to be referred to as a boy instead of a man.

      He rolls his eyes and settles two seats up from me, a notebook balancing on his ankle which rests on the top of his knee, a pen sticking out from between his teeth.

      “I’m feeling inspired.” Dane grins, entering the room with his acoustic guitar. “Let’s make some magic.”

      Unfortunately we discover that Dane suffers with motion sickness so until the tablets kick in, he’ll be sitting beside the driver, Wayne Kaplan. He’s the same man from our contract signing with Lockhart. He’s also Enri’s bodyguard which begs the question, why was he present during our meeting if he’s Enri’s staff and not Lockhart’s? Or maybe they share employees? I leave the riddle for another day and slam my hand over two Kings.

      “SNAP!” I bellow, sliding the cards from out of Enri’s grasp.

      He growls at me, slamming his few remaining cards down on the table, one by one.

      “SNAP!” I yell again, catching the cards just as his hand traps my own. “I win!” I poke my tongue out at him playfully and hold out my hand. He places a twenty pound note in my palm and pours himself a whisky into the glass to the right of us. I’ve refused a drink the past three times he asked so I think he might have given up offering now.

      “Your reflexes are too good,” he grumbles, feigning anger. “How?”

      “She plays way too many computer games,” Dane calls, not even turning to look at us. Poor guy has a bucket on his lap as the bus gently rocks and sways along the motorway.

      “I’m hungry.” I pat my empty stomach. “Can we stop somewhere soon, get some shopping in? I doubt any of us can survive on the packet of biscuits Dane’s hiding in his bag.”

      “How do you know I have biscuits?”

      “You always have biscuits.”

      “Yeah,” he chuckles and then dry heaves.

      Enri helps me to put the cards back in the box as he replies, “Agreed. We’ll go to the supermarket soon.”

      “Won’t you get completely swarmed?” I ask, raising a brow.

      He nods. “That’s why you are going to come and help me disguise myself.”

      “You could always wear that naked man costume,” I giggle, moving out of reach when he tries to pinch my nose.

      “I don’t think any kind of disguise is going to hide this beast,” Dane cleverly puts in, motioning to the bus. “The image of this thing is already all over the internet.”

      “This is why I don’t get to go shopping often,” Enri sighs. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m always happy to give the fans the attention they deserve, but sometimes it’d just be nice to be able to get up and just go to Costa, you know?”

      “I do,” I admit, because I do. Though back when I was a solo performer, I had more infamy than fame among my peers. They didn’t understand classical music and just saw me as some stuck up rich bitch, despite the fact I’m not and never have been rich.

      A devious thought comes to mind and I find myself grinning at Enri like a psychopath.

      “What?” He asks, laughing a little. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Wayne,” I yell to the man who stays silent for ninety nine point nine percent of the time.

      He dips his chin, stating that he’s heard me.

      “Do you have another suit like that with you?”

      Wayne’s lips twitch; he knows what I’m thinking.

      “What?” Enri asks again and Dane turns to look at us.

      “I can’t believe this is working,” Enri hisses as he stays one step behind me, wearing Wayne’s uniform of a jet-black suit, white shirt and a black tie. He wears all of this over the padded naked man suit, making him look twice his size. With the body change, plus Wayne’s black hat and sunglasses, nobody even glances twice at Enri. He just looks like a body guard.

      “I’m a genius.” I strut ahead, throwing a packet of chocolate chunk muffins into the trolley that Dane is pushing. Dane removes the muffins immediately and announces, “No junk. We need to stay healthy.”

      Enri grabs his own packet and places it into the trolley. “I don’t.”

      “You’re my new best friend.” I giggle quietly.

      “You can still be healthy and indulge a little,” he explains. “Whenever I eat junk, I just work out for an extra hour the next day. Or I drink a tonne of vodka and throw it up anyway so it doesn’t count.”

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out and swipe the screen. It’s Lockhart. What does he want?

      I answer, “Hello?”

      “Ms Branch.”

      “Who is it?” Kai asks but I raise my finger and fall back from their group.

      “Everything okay?” I ask quietly, tucking my hair behind my ears.

      “Yes, I’m just calling to apologise for not getting the chance to see you before you left.” His voice is so fucking sexy, even on the phone. He has such a deep, husky, manly voice.

      “No big deal. I didn’t make the effort either.”

      “How are things going?” He asks kindly. “Is my cousin treating you nicely?”

      “He’s helping me eat junk food. He’s my new best friend.”

      “Helping you eat junk food?”

      I laugh a little. “Dane, Kai and I made a healthy eating pact for the tour. Enri is buying junk food for himself, so I can eat it. Dane and Kai don’t know that though.”

      “Right.” He clears his throat. “Where are you?”

      “Shopping.”

      “With Enri?”

      “He’s hidden.”

      “How?”

      I laugh again. “I’ll send you a picture later. It’s hilarious.”

      “I shall look forward to it.” I hear his breathing quicken as he begins to walk to a location unknown. “Just the sound of your voice makes my cock hard.”

      I smile secretively and pick up a packet of pasta, so that I don’t just look like a weirdo talking on the phone in the middle of a food aisle. “I’d say the same were I not surrounded by people.”

      “Right, shopping.” He sighs. “Maybe we’ll get time later to converse properly.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Kai and Dane turn the corner. I can’t see Enri with them, but I’m sure everything is fine. “I should go or I’ll not get a chance to choose dinner.”

      “I’ll call you later.” He hangs up abruptly, leaving me tingling and happy.

      He just has that effect on me.

      “Chicken or beef?” Kai asks, holding up one in each hand.

      “For what?”

      “Tomorrow night dinner, obviously.”

      “Chicken,” Dane and I say at the same time.

      “JINX!” We both yell, also at the same time, and then fall silent.

      “You’re such children.” Kai rolls his eyes, throwing the beef into the trolley and the chicken back on the shelf. “Neither of you can talk so neither of you can protest.”

      Fuck. I glare at Dane who also glares at me. This means war.

      After packing away the things and taking a few spoof photos of Enri to put in our tour scrapbook, Dane’s fabulous idea, we set off for Nottingham. We still don’t know what’s in Nottingham. Enri won’t tell us but he’s practically giddy with excitement.

      Not as giddy as we are. Our single just went live at midnight for download, only a moment after Wayne announced that we’re parked in a safe zone.

      Finally!

      It only took twenty-three hours of recording and perfecting in total last week. They kept trying to add all this techno note bullshit that just doesn’t speak to me. We finally agreed on a sound that we all love and now it’s just a matter of when the entire album is all ready for release.

      I am so glad I’m not in control of the sales; I’d constantly be refreshing.

      “I’m not supposed to do this,” Enri taps away at his phone, “but…” he winks at me, “this track is banging.”

      “What did you do?” I ask, opening my own phone when it starts blowing up with notifications. My parent’s, my sister Sammy and a few others message me to tell me they’ve downloaded and are sharing like crazy.

      This is all so surreal!

      “I’m never going to be able to sleep tonight,” I sigh with contentment. “Is it like this for you when you release a new song?”

      Enri looks thoughtful. “It used to be.” He bites into a muffin and hands the rest to me. I take a sneaky mouthful when Kai and Dane aren’t looking and chew it with my back to them. Enri grins and continues, “I still get the tingles when I go on stage, but the music… it’s kind of lost its thrill now, as bad as that sounds. I’ve written that many songs that I find it hard to care what people think.”

      “Experience numbs you.”

      “Experience numbs you…” I hear Kai mutter. He snatches Dane’s notebook off the side and scribbles it down. “I like that.”

      Dane pulls out his guitar, Kai finds my keyboard and, while the muse is flowing between the three of us, we work on a new song together. It’s about never wanting to lose the thrill you get the first time you try something new. It resonates with my relationship with Lockhart. It’s a ticking time bomb. One day soon he’ll replace me. I’m trying hard not to care about that, but how can I not? He gave me a room. He went down on me multiple times.

      It’ll suck to lose that.

      My small wall bed is surprisingly comfortable. I’ve never been a fussy sleeper; just drop me somewhere that isn’t lumpy and I’ll pass out sooner or later. Unfortunately, tossing and turning does not a good night’s sleep make. We want to know how many downloads, but we want to remain humble and true to the music, so we requested that unless we make it into the top ten, we don’t want to know a thing.

      When we didn’t hear anything by four, we went to bed and I awoke two hours later to pretty myself for Enri’s surprise.
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      “Your hair looks fucking AMAZING! How does it feel? How long did it take?” Sammy asks, sounding as ecstatic as I feel.

      “Six hours, but only because most of it is extensions.”

      “Loops?”

      “I think so. I just said no glue and let her go to town. She was brilliant,” I feel the lumps under my hair, checking in the mirror to ensure you can’t see them. My hair looks amazing. It starts at the roots as a dark, chocolate brown and fades, getting lighter and lighter to the tips. The bottom half is a pastel pink, grey tone. I feel punk.

      I can’t wait to show it off, especially now it has been an entire day since I had it done. The stench of bleach and the dryness of it has settled.

      I stare at my sister’s beautiful face on my phone screen, her background blurring as she walks through my hometown. I’d say I miss it but I don’t. I’m far too happy here.

      “Mum and dad keep fighting over your room.”

      I roll my eyes. “Tell her to let Dad turn it into the pool room he’s always wanted. I can just bunk with you when I come home.”

      “Yeah right,” she snorts, grinning at somebody she passes. “So, have you gotten laid yet?”

      “Have you?”

      “I’m not living the life of a rock star.” She giggles, stopping and leaning against a brick wall. “When can I come and see you and meet that delicious piece of man meat?”

      “Enri?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “He’s like two seats down from me.”

      She blanches. “Fuck! Did he hear me?”

      I tap the earphones and grin. “Nope. Want me to tell him?”

      “Tell me what?” Enri asks, putting his magazine down on the seat on the other side of him. He slides closer to me and tugs a bud from my ear, holding it to his own.

      “This is my sister, Sammy. She fancies you.” I laugh and her jaw hits the floor.

      “You’re a twat, Cerise.”

      “You look like each other.” Enri smiles, chewing gum so loudly I want to yank it from his mouth. He’s doing it to wind me up. He knows I hate mouth noises.

      “Thanks. I’m prettier though.” Sammy sneers playfully at me.

      “Are you coming to the show tonight? I’m running out of time to get you a pass.”

      She shakes her head. “No can do, sister bitch. I’ll come see you when you’re in Sheffield. It’s closer.”

      I hide my disappointment behind a cheery smile. “Epic. I miss you.”

      “Me too.” Enri adds, still chewing his gum.

      I see Sammy blush right before she looks away. “Fuck, I’ve got to run; my bus is here.”

      “Keep slumming on, sis. I’ll bail you out when I’m rich and famous.”

      She flips me off and hangs up. Enri turns towards me, his face closer than anticipated. “I need to talk to you, now you have a moment.”

      I shuffle away, wrapping my earphones up and stuffing them into my jacket pocket. “What’s up?”

      “It’s not my place, I know that…”

      Oh dear. This doesn’t sound good.

      “But…” he clears his throat and looks around, ensuring we’re alone. We are. “That dress that…” He curses. “When we went shopping and Lockhart’s clothing cow, I can’t stand her,” I noticed on the day that we were taken to shop for new clothing, Enri could hardly be in the same room as the lady sent to clothe and style me under Lockhart’s instruction, Dane and Kai too. “The dress you’re wearing on Friday.”

      “Spit it out, Enri.”

      “It’s not you.”

      I blink. “What do you mean?”

      “I know this industry is tough to break into and Lockhart is a fucking genius on how to make people appealing, but you guys were already appealing.” He looks away much like Sammy just did. “If you follow him, I think it’ll be the biggest mistake you make.”

      “Didn’t it suit me?” I’m not upset, just curious.

      “Oh, no, it did.” He hooks his hands around the back of his neck. “It really does suit you; it just isn’t you. It’s too sophisticated. I don’t want you to lose who you are.”

      I can’t help but stare at him, wondering why I couldn’t have met him under entirely different circumstances. “Thank you, Enri.”

      “For what?”

      “For having my back.” I grin, wondering if I should hug him or not. I decide against it. “But don’t worry; I’ve already torn up the bottom, added a few badges and accessorised with shit you won’t find in those prissy stores.”

      He looks relieved. I feel relieved that I wasn’t the only one worrying about losing my image. This is who I am.

      “It can be so easy to lose yourself in this industry.” He shrugs and I see his eyes glaze over with memory. “Before this, I was a cap wearing poet, working in a coffee bar.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I loved it. I could tie my hair back; I had a moustache; I actually got to play my own guitar when I got on stage.”

      I tilt my head. “Yeah, I’ve noticed you don’t do that much anymore.”

      “I don’t get the chance. People like stage presence. They want me to dance and move through the audience.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s understandable and I don’t mind it, but I miss the old ways sometimes.” His phone begins to vibrate. He looks at it and runs his tongue over his lower lip, making it glisten in the dim light. “My mum. I’ll call her back.”

      I smile. “How come you don’t have any family and friends on tour with you?”

      “I do.” He pats my knee and stands, stretching tall before putting his phone to his ear. “I needed a break from the usual and you guys needed a place to stay.”

      “Oh.” Now I feel bad.

      “It’s a pleasure having you here,” he assures me. “You can make it up to me when you’re more famous than I am.”

      I don’t get the chance to respond as his mum answers the phone and he leaves the room.

      I pick up my keyboard and practise a few notes. I just haven’t felt like playing much lately, beyond what I’m supposed to play with the band. Normally, playing is all I can think about. The music is my soul and the keys are my outlet. My soul has been silent recently.

      “I’m going shopping,” I tell Wayne, pulling the side door open. He jumps up, looking worried about how to proceed. “I’ll be fine; nobody knows who I am.”

      “Take somebody with you. I can’t leave Enri and I have strict instructions to never leave you alone.”

      I roll my eyes. “I can’t take them with me; I’m going shopping.” He grimaces in response and I add, “See?”

      “I’m sorry, Pet.” He shrugs, looking defeated and as apologetic as he sounds. “I really can’t let you go by yourself.” Ridiculous. I can’t take Kai and Dane with me; they don’t want to come and they hate shopping.

      “Please?”

      “If you can convince Enri to join you…”

      I sigh, pouting like a child. “It’s okay, don’t worry about it. I shall go and amuse myself in my hole in the wall.”

      I’m completely lying. I head to the cinema room. Between there and our sleeping area is another door. If I time it right, I’ll be able to escape without issue. How ridiculous that I’m not allowed out by myself. I’m not a child and I’m not famous enough for anybody to want to fuck with me.

      Watching for any signs of Wayne in the massive wing mirror, I quickly jump down the steps and onto the gravel. Dane’s soft snores carry through the window and I hear Kai talking to Enri somewhere further down.

      I set my destination on my mobile and plug an earphone in so I don’t have to walk around with my phone in my hand.

      This is so naughty of me but I’m desperate to get out by myself for a while. I won’t be long anyway.

      I drop my sunglasses onto my eyes and set off. We’re parked in a safe zone, a place for motorhomes and caravans and now tour buses, by a large hotel, not too far from the city centre but far enough that it’ll take me a good thirty minutes of brisk walking to get there. Not that I mind, Nottingham is absolutely stunning. So many handsome buildings, aged yet perfect, so many gorgeous little shops selling homemade jams and dresses. Not all in the same place but scattered around.

      Using the money that I stole from Lockhart and have yet to spend, I head to the street we went to when we went to get our hair done. That wasn’t the surprise Enri has promised us, but his original plan has been delayed until tomorrow so he treated us to a touch up at one of his favourite hairdressers. The woman who runs it used to be his makeup artist back when he started out.

      “Watch it,” a rude elderly man snarls as he pushes past me to get onto the waiting bus to my right.

      I don’t react. I look at the front of the bus before deciding to cut my walking trip in half. Now I can make the old geezer uncomfortable by sitting right next to him on one of those narrow bench seats.

      At least he doesn’t smell. He does huff though and look entirely uncomfortable.

      I never claimed to not be a bitch.

      “Best shopping centre in this city?” I ask him, playing on my phone. He doesn’t respond and I don’t expect him to.

      I get off three stops later, grateful that the bus didn’t take me on a loop to the wrong direction.

      As fate would have it, only a few buildings up from the stop is the cutest underwear store I think I have ever seen. The cream and gold tones make it look as though it should be a little café, not a place for harlots like myself to buy seductive garments.

      Never have I ever owned something so sexy.

      I check how much I have and fill my arms with things to try on, rejecting help from the fitter. Bra experts never get my size right. Ever.

      As I stare at myself in the mirror, wearing a milk and grey lace coloured teddy with suspenders, I feel sexier than I ever have and that’s okay. It’s okay to feel sexy. It’s okay to want to impress a man you find attractive. That’s what I’m doing, right now. These are going to blow Lockhart’s mind because I know I have the power to do that. He wouldn’t be fucking me if I didn’t.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s dark and I’m exhausted. I have three bags in my hands that are digging into my palms, but I have had the best day. After leaving the underwear store, I went to a patisserie. How is it that I’ve never been to one before? I ate my weight in cake, drank the equivalent in lattes and then stumbled out onto the streets to explore some more. The local markets, cute little stores and other places just lured me in. Before I knew it the sun was setting and unfortunately, because I am a complete moron, I left my navigation on and didn’t close all the apps on my phone, so at some point today, my phone died in my pocket.

      “I’ve found her.” I swear I could sense him before I hear him because as he says this, I’m already turning towards his location. Which has nothing to do with the fact a car angrily pulled onto the curb behind me seconds before.

      The look in his eyes is murderous. To say I have majorly fucked up would be an understatement.

      “Hey, Lockhart.” I try to smile but it shows I’m nervous.

      “Get in the car,” he bites, pulling open the passenger door and taking my bags. “Now.”

      Gulp.

      I slide into the seat and tuck my hands between my thighs. I’m in big trouble.

      After inserting his tense body into the car, he leans across me, allowing me to inhale his alluring scent, and he rips the seatbelt across my body before clicking it into place.

      His breathing, his sharp movements as he drives, all point to one emotion. Rage.

      I sit quietly. There’s no need for me to speak. I know I fucked up and he knows that I know that. Apologies are unnecessary at this point. Besides, if I speak, I have a feeling it’ll tip him over the edge.

      As he drives in silence, I don’t recognise the route we’re taking. It looks nothing like the way I came and seems to be in a completely different direction, not that I’m an expert on navigation. I’d be lost without my phone in a new place, but I’m pretty good at remembering the way I came and this does not look like the way I came.

      His phone rings and the touchscreen radio lights up a dim blue. “Answer,” he commands and the ringing stops.

      “What’s going on? Wayne said you’ve found her? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine,” Lockhart clips and I’m surprised when his hand covers mine on my lap. “She’s safe.”

      “Where the fuck was she?”

      “Buying cake,” he responds, “by the look of her bags.”

      “Fucking cake,” Enri chuckles. “Why am I not surprised?”

      I don’t speak and neither does Lockhart as Enri relays the information to Kai and Dane.

      “How long will you both be? Are you close?” He asks kindly.

      I’m about to respond that we’re on the way but Lockhart abruptly ends the conversation after replying, “We aren’t.”

      The blue light turns to black, only the time lighting up the screen. It’s just gone eight, not too late, but I can understand why they were so worried.

      “Where are we going?” I ask quietly, finally daring to penetrate the silence.

      “You’ll see,” he murmurs, turning another corner sharply. Why he insists on driving like James Bond I have no idea. Does he not understand how full my stomach is of cake and coffee right now?

      “Why are you here? I didn’t realise you’d be coming to Nottingham.”

      “I didn’t realise either,” he snaps. “In fact, I missed three very important meetings to come and find you.” We finally pull into a small carpark and he whips the car into the space nearest the entrance of a large building that has a huge sign running down the side. The name of the building is French. I can’t pronounce it. “You have nothing to say?”

      “How did you find me?” I wonder, secretly impressed.

      Climbing from the car, he moves around to my side and opens my door for me. “We’ll talk when we get inside.”

      “Inside?”

      This time he doesn’t respond. He leads me not to the main entrance but to a door on the side. We enter a narrow hall and then a small elevator which, upon further inspection, only goes to two floors.

      “Where are we?”

      He ignores me and pushes the button for the seventeenth floor. The elevator moves, grinding and humming quietly as we rise higher and higher.

      “I’m sorry for pulling you away from your work.” The more I think about that, the more I wonder why he’s here. Couldn’t he have just sent somebody? Maybe Kai, Dane or Enri? “It’s a long drive; maybe you should rest or something?”

      This is the first time I’ve felt anxious in his presence. I’m not sure I want to be here now.

      The elevator stops and opens onto another narrow hallway, where a door is only a few feet away. Lockhart pulls a key out of his pocket and slots it into the lock. He manoeuvres the door handle down as he twists the key and the door clicks open.

      We step into a studio apartment, huge, warm and beautiful. It’s modern, completely kitted out, but definitely hasn’t been lived in for a while. Or if it has, it’s been cleaned so thoroughly that everything looks brand new, even the kettle. There’s not a speck of dust or a mark on anything.

      “Why are we here?” I ask. “Where exactly are we?”

      “This is one of my apartments,” he explains. “I have a surprise for you.”

      “A surprise?” I gulp when he pulls me towards a door on the far left of the room. We step into a light brown fully tiled shower room with a toilet on a raised step and a shower directly in front of a floor to ceiling window.

      “I was going to come tonight anyway. I simply came sooner because a certain somebody had everyone in a panic. Only I had the tools to track her down.”

      “How?”

      Tapping his nose, he grasps the hem of my turtleneck top and pulls it over my head. His hands pull the grip free of my hair and let the pastel pink locks spill past my shoulders. “I love this; it suits you. It just doesn’t suit formal attire.”

      “I never wear or attend anything formal.” I frown, folding my arms across my chest.

      “That’ll change. We’re attending an event tomorrow, together.”

      “What?” I squeak as he undoes my denim skirt and lets it drop to my ankles. I step out of it, standing in nothing but my underwear. “A formal event? What kind of formal event?”

      He smirks and unhooks my bra, letting it fall to the ground. “Silence, the movie premier.”

      “Together?” My voice gets even squeakier. “I thought we were keeping this private?”

      “Just because we attend an event together doesn’t mean we’re dating. Although, that is likely what they’ll surmise.” He doesn’t seem bothered by this. I’m about to ask him to elaborate when he states, “I said I can’t be more than this. I didn’t say I couldn’t be seen with you. In fact…” he grins and kisses my lips, “I’m certain it was you who gave that rule.”

      “I don’t want anyone knowing because I don’t want them worrying that our affair will fuck up their future.”

      “Kai and Dane?”

      I nod and drop my knickers to the floor. He leads me into the shower and turns on the water. It’s all digital, on a black glass panel on the wall. How bizarre. There’s an emergency stop button beside it, probably for idiots like me who don’t know how to get the right temperature on the first six tries. Lockhart nails it right away.

      “Shower. I have something to do.” He states and turns away from me.

      “I’m sorry if I worried you, or anyone,” I call and he stops in his tracks. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” he grits and strides quickly from the room, but not before adding, “Don’t do it again. You signed away your freedom when you released your first successful single.”

      “Successful?” I speak loud enough to be heard over the spray, placing my hands on the window and looking over the city. I know nobody can see through it, or at least I hope they can’t, because when I was outside I couldn’t see through any of the windows at all. “What do you mean by successful?” I continue, my voice still raised.

      The urge to internet search myself is overwhelming. I’ve never showered so fast in my life.

      No! I order myself mentally when I see my charging phone on the kitchen counter. I am not going to search myself. That’s the worst thing I could ever do.

      Instead I update my Twitter feed with a picture of the view.

      “You must be Cerise?” A soft female voice startles me. I spin on my heel, feeling dizzy at the speed of my movement. She looks at me, giggling under her breath. “I’m sorry, are you okay?”

      I cling to the towel at my chest. “Where’s Lockhart?”

      “Here.” He steps through a doorway on the left as I peruse the woman before us. She’s a little bit taller than me. Her hair is perfectly straight and such a gorgeous shade of blonde that it glows like sunshine. Her eyes are brown and shadowed beneath what look to be false lashes, but not the tacky looking kind. I need to ask her where she got those done. I drag my eyes down her body, mesmerised by every single inch of her. She works out hard and looks after her body, I can tell. Who is she? “This is a friend of mine.”

      “Annice Cole.” She takes a step towards me and holds out her hand. Keeping one arm folded over the towel on my chest, I reach for her hand, still entirely fucking confused. She doesn’t shake it like I assumed she would. Instead she tugs me a step closer and looks at my nails. “I have my kit in the car; I’ll fix your nails for you later.” She’s a nail technician?

      “Thank you?” I glance at Lockhart out of the corner of my eye and become even more confused when he lifts his shirt over his head. “I’m just going to go and get dressed.”

      She smiles, looking at Lockhart who begins to make his way towards me, slowly stalking like a predator after its prey. I suddenly feel like a little rabbit in the sights of a jaguar.

      Her own perfectly manicured fingers bite into my wrist when I try to pull free.

      What the fuck is going on?

      “Do you trust me?” Lockhart asks softly, his fingers under my chin.

      “With what?” I breathe, my eyes locked on the soft, slightly narrowed eyes of Annice.

      He kisses my lips and softly tickles the front of my throat with his fingertips. “With your body.”

      “It’s my soul I’m worried about,” I murmur and Annice steps into me.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she whispers in my ear and the thrill of it sends a shiver through my body. Her free hand finds mine against my chest. “Don’t be shy.”

      “Shy?” I whimper when her teeth nip at my neck.

      It sends a spark through my body unlike any other. My towel drops to the floor. This isn’t happening. I’m dreaming.

      “Kiss her,” Lockhart orders, standing to the side as I’m backed up against the glass window. I don’t like being able to look down but I don’t get the chance to dwell on it because I’m kissing a woman, for the first time since I was fourteen, and I don’t know how to respond. My body is tingling, straining and wanting, but my brain is trying to convince me that I don’t like it, that this is wrong.

      How can it be wrong when her lips are so soft and she tastes like strawberries?

      Lockhart moves behind her and a flash of jealousy rolls through me when I hear him unzipping her dress. I’m now realising that if she’s privy to this, then they’ve probably fucked before.

      “Relax,” she coos, massaging my breasts with both hands. My thighs press together but my eyes won’t leave Lockhart’s as he gently teases the shoulder bands of her dress down to her elbows. She releases me for a moment and lets gravity pull the dress to the ground. “I only bite where it matters.”

      “Fuck,” I whisper when she sucks a nipple into her mouth.

      Lockhart’s smouldering stare only makes this experience that much more powerful. His look, his presence and the taboo of the situation makes me want to come already and nobody has even gotten near my clit yet.

      My head falls back against the window when her nails scratch gently across the surface of my skin. Lockhart moves to my side and pushes his lips to mine. I turn my head to kiss him and he smiles, gripping the back of my neck with one hand to keep me pinned to him, unable to escape.

      “Wild,” he mutters, pulling back and staring into my eyes. His pupils are as dilated as they’ve ever been. His eyes look almost black. “On your knees.”

      I blink, stupefied by his sudden aggressive tone.

      “You heard me.” He grips my chin and repeats, “On. Your. Knees.”

      Annice, who has already lowered herself, grips my hand and tugs me so I drop onto the soft, fluffy grey rug.

      “Take my cock in your hand,” Lockhart demands and I reach up, quickly exposing him to both mine and Annice’s view. I’ve never properly looked at him before. He’s as large, solid and beautiful as he feels. The size of him blows my mind. I stare at it, but he doesn’t seem fazed. He knows his cock is perfect and he probably gets off on this kind of attention. “Take it in your hand!”

      I do, gripping him at the base. It flexes happily in response.

      “Offer me to her,” he tells me and my stomach drops. I look at him sharply, my eyes willing him to punch himself in the face. How can he ask that of me? It hits me, not the cock, the situation. This is what we are. We’re fuck buddies. We have explosive sex. He can’t mean anything to me, therefore I’m not allowed to get upset. Jealousy shouldn’t be an issue.

      So why is it?

      Why can’t I just enjoy this for what it is?

      I shut off my thought processes and concentrate on the way my body feels. My body feels glorious, so I do exactly what he asks of me. I point his cock right at her and she immediately takes it into her mouth.

      Her hand threads into my hair and pulls me closer, guiding me to his thigh. She wants me in on the action. I join in, kissing, licking and sucking at every available space, teasing his balls with my mouth as she fucks his throbbing length with hers.

      He breathes heavily, moaning quietly every so often. I don’t know what it is about guys moaning that turns me on so badly.

      I concentrate on his soft skin tightening between my fingers as I suck and lick and tease it.

      His own fingers grab my hair and pull me up, giving me a chance to stand without it hurting. Then his mouth takes my own and his fingers sink into my core. My body shudders and I mentally break down, one brain cell at a time popping in my head.

      “You’re perfect,” he mutters against my lips and just as his hand frees me below, I feel her lips between my thighs and my legs almost buckle. I want to protest. I want to get angry with her for doing something so wrong. I’m not that way; I’m not into girls… am I? Because whatever she’s doing is making me want to scream with pleasure. I can hardly stand.

      Lockhart moves around my back and holds me to his chest. I wonder what he’s going to do but the answer becomes pretty clear when Annice pushes at my leg, getting me to lift it, and I feel his swollen head push against my entrance. Her tongue against my clit and his cock slowly working its way into me… I’m dead. I am weak. I lean back against his chest, trying to focus through the sensations, but it’s impossible.

      “Good girl,” he whispers in my ear, biting at my neck and grabbing generous handfuls of my breasts as he slowly and carefully slides in and out, just a fraction.

      “Burning,” I hiss.

      He smiles against me. “Let it go.”

      I do.

      My orgasm comes and doesn’t leave. I can’t even scream. It feels so amazing I just tense and for a moment I black out, losing sight and focus of everything but the pulsing in my groin. When I come around, still pulsing and tingling, Lockhart is carrying me to the bed and lowering his body onto mine. He kisses me sweetly, softly, and holds a hand out to Annice, who sits on the bed beside me

      “I’m going to fuck her,” he whispers in my ear. My stomach clenches painfully. “And I want you to kiss her and play with yourself while I do.”

      Kiss her?

      She lies down and smiles at me, her plump and swollen lips glistening with my essence. It’s so erotic, but I can’t. I can’t kiss her, not when I’m so mesmerised by the sight of him pushing into her, the way her equally swollen, pale skin stretches to accommodate his ridiculous size. She sighs. I know the feeling well but not well enough. My eyes won’t look away.

      The darker pink flesh that holds him tight becomes visible with each slow push and pull. I swallow and bite my lip. The jealousy I feel within makes me feel primal, but the strange joy I get from seeing him find his pleasure in front of me, albeit with another woman, overrides the violence bubbling.

      “Cerise,” he says and I’m forced to look up. “Kiss her.”

      Annice grabs my face with both hands and pulls my mouth to hers. I kiss her like I’d kiss Lockhart were he in this position. My tongue tangles with hers and I taste her moans as she too finds her climax. She shudders, her nails digging into my back, not enough to mark but enough to make me gasp.

      She finishes and her body relaxes, spent from the climax. Sensing her exhaustion, Lockhart shoves me face first onto the bed, removes himself from Annice and slams into me from behind.

      “See what I mean about stamina?” He chuckles and Annice flips him off but doesn’t deny whatever it is he’s talking about. She’s well and truly done.

      Hips hit my buttocks, which cushion the impact. His hand snakes around to play with my already swollen clit.

      “Not again,” I whimper, feeling as tired as Annice looks. My body certainly disagrees. It burns just like before, if not more so. I push back against him and he smacks my arse, hard. That wakes me up. I glare at him over my shoulder, which only makes him smile ruthlessly as he hits me again.

      “Motherfucker,” I curse and try to wriggle away.

      “Leave us,” he orders Annice, who nods and slinks out of bed.

      She winks at me and walks her naked body to the bathroom. I’ve never fancied a woman until now. Her arse is perfection… if perfection were an arse, hers would be it.

      Lockhart slaps the other side of my arse.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I cry, wanting to rub the sting, but his hands on my shoulders pin me into the mattress.

      “That’s it, wild one,” he chuckles. “Get angry.”

      “Fuck you,” I scream when he smacks me again. “I’m going to beat the shit out of you. That hurts!”

      “Tell me to stop,” he taunts. “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      When I don’t, he grips my hips and hammers into me. His hand finds my clit again and my knees hover an inch over the bed. How does he find the power for this?

      It’s the sweetest agony.

      We come together, him on an animalistic roar and me on a soft, tired whimper.

      I collapse and he collapses on top of me. I’m relieved when I feel him soften inside. I know how virile he is normally. Thank god this time he worked it out of his system.
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      A finger prods me in the cheek and brushes my hair from my face. “Hey,” Annice whispers, tapping the end of my nose. “Come on, I’ll do your nails before I go.”

      “Huh?” I peel my sticky face from the warm, smooth chest of a man I promised myself I’d never sleep with and wince when he rolls into me. His arms wrap around me like two, muscular, tanned snakes and he hides his face in my neck. I try to tug free again but his leg locks over mine. “I can’t move. Or breathe.”

      Annice yanks on Lockhart’s hair rather sharply and he glares at her through one eye. “You need to move; you’re killing your new playmate.”

      New playmate?

      “Don’t call her that,” he snaps, kissing my forehead and finally releasing me. “She isn’t a toy.”

      “I’m not?” I murmur so only I can hear and finally climb out of bed. I look at Annice. “Can I shower first?”

      She smiles. “Go right ahead. Are you hungry? I’ll go and grab us something to eat if you like?”

      “I’m taking her to dinner later.” Lockhart interjects, sitting up and stretching. When he stands, we both stare at his swelling cock and Annice snorts. “Hurry up, both of you. I don’t want to be waiting all evening.”

      “Are you joining me in the shower?” I ask, no longer ashamed to be so intimate in front of this complete stranger.

      He shakes his head and leans to kiss me on the lips. “I’ll get in after you or we’ll never get ready to go.”

      Even though I’ve already watched them having sex, I don’t feel comfortable leaving them alone together. The thought of him and her pleasuring each other in the next room, without me present, makes me feel a bit murderous if I’m completely honest.

      I don’t show them this though. I slip into the bathroom, relieved when I see Lockhart don his boxers before I do so. My shower is the quickest I’ve ever had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lockhart takes me to a place not far from where he’s staying. We haven’t even begun to discuss what happened today and I’m not sure that I want to. I feel as though when anything like that happens between us, it shouldn’t be this major subject of how’s and why’s. I just want to do it and then bask in my embarrassment.

      Fuck.

      I came on a woman’s face. Who even am I anymore?

      He’s turned me into a sexual monster and I can’t say that I don’t approve because as wild as it all is, I’m loving every second of it.

      “Lasagne and the chicken and tomato grill,” Lockhart told the waiter only a few minutes ago. It feels like longer. I am so hungry.

      “Put your phone away,” he snaps and I hastily stuff it into my bag. “I want your attention on me when you’re with me.”

      “I’m just letting them know that I’ll be back soon.”

      He sips his wine and then wipes the remainder of it from his lip with his tongue. “No you won’t.”

      Blink. “Sorry?”

      “You’re coming with me.”

      “Again, sorry?”

      He raises a brow and locks his fingers under his chin. “You heard. You’re coming with me.”

      “I am not having sex again for… a year. I physically can’t handle anymore.”

      Chuckling, he moves his locked hands to the top of his head and flexes his body side to side. “That’s a lie.”

      “I’m not staying with you.”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “I do.”

      “You don’t.”

      “You’re pissing me off.”

      He chuckles again and takes my hand over the table. “We’ll discuss it later.”

      “No.” I snap haughtily. “Because that means you’ll just fuck me into oblivion again.” His devilish smile comes out to play. “Why do you want to sleep with me so badly anyway?”

      He doesn’t answer and I’m not sure he actually even knows why to be able to tell me.

      “You’re a riddle.” I sip my own wine, wincing at the ache in my arms. “I feel as though I’ve been working out for hours.”

      “You have.”

      “Don’t let me have dessert after this,” I say as the plates are placed in front of us.

      “You can have whatever you wish. You’ll burn it off anyway.”

      “What did I say about being nice to me?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Did fucking another woman before your eyes not nice-proof me enough?” My mouth drops open. “Am I still not bastard enough for you?”

      Blink. “I don’t even want to talk about that ever again.”

      “You liked it,” he whispers, spearing a potato from my plate and placing it beside his lasagne. “And you know you did.”

      I look away, too proud to admit that he’s right.

      “Don’t be ashamed. What happened today was amazing. You are… amazing.” He tips his head to the side. “But we’re going to have to do something about that hair tomorrow.”

      “Hell no we aren’t,” I snap. “I love my hair.”

      “It looks good…”

      “So why change it?”

      He sips his wine again. “I suppose it’s too late to correct now anyway and I don’t want you in a wig all night.”

      I begin to eat my dinner, starved and weak from it. It’s beautiful and I inhale it.

      “Tobias Lockhart!” Tobias stands and smiles when he sees a man pushing between tables and chairs to get to us. He’s young, handsome, has strawberry blonde hair and I know him. Not personally, but I know him. I’ve known him my entire life. Well, since I was fourteen and he stumbled into existence. “Small world.”

      “I love you,” I say before I can stop myself and both men look at me. Lockhart is questioning my sanity with his eyes and Xavier is grinning stupidly. “I umm… I mean I love you, your work. I love your work, music, stuff.”

      “Why thank you, always great to meet a fan, especially one whose own work I admire.” He takes my hand and kisses my knuckles. “Cerise Branch, correct?”

      I nod almost frantically, wishing I had a fan to fan myself with. I’m too warm. Is it hot in here?

      Lockhart glances between us both and the air around him changes. He’s angry.

      “Your violin solo during the Ballad of Ivan broke my heart. I listened to it on a loop constantly. I still do.”

      His grin gets wider and Lockhart’s vanishes entirely.

      “I am honoured. Such a lovely compliment… you make me want to play right now,” he chuckles, still holding my hand.

      Lockhart clears his throat but Xavier’s eyes don’t leave me for a second. “Are you here with your wife?”

      “No, we divorced in the Spring.” Xavier finally looks away but doesn’t let go of my hand, so I pull it free and twist it on my lap. I’m the only one sitting.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Lockhart grits. What’s his problem?

      “I’m not.” He shrugs and motions his hand between the both of us. “I apologise for interrupting. I’ll allow you to finish your dinner in peace.” When he turns to me and takes my hand again, Lockhart growls. Vocally growls. A low and guttural note claws its way through his chest, but Xavier only seems amused. “I shall call you, lovely Cerise. Maybe we can play together.” He looks to Lockhart and adds, “meaning with our instruments.”

      Even I didn’t miss that jab. He’s trying to get a reaction out of my fuck buddy and is succeeding.

      Lockhart glares at his friend, his face reddening, and I wonder if he’s holding something back. He looks ready to explode. I kind of want him to, purely because not only am I flattered by all of this attention but it’s also funny as hell.

      “I shall look forward to it,” I respond carefully, not wanting to seem too eager and also not wanting to seem as though I want to sleep with him, because I don’t. Well… not while I’m promised to another man, anyway. It’s just, Xavier has been my idol since I was young. Nobody else got it; they didn’t understand that style of music. I obsessed over it. I’d lock myself away with the music playing so loudly you could practically see it vibrate in the air. I’d picture different keys as different colours and my room would transform into a rainbow. I miss those days. Life was so much simpler then.

      “I shall call you too, Tobias,” he chuckles, shaking his head. “It’s not like you to get possessive. I’m so very intrigued.”

      “Possessive?” Lockhart has done nothing but get angry at a man flirting with his possible date during what looks to be a romantic meal. I’d hardly say he’s been possessive.

      “Have a good evening, Xavier.” Lockhart takes his seat and Xavier walks back to his table, shared with two other men I don’t recognise. Or at least I don’t think I do; I don’t look for long enough to be completely sure.

      “Finish your dinner,” Lockhart snaps, angry at me now, or maybe just at the situation.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Finish your fucking dinner,” he repeats, “so we can go.”

      “Go?” What happened to the dessert I told him not to get me?

      He wipes his mouth on his napkin and abandons his wine, opting to drink the water in the glass beside it.

      “I feel as though you’re angry at me and I don’t know why,” I whisper, keeping my voice low so as to not cause a scene.

      He looks at me as though I’m crazy. “You don’t know why?” Then he mimics me from earlier, his tone high and patronising, “I love you… I mean your work… I mean, lie down so I can fuck you.”

      “If we weren’t in the middle of a restaurant, I would throw something at you,” I hiss, smiling deceptively so curious eyes don’t catch anything amiss, and then I stand abruptly. I tug on my jacket and make my way to the exit. Lockhart follows close behind after dropping money onto the table.

      “Don’t walk away from me,” he snarls when we reach the outside. I keep walking towards his car. “Cerise, stop.”

      I do so because he hasn’t unlocked it and nor does he. Instead he boxes me in between his arms, chest and car.

      “You…” He begins but I quickly cut him off.

      “No headaches, remember?” His lips thin to a white line. “You said no bloody headaches. Yet you aren’t following your own rule!”

      “Flirting with a man in front of me, openly confessing your love for him…”

      “I was overwhelmed and I kind of thought that was allowed considering you fucked somebody else beside me in bed today, or was I imagining that?”

      “That’s different.”

      “How so?” One hand rests on my hip as the other rests against his chest, keeping him at bay. Not that it’ll work. “Because you’re allowed and I’m not?”

      A muscle ticks in his jaw and I know I’ve gotten through to him. We stare at each other, hearts pounding, chests heaving for the longest time.

      “I was a bit star struck,” I explain calmly. “I was a huge fan of his. I still am. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “I apologise for my reaction, but let me make one thing clear,” he whispers dangerously, his mouth inches from mine. “While we are enjoying each other’s company, I expect complete loyalty. You will treat me with respect. Flirting with another man so openly is, for lack of a better word, humiliating.”

      “Diddums, did I hurt your ego?”

      “Get in the car,” he orders quietly.

      I do as I’m told, mostly because I’m getting cold and I’m also very tired.

      “How would you like it if I flirted so happily with another woman while in your company? How would you feel?”

      “I’m not allowed to feel, remember?” I point out.

      “You are frustrating.”

      “Well it’s true. If it makes you feel any better, I won’t flirt in front of you if I can help it, but let me make something clear. You can pretend as much as you like that I’m yours,” I turn slightly to face him, “but I’m not. If I meet somebody who I feel I can have a future with, I’m going to try it. I’m not putting my entire life on hold for a man who won’t even take me on a fucking date.”

      He pulls sharply from the road, the wheel almost hitting the curb, but we come to a complete stop.

      Turning towards me, he asks incredulously, “What the fuck do you think that was?”

      Is he saying that was a date? Because if so I am entirely confused. “You want more?”

      “No, but I wanted to treat you for today.”

      “By taking me on a date that will lead to nothing?” I scoff. “I’d rather not bother.”

      He drags his hands over his face. “What do you want from me exactly? How can I keep you without all of the bullshit?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “Why are the good ones in bed always the needy ones?”

      “Fuck you,” I yell, fighting the urge to get out of the car. “I haven’t asked you for a thing! I didn’t ask you to take me on a date. In fact I’ve been keeping you at arm’s length better than you have! I’m just saying that if I find the right guy during our fuck buddy fun times, I won’t be sacrificing that for this. I’m not saying I want a relationship; I’m saying I’m keeping my options open, but I’ll refrain from flirting in your presence, seeing as you’re going to cry like a little bitch about it.”

      “If I could tan your arse with my belt right now, I would,” he grits, visibly stressed. Grabbing me by the back of my head, he pulls me into him and pushes his tongue into my mouth. Even though I’m mad and a little bit upset, I allow him to kiss me, only so I can vent some of my frustration by biting his lips and tongue. “If I don’t think he’s right for you,” he pulls back, panting, “he can’t have you.”

      “That’s not your choice to make.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, wild one,” he whispers, giving me one last gentle peck. “I own you.”

      Gulp.

      “You’re tapped in the head.”

      His anger turns into something malicious and a little bit frightening. It also makes me wet, but I won’t say that aloud. “Stay away from him. Am I clear?”

      He was right. He really is a bastard. It’s not even that I want anything to do with Xavier, I just don’t want to be told how to behave.

      “Double fucking standards,” I hiss, turning towards the window. His hands clench on the steering wheel so tightly they squeak against the leather. “Can you take me back to the bus please?”

      “As you wish,” he mumbles, turning up the radio and putting his foot down.

      I wasn’t expecting him to be so easily told, yet when he pulls up by the side of the tour bus, I find myself feeling a little bit disappointed that I actually won that round so easily.

      “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at three,” he tells me, not bothering to get out of the car. “Don’t go wandering off again and wear the bloody watch I gave you.”

      “It’s in my bag,” I respond, slamming the car door shut. What a beautiful piece of machinery.

      I move around to the boot and his chivalry gets the better of him and he finally joins me, helping me with my bags. His eyes scan my face and his hand discreetly takes my own so prying eyes can’t see.

      “I should have taken you with me,” he sighs, shaking his head at his own stupidity. “Tomorrow. Three.”

      I nod and pull my hand away sharply. “Goodnight, Lockhart.”

      “Goodnight, Wild One.” He’s grinning when I look at him over my shoulder. He slams the boot shut as I open the door to the bus and before Enri can approach him, he climbs into his car and drives away.

      “Well…” Enri states, frowning at me. “That was stupid. Are you okay?”

      “Cake!” I hold up one of the bags, smiling happily as though I haven’t just had raging sex with my boss.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Kai snaps, coming into view. They have me pinned in the kitchen area.

      “Lockhart took me to dinner,” I shrug, pushing past them and waving to Dane who is playing on his phone at the table. “No big deal.”

      Enri, just relieved to see me in one piece, says, “Well, good. We should get some shut eye. We have a really busy day tomorrow.”

      Kai doesn’t talk, only skulks away. I’m not going to apologise for my actions. I’m a grown up. I’m allowed to go where I want, when I want and fuck who I want and I’m sick of Kai thinking he can tell me otherwise.

      “I’m sorry if you were all worried.”

      “I wasn’t,” Dane puts his hand up, his other hand and eyes still on his phone.

      Enri winks at me and allows me to pass.

      “I’m going to get ready for bed.”

      “Cake.” Enri takes the bag from my hand and empties it onto the table. Literally, he just tips it out.

      “That’s not the cake bag,” I sigh as both he and Dane stare at the lace underwear set with stockings now splayed out on the sparkly grey surface.

      Dane pokes the breast cups. “Definitely not the cake bag.”

      “I erm…” Enri, unable to tear his eyes away from the underwear, stammers for something suitable to say.

      “You can put them back in the bag,” I laugh and place the actual cake bag behind the underwear.

      He carefully picks up each item and drops them into the paper bag in his hand, pausing when he holds up the thong parallel with his eyes.

      “Pervert,” I giggle, snatching my undergarments from his hands.

      “Since when did you become a girl?” Dane asks, his mouth already full of sponge. I didn’t even see him open the containers.

      “Shut up.”

      “Sorry,” Enri adds, handing me the bag back.

      I take it and, still giggling, I go to my sleeping area.

      “You know, if you need somebody to grade your new look… I’d be happy to help,” Enri calls. “Ouch, what was that for?”

      “Keep that to yourself,” Dane warns, playing the protective big brother. He’s never gotten involved before. Perhaps he cares about me more than he lets on. How sweet.

      I’m so lucky.
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      “Will you hurry up? I need to piss,” Dane shouts, smacking his hand against the wall.

      “I’m coming.” I switch off the shower, wring out my hair and wrap my body in a towel. “Is Enri up yet?” I open the door a crack. “We’re going to be late for his bloody surprise.”

      “I’m up.” He staggers into view just as I fully step out of the shower.

      Then, with a maniacal laugh, he shoves Dane out of the way and locks himself in the bathroom.

      “Mother fucker,” Dane yells, hopping on the spot whilst cupping his groin with his hands. “Fuck it.”

      He races from the bus, leaving the door open. Christ that draft is cold.

      I hear him sigh happily as he sets free the contents of his bladder.

      “Tramp!” A woman yells but Dane won’t care.

      I roll my eyes, laughing, and after grabbing my things, new underwear included, I get dressed in one of my nicer outfits. The lace black skirt floats to my knees and my dark red V neck top clings tightly to my bosom, showing just the lines of the sexy underwear I wear beneath. I look and feel amazing. Despite the fact I’ve worn this outfit a few times, I feel better than ever. My skin is glowing, my grey, blue eyes are vibrant in a way they never have been and even though my hair has been through a lot recently, it feels silky smooth. I’m not sure if this is down to the vitamins I started taking yesterday or if it’s all in my head. Surely vitamins won’t work that soon, so it must all be in my head.

      “Come on guys, we have to go,” Kai yells just as I exit Enri’s room.

      “You look nice.” Dane smiles.

      “Thanks.”

      Enri enters his bedroom and I skip into the empty bathroom to apply mascara and a little eyeliner. Before long we’re in a car heading to locations unknown.

      “Will we be done by three?” I ask, almost forgetting that Lockhart is supposed to be picking me up then.

      “Definitely.” Enri turns to face me from where he’s sitting in the front seat. His eyes scan me curiously. “Why?”

      Do I tell them? I suppose there’s no use in hiding it.

      “Lockhart is taking me as his guest to a movie premier later.”

      They all stare at me. I feel a little self-conscious.

      “He thinks it’ll be good for our band and he only has one extra ticket,” I explain, though it’s a complete lie. I don’t know how many tickets he has; I just know he only invited me. “I think…”

      Kai looks envious, Dane looks impressed and Enri looks livid.

      “When did he ask you?” He asks, his jaw clenched.

      “Yesterday,” I respond carefully. “Well… last night. He didn’t really ask; he more told me.”

      “Of course he did,” Enri laughs and turns back to the front.

      “Is that okay?”

      He nods. “It’s fine.”

      “It doesn’t sound fine.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He looks at his phone and I know not to push him further.

      What is it with people getting upset with me at the moment? I’m not doing this purposely. Why can’t things be simple?

      By the time we arrive at wherever it is we are, Enri has cheered up and is finally back to his usual self. Wayne opens my door for me and Enri takes lead as we walk along a cobbled street.

      “This is the one!” He grins, knocking on a tall black door. The house is one in a row of terraced houses. It’s pretty with flowers beneath the windows.

      When the door opens, I blanch when I see who answers.

      “Annice?” I squeak and her perfect tooth smile widens.

      “Hey, Ann.” Enri hugs the woman, who winks at me over his shoulder. “How do you two know each other?”

      “She and Mr Lockhart were dining when I saw them across the way. I couldn’t not introduce myself,” she lies and then turns to Kai and Dane. “It’s nice to meet you, boys. Come on in.”

      I’m last to enter and the second I step through the door, Annice’s hand gently tickles down my spine. My face flushes further.

      This is so awkward.

      “I love your nails.” She grins and winks again.

      I flex my fingers and distract myself by looking around. There’s a gorgeous leather L shaped sofa placed in front of a small LCD. This place is so cute and cosy, though the lighting is a bit questionable. It’s very dark.

      “Come on.” She beckons us to the open, wooden staircase on the left. “Follow me.”

      Enri, still smiling like a child, follows her up, looking back to ensure we’re sharing his excitement. I just want to leave.

      “Here we are.”

      It’s like stepping into a different building. The entire floor is grey. The walls, the floors, everything is the same shade of grey, except the massive lights on poles crowded around a white back drop. In the corner of the room, behind a large grey curtain which she pulls back, are rows and rows of outfits.

      “I called in a favour and got you these to play with.”

      “Is it just you?” Enri asks her.

      “They trust me to deliver,” she responds. “Has he told you why you’re here yet?”

      We all shake our heads, still standing by the stairway.

      “You are here for your first ever cover shoot. You guys are going to be on the front of,” she imitates a drum roll in the air with her hands, “On Point Magazine.”

      “ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME?” Kai cries and Dane and I both, like school girls, begin jumping up and down and screaming loudly.

      “Okay, Okay,” Enri laughs, covering his ears.

      “Don’t we need to do an interview too?” Kai asks.

      “They’re calling you all tomorrow.”

      “Calling?”

      Enri laughs. “Yeah, that shit is done by phone or email.”

      Cool! “This is insane!”

      “I’ll be doing your hair and makeup and helping you choose a look.” Annice motions for us to follow her to a door at the end of the large room.

      “If there’s just one of you,” I say politely, “will we have enough time?”

      “She’s worried because she has a date with Lockhart at three,” Enri comments dryly.

      Annice places her hand on my arm. “I’m a master. It’s why they let me work from home - saves them money and I’m good at what I do, so don’t you worry.”

      Dane and Kai are already browsing through the plastic wrapped outfits. Enri joins in, giving them his input on what he thinks will look good. We all not only have to choose nice outfits but we have to match to a certain extent too.

      It’s fun. We have so much fun and get extremely giddy. I was worried about how I’d look on camera but Annice really is good at what she does.

      I’m made to do solo shots, shots with the guys, shots with Enri. There are so many photos taken in so many different outfits and styles with many props and backdrops. I feel even more stunning than I did when I got dressed this morning.

      “Oh, you can keep those,” Annice says when I go to hang up the clothes I’ve been trying on and basically tossing into a pile.

      “Seriously?” I squeak.

      “Seriously.” She smirks, stepping towards me and adding a dark brown lipstick to my lips.

      “Guys,” I laugh. “Freebies!” I throw my arms around Enri’s neck and leave a dark brown lipstick kiss on his cheek. “Best day ever. Thank you!”

      We bag up our new outfits and shoes and, with makeup still fresh and hair still perfect, we exit the studio and go for a late lunch. This really is the life.

      I forgot how exciting this could be.

      “Did it cost you a lot to get us that gig?” I ask Enri, who smiles kindly at me and replies, “Not at all.”
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* * *

      When Lockhart pulls up by the curb of the coffee shop where we’re dining, I can’t help but feel a little giddy at the prospect of tonight. Only Kai and Dane join me in greeting him and wave me off. Enri stays inside and out of view.

      Lockhart for the first time looks casual in a light shirt and light jeans. Sunglasses balance on his nose and his beard has been groomed perfectly. He smells fresh, like clean linen and lemons. I want to lick him.

      “You look stunning,” he says quietly after the car starts to move.

      “Why didn’t you tell me I’d be meeting Annice today? Why did you let us do that, knowing that we’d be working together?”

      He smirks, finding this amusing. It certainly is not amusing.

      “I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      “What is she to you and Enri exactly?”

      “She’s just a good friend. I’ve known her for a while and obviously introduced her to Enri. There’s nothing going on between them, if that’s your concern. She prefers women to men.”

      I blink rapidly. “Oh.”

      “There’s nothing going on between us any longer either. The only time we’ve ever shared a bed is when in the company of a woman.” He grins broadly. “You’re her new favourite.”

      “She kept touching me.”

      He laughs as though this is also amusing, which it isn’t.

      “Smile, Wild One.” He places his hand on my thigh. “Today is an exciting day.”

      “I hope so. We got swamped in the first restaurant we visited and men with cameras had their lenses pressed right up against the glass of the restaurant. I still can’t believe how savage they were. It was mental.”

      “Enri has a tough life in that regard, though if you keep producing music like you have been, it’ll be you soon too.”

      Shudder. “Fame and I don’t get along.”

      “I know.” He brings my hand to his lap and presses it to his groin. “I’ll do all I can to protect you from that when it comes to that.”

      “If.”

      “No, when,” he corrects and I shudder again. “I have to speak to you about something.”

      “Oh?”

      “With regard to Kai, it’s something I’ve spoken to him about myself but I’m informing you because I’m hoping you can be his… influence.”

      “Influence?” A certain dread fills my heart and before Lockhart even speaks his next words, I know where this conversation is going.

      “Wayne was unfortunate enough to find cocaine amongst Kai’s possessions.”

      “Fuck.”

      He squeezes my hand, keeping his eyes on the road. “If he gets into that shit, I will have to drop him from the label. He has been warned and offered plenty of therapists to help with his anxiety, but he has refused them all.”

      “Double fuck.”

      “As you know, my company has an extremely strict policy when it comes to substance abuse.”

      “I know,” I sigh. “He knows it too.”

      “This is his final chance. If we have to kick him, we’ll have to replace him and I know that isn’t something you want.”

      This isn’t happening. “I spoke about this with him before our first gig. He promised me he wouldn’t do it again. I don’t get it because he doesn’t even like drugs!”

      “Promise me you won’t ever be so stupid.”

      Duh.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he laughs, kissing my hand again. I pull it free. “Too nice?”

      “You need to stop that.”

      “Then you’re never going to forgive me after this.” He slides his hand up my skirt until his fingers are at the edge of my stockings. “What’s this, I wonder?”

      Gulp.

      He flips my skirt up at the front and his eyes heat. “You wore this for me?”

      “Bought it with your money too.” I grin mischievously. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      Chuckling, he presses his fingers against my lace clad pussy. “If this is what you spend it on, you can expect more to come your way. I can’t wait to see you in it entirely.”

      I grip his wrist to stop his teasing. “So, what time does the premier start and what’s expected of me?”

      “I’ll talk you through the protocols later. It doesn’t start until six. Right now we’re going to get you done up and dressed. Though now I know what you have beneath your clothes, I’m not sure we’ll have the time.”

      “Behave. I’m still mad at you for how you reacted last night.”

      His smile fades. “I apologise for upsetting you, but not for how I reacted.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Don’t flirt in front of me.”

      “So I can flirt behind your back?”

      “No.”

      “Can I converse?”

      “Feel free, but no flirting.”

      “Why? If we’re keeping this as platonic as a sex relationship can be, then what does it matter if I flirt?”

      He sighs heavily and rubs his face with both hands when we reach a red light. “Because I don’t want anybody thinking I can’t satisfy the woman I’m spending my time with. If she’s giving her attention to other men then it makes me look inadequate.”

      “Ego trip,” I say in a sing song voice.

      “Do as you’re told.”

      My eyes roll to the window. “Fine, I won’t flirt. Okay?”

      “Thank you. Me neither.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.”

      “We sound like idiots,” I snort, which turns into full on giggling.

      He joins in laughing.

      “I sure hope you have something in your suitcase for me to wear tonight.”

      “Of course.” He sounds affronted but his mood soon changes and he says, “I can’t remove the image of you being pleasured by another woman out of my mind.”

      Fuck.

      “Let’s just not talk about that.” I mumble, my cheeks heating. “Ever.”

      His answering chuckle tells me that he’s never going to stop talking about that.
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* * *

      “You are stunning,” Lockhart tells me as I stare at myself in the mirror.

      The dress I’m wearing is divine; I can hardly believe it myself.

      Midnight blue chainmail-like material covers me from head to toe. Literally. It clings to my body, revealing the space between my breasts to my navel, and fans out from my thighs with a slit going up to just under the front of my hip. The top covers my head in a large yet delicate hood that has to be pinned to my hair.

      It’s me. I would choose this. Lockhart knows me well.

      He has also covered my hair. I don’t like this.

      He shouldn’t be trying to control my image, though I don’t bring this up with him now. I don’t want to cause any arguments before the premier and seem ungrateful.

      I just wish he’d enjoy my new hair that I love so much.

      My makeup, which is still perfect from earlier, I touch up and darken a little around the eyes. This is so exhilarating. I’m going to get a taste of what it feels like to be famous. I just wish Kai and Dane could be here experiencing this glamour. It feels wrong being the advocate for a band that they created.

      “Just a second.” Lockhart frowns, kissing my jaw and moving to the other side of the room with his phone in hand.

      I wonder who that could be? He doesn’t look happy to be accepting the call.

      Raising my leg, I let the fabric fall around it to ensure nobody can see my underwear at different angles. I should be fine as long as I’m not caught by the wind.

      This dress is heavier than it looks so I should be okay. I hope.

      Bleh! I’m obsessing.

      Lockhart speaks to whoever is on the line in Italian. Dear God, thank you for this experience. It is so bloody sexy I can hardly cope. I want to drop on all fours and ask him to take me, but we already did it against the door and we’ll be late if we don’t get going now.

      He hangs up after a few tense sounding words and then turns to me with an appreciative smile as if nothing happened. “I don’t think we can leave.” His eyes turn black with heat.

      “We have to.” I hold up a hand to ward him off and take a step back. “I want to have my picture taken and be ogled at by a thousand men.”

      He growls. I grin wickedly and pull open the door for him before bowing and motioning for him to exit. As he passes, he slides a hand into the thigh slit and tickles my knickers with his fingers.

      “You really need to stop that.” I grip onto his bicep and peer up at him through my lashes. “My willpower is only as strong as yours.”

      And then he douses it all out by asking a question I’d hoped he’d never ask. “Why did you quit?”

      I try to pretend I don’t have a clue what he’s referring to. “Quit what?”

      “You know what. You just didn’t turn up and you weren’t suddenly ill like everyone said.”

      I shrug. “Do you think Scarlett Johansson will go tonight? I fucking love her.”

      “Stop swearing. Answer the question.” He presses the elevator button and we wait patiently in silence. After realising I’m not going to talk about it, he sighs and doesn’t mention it again.

      “So…” I click my tongue as the elevator descends. “Will she?”

      “Will she what?”

      “Be there.”

      Raising a brow, he looks at me as though I’m the crazy one.

      “Scarlett Johansson!” I snap. “Will she be there?”

      “Oh.” He smiles, shrugging. “Probably.”

      Something tells me that his questioning is far from over.
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      I wake up, unsure of where I am or how I got here. My mouth tastes like aniseed and sand. Ugh.

      With a spinning head, I try to sit up, only to feel a hand on my shoulder pushing me down.

      “You should probably try to open your eyes before you start to move,” Lockhart chuckles and places a glass in my hand. He helps me sit up and pops two pills onto my tongue before helping me drink the water. “Good girl.”

      “Oh my god,” I grumble, rolling onto my side and pulling the blanket over my head. “I feel so ill. How much did I drink?”

      “Enough to fuel a small army of beastly men.” Climbing in behind me, he curls his boxer brief clad body into mine and tickles my arm and fingers with his. “You’ll never drink that much again.”

      “Agreed,” I whisper. It feels as though the bed is swaying. “Did I make a fool of myself.”

      “On the contrary, you made a few friends. Do you truly not remember?”

      “I will soon.” I nuzzle the soft blanket. “I just need more sleep and a nap.”

      “That’s the same thing,” he laughs, his chest vibrating against my back. He’s so warm, like a soft, fleshy radiator. “Promise me you won’t drink so carelessly again.”

      I turn into his chest, still hiding under the blanket. “I will do my best.”

      He sighs, kisses the top of my head and rubs my back. “Have a nap and go to sleep.”

      “That’s the same thing.” I grin, kissing his chest, right above his nipple, and relaxing my body. “We’re breaking the rules.”

      I receive nothing but silence and find that I’m too tired to argue anyway.

      My nap is as unsettled as my stomach. Memories from the previous night flood my brain. Flashes of cameras, eating fancy food on trays that seemed to float around the room, held by waiters and waitresses that just looked happy to be there.

      Mingling at the after party and introducing myself to celebrities in my drunken fuelled state. Nobody seemed to mind. I met some lovely people who accompanied me on this crazy autograph rampage. Lockhart, though annoyed at first, seemed to enjoy my company the later the night got. I no doubt embarrassed him to begin with but he soon saw the fun in it.

      Especially when everybody else saw the fun in it. I always have been the centre of the party, especially when vodka is involved, which it was.

      “We need to get up soon,” Lockhart rolls me onto my front and pins me between his body and the mattress. His cock rubs between my legs through the fabric of his boxers.

      “Not right now. I’m achy from last night.”

      “Last night was a fumbled mess.” He buries his face in my neck. “I’m mortified and I was hoping the vodka in your system would remove it from memory.”

      “You fell off the bed.” I remind him, smiling into the soft pillow.

      “I wasn’t my best,” he grumbles.

      “Trust me, you did great. Now get off me.”

      “No.” He continues to grind until I dig my elbow into his ribs and roll away from him, flipping the blanket from me as I go.

      “Can I use your shower?”

      “You can use whatever you like.” He watches me walk across the room in nothing but my bra.
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* * *

      We set off less than two hours later and even though I offer to get the train back to Nottingham from London, where the premier was held, Lockhart refuses, stating that he doesn’t get to drive often enough these days as he’s always stuck in the office.

      The drive is fairly quiet and entirely sweet. He glances over at me every so often and smiles. He promised me he’d be a bastard. He is in no way, shape, or form being a bastard.

      I want to get to know him better but I’m too scared to. If I figure out just how wonderful this man truly is, there will be no going back. There’s a reason this man is single. I must remind myself of this constantly. He isn’t married yet and he isn’t even dating, although I don’t know if that is because of choice or something else. Like the fact he’s a sadist. He no doubt gets tired of hearing the same woman scream over and over.

      And boy can he make me scream.

      Sigh.

      “What are you looking at me like that for?” His lips twitch and he drops his sunglasses over his eyes.

      Placing my hand on his thigh, I gently slide it towards his groin and then back towards his knee.

      “When will I see you again?” I ask softly.

      When he doesn’t respond for a long while, I repeat my question and tap his leg.

      “I’m thinking.” He chews on the inside of his lip and places his hand on top of mine. “Not for a few days.”

      “Okay.”

      “Is that all right?”

      Shrugging, I give him a confused look. “Whatever you need, as agreed.”

      “Song lyrics,” he chuckles.

      “They very well could be.” I type them into my phone before I forget them. “Can you sing?”

      He chuckles and shifts in his seat. “That’s a debatable subject.”

      “Sing for me.” I turn fully in my seat, my leg bent and resting against the console between us.

      “Only if you play for me.”

      Nice try. “I can’t just play.” I turn back around.

      “Why?”

      “It’s… it’s complicated.”

      “Does it have anything to do with your uncle passing away?”

      “It has to do with a lot of things that I don’t want to discuss,” I grumble, looking at my stubborn reflection in the wing mirror.

      “You started it.”

      “I asked you to sing.”

      He grins and strokes my hair with his left hand. His right hand remains on the steering wheel and his eyes on the road. “I asked you to play.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You won’t,” he corrects, still stroking my hair. “Maybe one day you’ll grant me the pleasure.”

      “Maybe.” I lie to appease him because I know it’s never going to happen. I lost the ability to play like that. It’ll never return. “We’re almost there.”

      The air in the car changes. I feel a solemn chill surround us both and try my best not to question it. It’ll force me to think about things I don’t need to think about and put things in my head that don’t exist.

      “That we are.”

      We drive the rest of the way in almost silence. I sing along to the radio on occasion, excited for the day I’m driving on the motorway and one of my songs comes on. The thought makes me giddy.

      When we arrive back at the bus, Enri and Dane are outside speaking to a few people from within the hotel. They look to be happily chatting and don’t even turn to look when the heavy, guarded gates to the secluded parking grounds close behind us.

      I climb out of the car at the same time as Lockhart and move to the now open boot. He reaches for my bags but Wayne beats him to it, seeming to appear out of nowhere and then vanish just as quickly.

      “Please don’t drink like that again,” Lockhart suddenly demands, shaking his head and cupping my jaw with one hand. “Promise me.”

      “I promise I won’t push my limits,” I assure him and then try to step around him.

      A hand grabs the front of my shirt and I’m yanked roughly back to him. His lips press against my own and a warm, wet tongue, tasting sweet from the fresh orange he just drank, tangles with mine.

      I groan, forgetting where I am and who is watching until he presses me up against the side of his car and grinds against me. This is a display. He’s doing this on purpose.

      “Don’t walk away from me without saying goodbye.”

      Blink. “I thought you were coming with me, you psycho,” I hiss, pulling his hands off my body.

      “Fine.” He grins menacingly. “Don’t walk away from me without clarifying my intentions.”

      I roll my eyes but my lips betray me by smiling. “I’ll see you soon, Lockhart.”

      “See you soon, Wild One.”

      With flushed cheeks and an aching womb, I make my way to Enri and Dane. Dane has his brows raised in surprise and Enri is glaring at Lockhart over my shoulder as his fists clench by his sides.

      “Hey, guys,” I say and yawn, trying to act as naturally as possible. “What’s cooking? Smells good.”

      “Did you just kiss our boss?” Dane hisses, looking perplexed.

      “I can smell egg. Is Kai cooking?” I avoid his question and ask my own instead.

      Enri doesn’t follow us inside.

      “Are you insane?” Dane hisses.

      “What’s up?” Kai asks and I can’t stop the bark of laughter I release upon seeing him in a naked lady apron. He’s fully clothed beneath, but the visual of his head on an image of that body does a lot for my sense of humour.

      “Guess who’s fucking Lockhart?” Dane snaps, brushing past me and pulling himself up onto the table.

      I gape at him. “Dane!”

      “Are you kidding? Please tell me you’re kidding?” Kai begs, turning the gas stove off.

      “We’re just having fun; it’s not a big deal,” I grumble and start towards my room, but Kai steps into my path.

      “At whose expense?” Kai snarls, throwing his apron onto the ground.

      “Chill out, Kai.” I sigh. I can understand his concerns but I won’t allow him to get in my face about it.

      “What happens when you do something to piss him off?”

      My eyes roll heavenward and I can’t stop myself from puffing my cheeks out with a blow of air.

      “You need to end that shit before it ends our career,” Kai snaps and Dane doesn’t disagree.

      “A bit hypocritical of a statement don’t you think, Kai?” I snap back, giving him a lingering glare.

      Even though they’re right, I know they are, I just… I like spending time with Lockhart. Why does it have to be made complicated? Why can’t it just be about the sex without everybody sticking their two cents in? Especially somebody who has recently done something far more severe than I.

      “It’s not like that.” I finally squeeze around him, shouldering his chest as I go. “We’ve come to an understanding.”

      Enri steps inside. “The last girl he came to an understanding with was forced to quit too.”

      I tense at his voice and stop before I reach the door.

      “I don’t want to embarrass you or… make you feel unworthy of his affections, because you most certainly aren’t.” He clears his throat and nods to Dane and Kai, who both make themselves busy. Kai turns the stove back on and Dane slides onto the bench seat. “But you’re just one of many in his eyes. I can tell you three promising females who were just having sex with him that fell off the radar when he got bored. The last one was also my starting act.”

      That can’t be true. I refuse to believe it.

      “The fact I can see the hurt in your eyes just goes to show that it isn’t just sex to you anymore.” He steps into my zone and leans around me to open the door. I’m guided inside and the door closes behind him. “You need to end it. My cousin… he’s a bastard. In the beginning he’s all sweet, chasing you, but as soon as you start to show him anything other than just sex, he’ll throw you away and your career with you.”

      “It can’t be that way,” I murmur, hating myself for getting involved in any of this.

      “You need to walk away. I can protect your career now. I can keep you on board now, but not if you mix with him anymore…” He shakes his head slowly and cups my cheeks with both hands. “Walk away, Cerise. Don’t get sucked into his bullshit.”

      “Three?” I ask, finding this hard to swallow.

      “The first two were women I met, newly starting out. The third, as I said, she started for me.”

      “Three,” I repeat, swallowing down the nausea I feel.

      He nods, his green eyes, a similar shade to Lockhart’s, searching my own. “You don’t need to have anything to do with him from this point. Rep will hire you a publicist and protect you. You’ve just got to cut him off.”

      “How?” I push his hands from my face and pace to my bed. “How do I just cut him off? He’s tenacious.”

      “We’re basically away now for a good while. He’ll move on before you get back. I know my cousin well.”

      The thought makes me even sicker than before. Have I truly been played so easily?

      “How do I tell him?” I ask, not turning to look at him because I don’t want him to see the weakness of my soul glistening in my eyes.

      “I suppose that would be the hard part. He hates rejection.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you want me to talk to him?”

      My head shakes frantically. “God no. I’ll deal with it. This is my mess.”

      “I’m really sorry, Cerise. It is for the best.”

      “I know.” It’s getting too complicated too soon. “Thanks, Enri.”

      “No problem. What are friends for, right?” He yanks on my braid and stalks past me. “I’m going for a nap.”

      “Me too.” I climb onto my bed after kicking my shoes off and pull the curtain across. “When are we leaving for Manchester?”

      “First thing.”

      His bedroom door closes at the same time as my eyes. What the hell have I done? I should never have started this in the first place.

      I roll onto my front and all I can envision and feel is Lockhart’s body against my own. He did warn me he was a bastard. Is this what he meant?

      How on earth am I going to tell him without pissing him off? Or am I thinking too highly of myself? Maybe he’ll be fine with it?

      I’ll wait until he’s back in London before I start making calls.

      “God, Cerise, how could you be so stupid?” I hiss and cover my face with my hands. “You foolish fucking idiot.”

      Dane opens the door and clears his throat to let me know it’s him. “Are you napping?”

      “I’m trying.” I pull the pillow over my head. “What do you want?”

      “I thought maybe you’d want to jam for a bit?”

      Do I? “I don’t feel like it.”

      “Oh… okay.” He steps into the room and closes the door. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m really tired.”

      He ignores me and pulls back the curtain of my bed. “How did you two start? Is it a recent thing?”

      “What does it matter?” I roll over, placing the pillow back under my head and look at him blankly. “I’m ending it.”

      The relief on his face pisses me off so much that I pull the curtain sharply across and roll back over.

      I gave up so much of my life already for them. I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t…

      No.

      I promised myself that this was my choice and that I’d never get bitter over this decision. All of this turmoil for a man who should mean nothing to me, yet the ache in my chest at the thought of losing said man… I’m right to end this now.

      I shouldn’t be feeling this way.

      “Eggs and toast are ready,” Kai shouts and both Dane and Enri fight their way to the kitchen. “Are you coming, Cerise?”

      “No thanks,” I shout back, still angry at the three of them even though this really isn’t any of their fault. “I already ate dick for breakfast.”

      Dane chokes on his laughter; I hear him despite the distance.

      By nightfall I’ve cheered up some and even though I ignored Lockhart’s two calls and text to let me know he arrived safely and wants to see naked pictures of me, I manage to get some practise in on the keyboard. Though my heart just isn’t in it.
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      “You said you’re done, said you’re done and it set me free!” Kai and I sing into the mic and then the music stops. The uproar of the crowd is deafening. Dane is kind enough to throw me a rag which I use to dab my forehead. Kai pulls me under his arm, still cheering, and calls out to the crowd.

      That was intense. The show tonight is massive. Huge.

      Our stage presence is improving, that’s for sure. Now we have a routine down, a plan, and know where and when we need to be, we’re far more relaxed. The lighting in this auditorium and special effects are intense.

      “Thank you, we’ll be hanging back after the show to do meet and greets in the bar downstairs if anybody wants to join us,” Dane announces stupidly. I didn’t agree to a meet and greet. I don’t mind, but now he’s announced it I don’t think we’ll be escaping anytime soon.

      We exit the stage, sweaty and high on adrenaline.

      “That was amazing! Your voice gets better and better with each performance,” Enri laughs and spins me around.

      “I’m gross,” I squeal, pulling free. “Don’t touch me.”

      He laughs even louder and, using his thumbs, wipes away my smudged makeup from beneath my eyes. “You need a makeup artist for this shit. Their powders and crap are like cement.”

      “Budget, remember?” I stand, my hands on his arms as his hands bite into my hips.

      “We’ll sort something out.” He winks and then his smile vanishes. My body jolts and my breath leaves me as I’m shoved backwards and Enri launches himself across the room and all but tackles a short, skinny guy into the wall. When he turns my way, he has the man’s camera in his hand. “No fucking pictures back stage!” I have never seen Enri angry. It’s such a contrast from his usual self. My stomach does a flip.

      “Sorry.” The guy looks petrified as Enri thumbs through the images, deleting a few as he goes.

      Enri looks to his security, who have apprehended what I assume is an undercover paparazzi. “If you want a job by the end of the night, I suggest you make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

      “Holy crap,” I laugh breathlessly and peer over Enri’s shoulder as he continues to flick through the photos. I blink when I see that the majority of them are of me. A few of them are of me outside the tour bus with Enri as he plays his guitar. “Our location has been compromised.”

      “Our location will always be compromised.” He shrugs and turns the camera off.

      “Aren’t you going to delete those?”

      He shakes his head. “Just the ones of us backstage; the rest are okay. Any publicity is better than none.” Winking at me, he hands the camera to the man and taps his cheek before signing the guy’s shirt with a huge,

      ‘FUCK YOU. From Enri &’

      He hands the marker to me. I take it, grinning, and write my own name beside his.

      “You’re too good of a person,” I tell him and watch as the security guys march the guy out to the concert hall. “I’d have booted him off the premises without his camera.”

      “And that would be stealing. It’s not worth getting into altercations like that where there’s any possibility that he can sue.”

      “Oh. Learn something new every day.” I push my damp, gross hair from my face. “I really do need a makeup artist, don’t I? I’m hopeless.”

      “You can use mine from now on.” He grins as somebody calls his name to let him know he’s up. “If you want?”

      “Can I afford it?”

      “You really need to speak to Rep about handling your financial shit,” he chuckles and shakes his head. “Go catch up with the others. I’ll see you after the show.”

      “Break a leg,” I call after him and race towards my changing room.

      How he does that for an entire hour I have no idea. This job is so hard but I love every second. Kind of…

      At least… I try to love every second and if I don’t, I remind myself why I should.

      Entering my dressing room, I close the door behind me and lean against it. The air filtration system is on and cool air blasts from a vent in the wall. That’s so nice against the clammy skin of my body.

      “Ah, so you are alive.”

      “Fuck,” I scream at the sound of his voice, pressing my hand to my chest to stop my heart from thumping its way out and running away. “What are you… how did you get in here?”

      “I already knew you were alive but I had to come and check for myself,” Lockhart states, sitting on my makeup desk with one foot propped up on my chair. He hangs his arm over his knee and stares at me expectantly.

      I don’t know what to say, so I say nothing and remain as still as a statue.

      “I’ve called.”

      “I know.”

      “You didn’t call back.”

      “I…” I bite hard on my lower lip. “I know. I’m sorry. I meant to but I didn’t know how to…”

      “End this?” He motions between us and slowly stands until he’s leaning against the desk instead of sitting on it.

      I nod, looking away and wishing he’d just leave. Just the image of him seems to make my chest ache in a way that’s unfamiliar to me.

      “Can I ask why?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Are you sleeping with my cousin?” He asks this simply, as if the thought doesn’t bother him.

      Gasp. “No.”

      “Good. Then why?”

      “Does it matter why?” I murmur, finally finding the strength I know I have. I cross the room and snag a bottle of water from the side.

      “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can eliminate all of the excuses.”

      My breath hitches when I feel him against my back. I turn and try to move away from him, but his arm comes around me. I hope I don’t smell as bad as I think I do.

      “So… I’m going to ask you one more time. Why?”

      “Because I don’t want casual sex anymore.” I admit, peering up at him through my thick lashes. “I’m struggling to separate it like you want me to.”

      “Fine,” he says, his tone deceptively soft. “You want exclusivity? You want romance?” I don’t have time to protest. “It’s yours. Just name it.”

      He’s offering me something just days ago he told me he wasn’t willing to give. “I don’t trust your sincerity.”

      “Take a leap.”

      “Straight off the edge of a cliff? No thanks. You’ll ruin me.”

      “You keep saying that, yet you’re the only person in this arrangement that keeps walking away.” He has a point.

      “I know about the other three women and I don’t want to become the fourth.”

      His body stills. “Enri?” I nod in response. “You ignored me because Enri told you about them?”

      “I don’t want to get Enri into trouble. He’s just looking out for me.”

      “So,” he laughs coldly, “did Enri happen to tell you why I ended it?”

      “You got bored.”

      His lips thin to a white line. “Would you care to hear my side of the story or has your distrustful brain already come to a conclusion that is likely false?”

      “Will it make a difference?”

      Lockhart takes the bottle of water from my hand and opens it before guiding me to the chair and forcing me to sit. I take a sip from the open bottle and then guzzle down far more than my stomach size will permit. I didn’t realise how thirsty I was.

      “I suppose not, but it’s more complicated than me simply getting bored.”

      “Did you ruin their careers?”

      “Nothing is that black and white.”

      That’s basically a confession. I blow out a breath of disappointment.

      “So, you want to date?”

      I look deep into his eyes, searching for something to tell me that this will be worth the pain and the possible career change. “Not if it’s hollow and not if there’s no chance of it leading to more.”

      “It won’t,” he says, kneeling before me and placing his hands on my knees. “I don’t love easily and I have no interest in falling in love.” This reality hurts and as much as I want to get to the depth of why, I don’t pry. It isn’t my place. I don’t need to ask anyway as he explains his reasons all on his own. “I’d marry for the convenience and for companionship and for breeding, not for love. Love is… too messy.”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “No.” His response is immediate. “I never will be either.”

      “Then the answer is no. I don’t want to date you, knowing that at the end of it all, it’ll only be me who gets destroyed.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m offering you what every single man in the world will offer you; I’m just being more upfront about it. When you start dating, you don’t know what will happen with that person but after it ends you wouldn’t change it.”

      “Only a person who hasn’t experienced the pain of heartbreak would see it that way.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and push my chair back. Its wheels slide across the wooden floor and Lockhart’s hands drop from my knees. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I think we should just keep this professional.”

      He stands and straightens his jacket. “You’re making a mistake. I could give you an experience that no other man would ever give you. I’ve never offered this before to anyone.”

      “I have no doubt,” I respond flatly and pad to the door. My hand twists the lock and pulls on the handle. “I need to shower.”

      Silently, he takes three long strides to me, grips the back of my head and presses his lips to mine. It’s only for a moment, but long enough that when he releases me, I’m tingling all over my body.

      “This isn’t over,” he whispers, his minty breath fanning against my lips, and then he’s gone and I’m locking the door after him.

      Shower time then party time, even though I don’t feel like partying.

      I head to the party, a spring in my step as I refuse to let myself fall into a darkness that I’m not worthy of. My mental self gives me a kick up the arse.

      People are surrounding Kai and Dane when I arrive. Then suddenly they’re surrounding me too and drinks are being thrust into my hands. We’re praised, we’re buzzed and one or two of them are high on more than life.

      I wonder vaguely if Kai is included in their artificial high. His actions seem jerky and he’s bouncing all over the place. I put it down to after gig buzz and pray that I’m not wrong.

      Flashes go off as I’m pulled in for selfies and asked questions about celebrities I’ve never met. A lot of the people in this room seem to think I’m one and I suppose that’s how it would seem when, according to them, I was announced as one of the best dressed at the premier last week. That is scarily amazing.

      Other people ask if I’m dating any of the guys. Those questions I’m thankfully saved from answering when one of Enri’s security guys informs the crowd that they must stick to the list of subjects. I didn’t realise there was a list of subjects. Maybe I am a celebrity now?

      Nah.

      After a few vodkas and slippery nipple shots, I head towards the stage with my new group of female friends and jump up and down to Enri’s music, acting every bit the idiot that I’ve wanted to act since starting this trip.

      He sees me. Of course he sees me; I’m pressed up against the stage, no longer in the VIP safe zone.

      “TAKE YOUR SHIRT OFF!” I yell through cupped hands. That’s when the crowds around me realise who I am.

      Holy fuck.

      Maybe I am a celebrity.
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* * *

      “Save my soul! Come dance with me!” Enri drunkenly sings as we sway side by side. “And something about something else!”

      I snort so hard vodka burns through my nose. Ouch.

      Dane joins us, singing even louder.

      “Dane, it’s your song! How can you get the words wrong?” I giggle, my voice slurring to an almost indecipherable language.

      I’m drinking too much at the moment. Last night I was bad after the first gig in Manchester and again tonight after our second gig. I’m going to be hanging tomorrow. I need to stop this but I can’t help it. I’m having so much fun!

      We struggle to make it to the bus, even with the aid of security, not because we’re being swarmed but because Kai can’t stand upright and we aren’t exactly balanced well enough to help him.

      When we finally get him inside we have to dump him on my bed because Dane collapses on his and Kai’s is too high for me to reach.

      “Lightweight,” Enri chuckles, staggering into his own room.

      “Goodnight,” I call, kicking off my shoes and pulling my top over my head. It gets stuck on my chin and then my nose. When I fall backwards, the floor catches me, arse first, making me yelp.

      Yep. I’ve drunk way too much.

      “Are you okay?” Enri laughs from the doorway, which is assisting his balance.

      I nod, trying to kick my tight denim leggings off, but they get stuck on my knees.

      “The ceiling is spinning,” I murmur, tilting my head from side to side.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have had that last drink.” Enri’s voice sounds closer. I know why it sounds closer when I feel his hands slide down my thighs and hook around the edges of my leggings.

      “Maybe you’re right.” I close my eyes, lift my legs without shame and try to bike pedal my legs to kick my trousers off as he pulls. He laughs, finally yanking them free and then throws them behind him. “I’m basically naked.”

      “You have a piercing.” He taps the red cherry shaped jewel at the bottom of my navel piercing with the tip of his finger.

      “I had it done when I was fourteen. My parents are pretty laid back.”

      Something soft, warm and moist touches the skin below the piercing. I gasp as a sharp tingle scratches its way through my body, alerting me and arousing me at the same time.

      “Enri,” I whisper his name so quietly I can’t be sure he heard it. His lips, the something soft, warm and moist, travel up my body. The fabric from his shirt hangs down, tickling the trail his lips leave behind. He kisses my collar bone, my neck, his body now parallel with my own, his chest hovering close to mine.

      “I want you,” he tells me, resting his elbows on either side of my head. “I’ve never wanted anyone so badly.”

      Sweet Lord. Gulp.

      “I’m too drunk for this,” I respond shakily. His groin presses against my own and he grinds, showing me the size of his swollen length, trapped behind a tight zipper and coarse denim. “We really, really shouldn’t.” This could be one way to get over Lockhart, but it doesn’t seem smart to move from one dangerous guy to another. I have to live with Enri. This is… no. I like us as friends. Not as this. “Enri.”

      He kisses my jaw, moaning softly when he grinds against me again.

      “No,” I tell him, pushing against his chest.

      His head pops up and red, drunk, slightly bloodshot eyes find mine. “No?”

      “No.”

      He drops his head and his body onto mine and I feel his chest deflate. “Sorry.” His mumbled apology tickles my neck. “I’m drunk.”

      “I know,” I snort laugh. “Me too.”

      “Are you sure?” He grinds against me again and laughs when I shove him roughly away from me.

      “We’re both going to regret this in the morning.” I shakily wobble into his bedroom and lock the door behind me. “I’m claiming your bed, you drunken arse.”

      “That’s okay,” he grunts, followed by a thud. “I can’t get up anyway.”

      When I look back to check on him, he releases a rumbling snore and I know he’s passed out already.

      It’ll be nice to sleep in a double bed again. I’m going to starfish the shit out of this mattress.
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* * *

      The morning comes too soon and I’m awoken to the smell of roses directly in front of my face and the bus rumbling to life. Fuck. I can’t have a shower if the bus is moving. That’s put a downer on my day.

      “Hey.” The bed dips and something crinkles. I peek open an eye and see a huge bouquet of roses directly in my face. They’re gorgeous, numerous shades of yellows, pinks and reds. “Sorry, you rolled over and into them.”

      Enri moves the roses and places them on the foot of the bed.

      I roll onto my back; the bus makes me sway side to side. It does nothing for my stomach.

      “I brought you breakfast.”

      I sit up, forgetting about my state of undress. My cheeks heat as I pull the blanket back up over my bra.

      He places a tray of eggy bread, bacon and beans onto my lap and a bottle of water.

      “You didn’t have to do this.” I’m actually rather confused as to why he has and then it hits me and my cheeks heat even more.

      “I am so sorry about last night,” he clarifies.

      “Don’t,” I chuckle nervously, wishing that he hadn’t even brought it up. “Let’s just pretend it never happened.”

      “What? Didn’t you enjoy my grinding?” He stands and starts circling his hips in the air.

      “Oh good god,” I sigh, amused at his antics. “Go away. I’m eating.” I take my first bite of the eggy bread. “Man, this is bloody good eggy bread!” He grins triumphantly. “Did you make it?”

      “Nah, I ordered it from the hotel.”

      “Want some?” I offer him the tray.

      He sits back down and around a mouthful of my bread he says, “I thought you’d never ask.”

      “Seriously though,” he adds after swallowing, his eyes suddenly serious. “I shouldn’t have acted so… disgustingly last night and I hope you don’t lose the trust you had for me.”

      We share a smile. “I still trust you. As soon as I said no, you stopped.”

      “Still…” He stands, stretches and stumbles when the bus turns. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

      “I shall.” Kind of. It tastes great but I also need to expel the residual traces of alcohol that are lining the walls of my stomach.

      I take a few deep breaths and check the many missed calls and texts on my phone. There are no missed calls or texts from Lockhart, not that I expected there to be. I just can’t help the disappointment I feel. I really do care for him more than I should.

      I call my sister once I’m done eating and lay back down. Who opened the curtain? It’s too bright in here. People might not be able to see in but the sun bloody can.

      “Hey,” I greet Sammy around a yawn. Why do people always answer the phone at the worst moment.

      “Bitch, you are plastered all over the internet!” She squeals. “Why haven’t you called me? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you since yesterday.”

      “I’ve been busy.” I roll onto my side and balance the phone on the side of my head. My arm is too weak to hold it right now. “What have I missed?”

      “I’m not sure if I should tell you. You told me not to tell you!”

      “It depends what it is.”

      “Are you sleeping with Enri?” Her voice gets so high and excited I’m surprised my phone doesn’t crack.

      “Definitely not.” I shan’t tell her about last night. I can trust my sister with a lot of things… just not that.

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t sound so disappointed.”

      “I’m famous by association. I’ve had calls offering me money for inside pictures.”

      Groan. “You’re kidding?”

      “Nope. Mum and dad had to call the pigs yesterday to get rid of this weird foreign guy hanging around our front garden.”

      “Oh my god. That’s crazy. I’m not that famous.”

      “What are you talking about?” She squeals. “Your single got to number three. NUMBER THREE!”

      My hand tenses on the phone. “Holy shit. Really?”

      “Oh yeah and now that everyone thinks you’re fucking Enri, it’ll either skyrocket or drop.” She laughs maniacally. “You’re infamous. Dad is miserable. His mates at work are winding him up about you and Enri. It’s gross, dirty perverts, but funny because well… you know how much I love pissing off Dad.”

      “Leave him alone,” I sigh but I can’t stifle my smile. “I can’t believe we got to number three.”

      “Me neither. Lucky bitch. I can’t even pass my driving test.”

      “Keep practising,” I instruct and the door opens. Enri gives me a small wave and heads to his closet. “I’ll call you back later. Enri wants his room back.”

      “Why are you in Enri’s room?” She yells before I hang up, cursing for slipping up.

      “You didn’t have to. I just came to grab some after shower clothes.”

      I wave him off. “I feel bad. I’m hogging your bed.”

      He grins. “Your sister?”

      “Yeah. She was filling me in on the outside world.”

      “I know it’s hard blocking it out, but don’t search yourself. Okay?”

      “I know.”

      “No, really. Don’t do it. Live in this bubble for as long as you can.”

      Nodding, I sit up, careful not to knock the tray as I slide it off the blanket. “I promise I won’t. Though… she told me people think we’re seeing each other.”

      “Yeah.” He scratches the back of his head. “I think that arsehole took other pictures on his phone of us the night before last, back stage. When I was spinning you. It looks more intimate than it was.”

      “Oh.” That’s understandable. “Well, there’s no such thing as bad publicity, right?”

      “Right.” He winks at me and tosses a few things from his messy bag that sits on the floor of his wardrobe onto his shoulder. “Call your Rep. He needs to set you up with a publicist, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “And… umm… tell him not to go through Lockhart.”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      Then he’s gone again.
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      The last thing I expected when I climbed out of bed this morning was to be escorted out of the tour bus by two Police officers with search warrants. This isn’t my first rodeo with the Police but it sure as fuck will be my last.

      “What the hell?” I shout, annoyed at this sudden and unexplained assault. I was just chilling in Enri’s room playing on my piano when I was assaulted so violently.

      The man tells me my rights and I’m escorted from the bus and lined up next to Enri, Dane, Kai and even Wayne.

      “I am so sorry, guys,” Kai whimpers.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I hiss.

      “Officers,” Wayne reaches for his wallet with permission to show them he’s security. They take him to the side and whisper to him as we’re ordered to shut up.

      “What did you do?” Dane asks a now sobbing Kai.

      Sobbing. He’s sobbing.

      Another Police officer comes around the bus with an angry looking German Shepherd on a lead that doesn’t look strong enough to hold the beast. He leads the animal onto the bus and my stomach drops.

      “No,” I whisper and turn to Kai. My eyes burn with fury, hatred and betrayal. “You didn’t!”

      “I’m sorry. I take full responsibility.”

      “Oh my god,” Dane breathes when the dog lets out a loud bark and the officer announces that he’s found something.

      “You son of a bitch!” Enri yells and grabs hold of Kai before any of us get the chance to intervene. Officers grab them both, separating them.

      “It’s all me,” Kai tries to tell them, but they don’t listen. “It’s all me. I’m addicted.”

      That’s impossible. I’d have noticed. Wouldn’t I?

      “I can’t stop,” Kai sniffles and wipes his nose on his wrist.

      “Stay where you are!” One of the officers bark and we all line back up.

      They exit the bus with a bag of white powder in a sealed plastic evidence bag. It’s placed into a container which has a hazard symbol on the side.

      Dane and I stay still and don’t speak. At this point it’s best to never speak. They won’t listen.

      We’re all arrested, all but Enri whose solicitor calls and stops that from happening before it begins.

      We’re carted in separate Police cars, cuffed and feeling broken, to the nearest station.

      I’m photographed and forced to undergo numerous urine samples and blood tests. They even take a few strands of my hair. What the hell?

      Can they even do this? The drugs weren’t found on me personally, nor were they found in anything I own. This seems so unfair. I’m going to kill him. I’m going to rip his hair out and feed it to him.

      I pace back and forth in my cell. It’s too small. Too cramped. There’s a dingy metal toilet in the corner with no seat. I can’t sit. I can’t stand. I need out. This is horrid. It smells bad. There are urine stains on the wall.

      I can hear moans from the other cells, shouts that go ignored.

      What happened to innocent until proven guilty?
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* * *

      I feel as though I have been locked up for a lifetime when the door opens and the same sour faced lady that locked me up informs me, “You can go.”

      “Go?”

      “Yep. Your solicitor is here to pick you up but because your results have come back clean we can’t hold you anyway.”

      “I told you I was innocent!”

      “Yes and so did every other dick head in here and I can assure you, they aren’t.”

      Fair point. “What’s going to happen to Kai?”

      “That’s not up to me unfortunately, but I can tell you that he won’t be coming back tonight.”

      “Jesus,” I whisper and follow her down the long hall. “Is somebody here to pick me up? Enri? Wayne?”

      She shrugs. “Not a clue. Some fancy guy in a suit and his bald twin.”

      “Suit?” Fuck. Lockhart? Bald twin?

      My head hurts.

      “What about Dane? Is he coming?” I ask as she unlocks the final door.

      “No.” I’m basically pushed through to a waiting officer and the door is slammed behind me. I’m now standing in the lobby of the Police station.

      Lockhart storms my way, a bald man at his side, and a blanket is wrapped around me moments later. I can’t see a fucking thing as I’m guided through a crowd of photographers and pedestrians. I’m all but shoved into a car and it’s driving before I even have time to pull the blanket off my head.

      “Tell me you didn’t know,” Lockhart shouts as he helps to untangle me from the soft, brown blanket.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      His face is red. He’s furious. Who can blame him?

      “Nobody is going to believe it.” He helps to buckle me in. “Especially not with Dane testing positive.”

      “Dane tested positive?” I yell, my heart breaking. “For what? Coke?”

      He nods and cocks his head to one side. “You truly didn’t know?”

      “I hate drugs. If I’d have known, let me tell you… the Police wouldn’t be finding cocaine in bags.”

      “This is a mess.”

      The bald guy in a suit, in the passenger seat of the large black SUV, turns to face us. “I can twist this into something good.”

      “I don’t believe that Dane was involved in this,” I mutter. “He’s not like that.”

      “Drugs change people.” The bald guy smiles sympathetically and reaches a hand over his shoulder. “I’m Ed Clinton. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cerise, even though under such unfortunate circumstances.” I smile weakly. “Don’t you worry, I’ll have this sorted before you know it.”

      “How?”

      “Don’t you worry about that. You just focus on resting.”

      I turn to Lockhart. “When can I see Dane and Kai?”

      “We’ll talk when we reach my hotel.”

      “Hotel? I’m not going back to the bus?”

      “Starlight Touring company has confiscated the bus.”

      Oh my god.

      “Enri, is he okay?” I bite hard on the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying. “I feel awful. He’s been so good to me. To us.”

      “I bet he has,” Lockhart spits bitterly. “Enri is fine. He’s eager to talk to you, though not as much as your parents who haven’t stopped calling your phone.”

      “My dad is going to kill me.” If I didn’t know fear before, I do now. “I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t drive down here.”

      “Oh, he threatened to.” Ed chuckles. “Don’t worry, I’ve got everything covered.”

      “Even my parents?”

      “I settled them, for now.”

      “How?” The thought of some strange man answering my phone and trying to calm my father down is almost comical. My dad has a temper and he uses it frequently.

      “Can I have my phone, please?” I ask to the car because I’m not sure who has it.

      “You’ll get it back when we get home.” Lockhart replies curtly.

      “Don’t speak to me like that. I’ve had a shit enough day as it is.”

      “Such lovely language for the person who is watching your back.” His sarcasm isn’t lost on me.

      “Fuck off,” I bite, feeling bitter. “I’m in a bad mood. Don’t press my buttons.”

      “You’re in a bad mood?” He laughs humourlessly. “Your band mates have turned me into a fucking joke. It hasn’t been two months and already they’re off their heads on drugs.”

      “Kai, maybe, but not Dane. Something isn’t right there.”

      He rolls his eyes. “The tests don’t lie.”

      “They can,” I snap. “If it’s just a urine sample, they definitely can. Blood tests are the most accurate.”

      “Don’t be so naïve,” he shouts, turning to face me as I look out of the window. “You sound ridiculous.”

      The first tear falls and I hate myself for it but I’m angry and when I’m angry, if I don’t cry, I shout and that’s not what I want. “Just leave me alone.”

      “You’re impossible,” he sighs. “Just face it, Cerise. Your friends are in serious trouble.”

      “Then help them!” I cry, looking at his stern profile. “Help them.”

      His lips rise with a smirk. “I was hoping you’d say that. Ed, I’ll take it from here. You won’t need to further intervene with Ms Branch and I.”

      “No worries. If you’d be kind enough to drop me off at my car, I shall take my leave and do what I can from my office.”

      “Take us to my hotel first,” Lockhart orders the driver, whom I recognise to be Clyde.

      “Hi, Clyde.”

      “Hello, Ms Branch.”

      “It’s Cerise, remember?” I sit back and keep as far away from Lockhart’s aura as possible as my turbulent thoughts take over my rational thinking.

      “Aren’t you going to thank me for picking you up?” Lockhart asks and I don’t need to look at him to know he’s smiling.

      “No.”

      “I don’t deserve your gratitude?”

      I fold my arms across my chest, acting every bit a petulant child.

      He chuckles and places his hand on my thigh, which I swiftly push away. Again, I don’t have to look at him to know his smile has vanished.

      “Dane wouldn’t,” I say to myself quietly. “He’s not that stupid.”
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* * *

      The car pulls gently to the curb and I’m relieved to see that we’re alone when Lockhart opens the door, though he doesn’t take any chances in ushering me inside. In fact, he’s downright aggressive with it.

      We pass the lobby assistants and the receptionist without a word. I’m relieved when the elevator is empty and Lockhart doesn’t try talking to me. The second we make it into his room, I race to the bathroom, slam the door and wash my hands and face. It just isn’t enough. The filth from that awful cell lingers on my skin.

      Lockhart doesn’t bother me as I shower under scorching water. I’m glad of it. Right now I don’t want to see him or anybody else.

      Kai and Dane are ruining everything.

      How could they be so stupid? I know I keep asking that, but I just… this is what they’ve always wanted!

      I should have kept a better eye on both of them but I’ve been so absorbed in the performances. After what happened with Enri two weeks ago, I haven’t been drinking much and neither has he. Instead I’ve been focusing all of my energy on the music and the people listening. This tour is draining me. Draining me.

      If only I had known it was draining Kai and Dane to the point of doing drugs. Perhaps we shouldn’t have agreed to come on this trip.

      After drying my body, I slip into a fluffy cream dressing gown that hangs on the back of the door and brush my teeth using a spare toothbrush from beside the sink.

      The door opens with a click and I know who has stepped inside before I look.

      “You were right about Dane,” Lockhart states, stepping into the bathroom. “His blood tests came back clean.”

      I close my eyes as relief warms my body. “I told you so.” Frowning, I face him, my arms crossed over my chest. “How did the results come back so quickly?”

      He smirks. “Money makes the world spin. I knew it was important to you, so I had it prioritised.”

      I blow out a breath. “Thank you. I should go collect him.”

      “You are to stay here,” he snaps, his eyes avoiding mine. “I will go and get him and you will stay here until I return. Am I clear?”

      “It’s not like I have anywhere else to go.” I roll my eyes and brush past him. Curling up on the couch, I pick up the TV remote and try to figure out how to turn it on. The lights come on and the blinds close. This remote controls more than just the TV.

      Lockhart sighs and swaps the remote in my hands for a small, shiny black one.

      When I press the power button, the flat, black wall beast turns on.

      I scowl at him.

      “You’re mad at me for that too, are you?” He smirks and walks to the door. “I’ll be back soon.”

      I don’t reply. I channel surf instead.

      I’m not sure why I’m so mad at him. In reality, he hasn’t done anything to deserve my ire. I’m just angry at the situation and I think I’m also not being nice to him for fear that if I feel anything other than anger, I might feel like I did before.

      There’s no chance in hell I want to retrigger how I felt before.

      To distract myself, I look around the large hotel room. It’s basically empty save for Lockhart’s small overnight case resting in a closet by the TV. I won’t snoop through his things. I’m not that kind of person.

      Instead I go back to watching TV and use the menu by the phone to see what I can order for dinner. I’ve never stayed in a place that has room service before. If Lockhart insists that I stay here then he can pay for a sorely needed dinner.

      I’m not even sure what time it is. I know I was arrested at around nine this morning and I was fed slop for lunch which I didn’t eat because it looked extremely questionable. It felt like a year passed after that, so it has to be at least five.

      Looking at the time on the TV, I’m completely wrong. It’s just gone seven. Bloody hell.

      Lockhart is taking ages.

      Dinner comes and goes. It was okay, nothing to write home about. Speaking of writing home, I might actually have to do that if Lockhart doesn’t come back with my phone.

      Fuck it.

      I yank his overnight bag out of the cupboard and search through it, my excuse being that I need a comb for my hair. He has a comb. I place it on the floor to the side of his neatly packed clothing and then snag a pair of his black boxer briefs. I pull them on awkwardly, still sitting on the ground. My laziness doesn’t half get me into some trouble at times. Why didn’t I just stand up?

      I knee myself in the eye trying to tug the briefs under my arse.

      When they’re finally in place, I slide into one of his shirts and button it at the front from the very top to bottom.

      “Are you finished?” Lockhart asks.

      I remain calm and spin on my butt to face him. “Hi, honey, you’re home. Was the trip good?”

      He rolls his eyes and holds his hand out to me. I take it but only until I’m standing.

      “Find anything of interest in my bag?”

      I nod and point to the comb that’s still on the ground. “I can now detangle my beautiful pink hair.”

      He follows me to the couch and sits on the armchair opposite, his lips twisted with a secret smile. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of asking him what he’s plotting so I simply comb my hair.

      “Where’s Dane?”

      “He’s gone home for a few days. I’m sure he’ll call.”

      “Home as in… home?”

      He nods. “Kai is still in jail.”

      Shit. “What’s going to happen to him?”

      “Nothing good.”

      “Is Rep sorting him legal aid?”

      “Yes.”

      I bite hard on my lower lip and curl my legs to my chest. “He just needs help with his anxiety. I don’t think he’s addicted. I think it’s just his anxiety playing up.”

      “He’s not my problem or my company’s problem anymore.”

      No. “No!” I gasp, giving him a wide-eyed stare. “You can’t just drop him.”

      “He’s in major breach of contract and he has severely upset Enri, as you can imagine. Because of him, Enri has lost his account at Starlight Tour Buses. They’ll never loan to him again.” He explains firmly.

      “This isn’t happening,” I whimper. “Kai… he deserves this. He’s the best drummer I know. He’s worked so hard.”

      “I’m aware of that, but my hands are tied. I can’t treat any of you differently. All of your contracts state the same thing.”

      “Please, Lockhart,” I beg, placing my feet on the floor and my hands between my knees. “Everybody deserves a chance.”

      “He’s had his.”

      “You’re being entirely unfair,” I snap and run my hands through my damp hair. “I’m not replacing Kai.”

      “I know.” He smirks that frustrating smile again. “You would never leave him behind.”

      “So, you’ll reconsider?”

      “Yes.” His eyes darken. “But not for free.”

      Now I’m confused. “What on earth could I give you that you don’t have already?” Standing to full height, he pulls his tie free and walks around the back of the couch. His hands grip my shoulders and massage gently. That feels nice. My head lolls forward. “You haven’t answered me.”

      “I want… you.”

      “Me?” I choke, my voice high. I try to look at him but he holds me in place. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want total ownership.”

      Ownership? “What the fuck are you talking about?” I rip free of his hold and face him, the couch the only obstacle between us.

      “I want complete control of you, Wild One. From the hair on your head to the polish on your toes.”

      My jaw drops. “You’re kidding?”

      “Most definitely not.” He runs his hand along the back of the couch. “I want total obedience. In all things.”

      “You’re insane. I’m not giving you that.”

      “Then Kai is on his own and you and Dane can fend for yourselves.”

      “You… I… Is this because I broke it off?” He doesn’t respond but he does grin when he sees the rage spreading through me. “You absolute bastard.”

      “I did warn you.” He’s right. He did. “I don’t like being rejected.”

      Scoff. “So this is your form of sick and twisted revenge?”

      “Essentially. Well… that and I want nothing more than to tame you.”

      “Tame me?” I laugh humourlessly. “What the hell does that even mean?” He just keeps on smiling. “Where are my clothes. I want to go and see Kai.”

      “You can’t go now; they won’t let you see him. He’ll be released in the morning.”

      “Well… can I at least have my things?” I ask quietly.

      “I’ve sent your clothes to laundry.”

      “All of them?”

      He quirks a brow and I know he’s serious.

      “Why?”

      “It just seemed easier than separating the clean from the unclean after Starlight came and bagged it all up.”

      Those absolute wankers. “They touched my things?”

      “They wanted their bus back.”

      “Can I have my phone back?” I sit on the armchair that he vacated and tuck my legs to the side of my bum.

      “Please.”

      “Lockhart just give me my bloody phone.”

      “Please.”

      “Fine!” I huff. “Please.”

      “No, you may not have your phone back until you have decided on how to proceed.”

      Blink. “Proceed?”

      “Are you going to give me total control or not?”

      “Hell fucking no I am not.” I almost laugh but I manage to stop myself. “Are you insane? I’d never give you that. I’m not even sure I’d be able to be compliant anyway.”

      “Oh you would.” He grins sadistically. “Trust me.”

      “With everything I am? No thanks.” I hold out my hand. “Now can I have my phone?”

      “Certainly.” His smile has gone and just when I think he’s going to reveal my phone to me, he instead reveals his and, with his eyes on mine, he makes a call that has my heart pulsing with horror. “Start working on the paperwork. Kai is no longer a member of Ellipsis. Yep. Breach of contract. No. And it won’t need to go to court?” He smiles and tilts his head, his smug look of victory making me feel stabby. “I’ll take it to him myself tomorrow.”

      “I’m still not putting my mind, body and soul into your hands.”

      He shrugs and finally throws my phone onto the couch. “Your choice.”

      “So… the tour is over.” I whisper to myself as I stare at my phone. “What am I going to tell people?”

      “The tour isn’t over for you and Dane. So long as you are both back in action by the weekend, we still have a legally binding contract.”

      “This is… too much.” I move to grab my phone and then pad over to the bed. “I’m going to hide for a while.” His steps follow close behind so I stop and turn to face him. “Or do you need me to leave?”

      “In that? Definitely not.”

      With that, I pull back the heavy blanket on his huge bed and burrow under it like a small, feral animal. I tuck it over my head and around my body and close my eyes.

      He doesn’t join me or try to comfort me. I think he knows that even though I want it, I won’t welcome it. Everything is so fucked up already without adding feelings into this.

      He wants to own me. From my hair to my toes. What does that even mean?

      Why would he want to change who I am?

      If he wants some stuck up little cocktail party companion, why not just find one? There’s bound to be loads queuing up to be his bride. Why does he need to turn me into one of them when I’m great the way I am? I like me. I like that I’m loud and impulsive.

      I should tell him that but I just don’t have the energy. Instead I call my dad and tell him the truth about what happened. He isn’t happy, not that I can blame him for that. He doesn’t blame me despite his anger. He’s more disappointed that I didn’t speak to somebody about Kai’s issues sooner. I just didn’t know how far gone Kai was.

      Enri hasn’t messaged me either. I wonder if he blames me for what happened. I daren’t text him just yet; I don’t want to poke a sleeping bear. I’ll give him time to cool down.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I wake, I’m annoyed and at peace to find Lockhart on his back beside me. I like him there. He’s so handsome when he’s sleeping and so normal looking. If only his face reflected the dominant inside of him; I’m not sure I’d find him so handsome then.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” He grumbles and wraps his arm around me.

      I push him away and climb from the bed whilst replying, “To the bathroom.”

      “Hurry up and come back to bed.”

      I don’t argue. I just go about my business and re-enter the room, freshly washed, teeth and hair brushed.

      “Cerise,” he calls, his tone frustrated. “It isn’t even seven. Come back to bed.”

      “I need to go and see Kai,” I snap. “Besides, I don’t want to sleep with you.”

      “Soon you’ll be sleeping with me whenever I demand it,” he mumbles, still tired, his face squished into his pillow.

      I snort. “You wish.”

      “My wishes always come true.”

      “Not this time.” I look around for clothing, though it’s pointless. My possessions haven’t yet been returned and I can’t leave in Lockhart’s shirt and boxers. He’d kill me.

      “Just come back to bed and in a couple of hours I’ll take you to Kai myself. They likely haven’t even released him yet.”

      I move to the couch instead and cross my legs when I sit.

      “I’m ordering food,” I announce.

      “For crying out loud, woman,” he sighs and I hear his feet hit the floor. “Come to bed.”

      “I’m not going back to bed. I’m awake.”

      “Cerise,” his tone is a warning, “come. To. Bed.” His footsteps draw nearer.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Fine.” He rounds the couch and I scream when I’m easily hoisted over his shoulder. “Have it your way.”

      The air whooshes from my lungs as I’m thrown onto the soft mattress. I bounce one and a half times before his body covers my own and his lips press against mine. He nudges my thighs apart and I doubt I could resist even if I wanted to. When he slides up my closed thighs, his hands find mine and pin them above my head.

      “You seem to forget I like your fire,” he grins, biting my lower lip until my eyes squeeze shut from the pain. “And I know you like mine. So, either agree to come and lie with me, in my arms until we both wake up again, or I’m going to fuck you until you’re too tired to protest.”

      My lips part. Is it wrong that the latter sounds like the best option?

      “Option three, go have breakfast?” I breathe and then squeal when he leans in to kiss me. I know what that means. It means option two and I don’t need to be doing option two right now. “Fine. Option one.”

      “Too late,” he chuckles and rips the boxers down just enough to find me with the head of his heated cock. “Would you look at that?” He rubs against my entrance. “Wet for me already.”

      “Fuck off,” I mumble, ashamed of how easily he can persuade my body to react.

      “I’d rather fuck you.” He locks eyes with mine and then pushes in, stretching me between my closed thighs. I try to remain stoic, to make him think that just having his dick inside me doesn’t make me feel amazing, but I can’t. The burning begins almost immediately, that powerful clenching and tingling of my womb, making it impossible to hide the pleasure I feel. “I don’t know why you deny me.”

      “You’re an arrogant arse, that’s why,” I grit, trying to control my body at all. It doesn’t happen.

      I come loudly and wildly, unable to hold it. He follows, soon after, morning sex clearly being a weak spot for his control just as it is for mine.

      I love it when he moans as my body brings his to climax. There’s just something so erotic about it.

      Before I can escape, he rolls us onto our sides, my face tucked under his chin. He wraps his arm and leg over mine, suffocating me in a warmth that feels safe and pleasant.

      Why can’t he want more? If he could offer me the possibility of love one day, I’d sell my soul to him in an instant.

      For fuck sake.

      What is wrong with me?

      “I can’t breathe.” I bite his nipple roughly not long after waking, causing him to hiss through his teeth and push me away enough so that he can see my smiling face. “Can’t take what you give?”

      “Only I do the biting.”

      “Good luck enforcing that one,” I snort and turn in his arms so my back is to him. “Is it time to see Kai yet?”

      Reaching for his phone, he taps at the screen and then blows out a breath. “He’s been charged with possession.”

      I sit up immediately. “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know yet, I’m still reading.” He scrolls down the long message. I try to read over his shoulder but I only catch snippets and they make no sense.  “He’s free to go with a warning, but he’ll have a permanent mark on his record.”

      I close my eyes. “But he’s out?”

      “Yes, he’s out.”

      I climb out of bed and head straight for the bathroom. “Can you have them send up at least one of my outfits so I can dress and go?”

      “Your attitude today is awful.”

      I stop, turn and gape at him. “I’ve just been assaulted, arrested and dragged to a hotel where the man who I thought liked me openly admits he doesn’t.”

      His brows come together showing his confusion. “Who says I don’t like you?”

      “The fact you want to control me tells me you don’t like me. If you liked me, you’d want me to be me.”

      “That’s a ridiculous conclusion.”

      “Whatever.” I wave him off and close and lock the bathroom door behind me. “I don’t want to argue. I just want to go before you can try to blackmail me into staying.”

      His silence isn’t very reassuring. I’m hoping I haven’t given him any more ideas.

      When I exit the bathroom, clean, fresh and in nothing but a towel, due to having no clothes, I find the room empty.

      My suitcase is on the bed, open. Clothes are folded neatly inside. The clothes I got from the photo shoot are in plastic bags on hangers in the closet to the right.

      I notice a note by the suitcase and pick it up. It’s from Lockhart.

      

      
        ‘Remember my offer. Or, as you call it, blackmail. It still stands regardless.’

      

      

      Shit.

      He’s gone.

      What the hell am I supposed to do now?

      I have all this crap and nowhere to take it.

      I sit on the couch and put my phone to my ear. It rings twice before Dane answers.

      “I was wondering when you’d call me back.”

      “Sorry, I’ve been a little distracted.”

      “I bet,” he chuckles flatly. “I was so scared when they told me my results were positive.”

      “I knew it was a mistake,” I assure him. “I promise.”

      “Yeah, Lockhart said.” We fall silent before he asks the dreaded question. “What happens to us now?”

      “What do you want to happen?”

      “I don’t want to lose the band. We’ve come so far.” He sounds so tired and sad. “But Kai can’t do this again.”

      “Agreed. I just don’t know how to proceed.” I hear him scribbling and laugh.

      “I gotta get the song lyrics down while they’re fresh.”

      Grin. “It’s so good to hear you smile.”

      He scribbles again.

      “You’re an idiot. Jot that down.”

      He ignores me. “I’m going to come back to London tomorrow. I shouldn’t have bailed on you.”

      “No, you shouldn’t, but I wouldn’t have been available anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” My eyes close. “What are we going to do about Kai?”

      “You should talk to him; he’ll listen to you.” If only he knew I’d already tried. “Find out what he wants and we’ll go from there.”

      “I’ll do my best.” My teeth scrape against my lip. “I’m worried that Enri is mad at us.”

      “I’d be surprised if he wasn’t.”

      Me too. “I’m too scared to call him.”

      “Why?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      This time he laughs and it’s a real laugh. “Just call him.”

      “Why do I have to do all of the talking?”

      “Is that a serious question? It’s all you ever do.”

      True. “Fine. I’m going. I’ll text you later to let you know where we’re staying.”
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      Kai looks dreadful when I arrive at his crappy motel room. He sits in an unhealthy-looking chair by the window, a vodka bottle in his hand, his knee shaking up and down.

      “I don’t need you to remind me how stupid I’ve been,” he states after almost five minutes of silence.

      “If I was going to do that, I’d have done so already.”

      “Well,” he looks at me with bloodshot eyes, his hair a messy mop on his head, “standing there just staring isn’t helping.”

      I throw my hands up. “I don’t know what to do or say, Kai. I just want you to know that I’m here.” His eyes soften. I continue, “We love you. You’re our brother from another mother.” His lips twitch and I know I’m winning his attention. “But we need to know what you want more, us or the drugs, because inevitably, that’s what it’s going to come down to.”

      “I know.” He shakes his head. “I just… I can’t seem to find the courage to go onstage without it.”

      “You need help. Besides, I don’t think Lockhart is going to give you another chance.”

      His face falls. I see the soul vanish from his eyes and leave his body. “You’ve spoken to him?” I nod, yes. “No.” His eyes widen with panic. “I can’t lose this. It’s my life! I’ll never get another shot.”

      “I know. You’ll need to talk to him.”

      “Don’t you think I’ve done that? He’s not interested. His bloody receptionist told me to stop calling.” The tears fill his eyes and they break my heart. Kai never cries. Ever. “This is my life, Cerise. It’s our life. What will I do without it?” No. No. No. I’m not doing it. I’m not selling my soul to bail out somebody after such reckless stupidity. “You have to help me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything!” I snap when he stands and grips my biceps. “I warned you this would happen.”

      “He’ll listen to you.”

      “I’VE TRIED!” I shout, pulling free.

      “Well try HARDER!” He shouts back and the tears fall. When he drops to his knees, I shake my head and swallow the lump in my throat. “I can’t… I can’t lose this. I’ll change. I’ll go to rehab. I’ll do whatever you ask.”

      “Kai…”

      “No.” He looks up at me and his hands twist in the bottom of my denim skirt. “I’m begging you.”

      “Fuck.” If only he knew what he was asking.

      “We’ve been friends for six years. I’ve never let you down before. I won’t let you down now.” And then he adds the deal breaker, the thing that cracks me more than anything else. “If I lose this, what hope will I have of getting clean? I won’t be able to handle it. I’ll kill myself.”

      “Kai,” I choke and hold the hand that’s still holding me. “Please don’t say that. It’ll all work out. You’ll see.”

      “No, it won’t. It won’t.”

      “Don’t put this on my conscience,” I whisper so quietly he doesn’t hear me. Then I add, louder this time, “I’ll talk to him, okay? I’ll talk to him. But you need to try to talk to him again first. This can’t just be on me.”

      “Thank you.” He stands and wraps his trembling arms around mine, pinning me to his chest. “Thank you, Cerise. Thank you.”

      If only he knew what he was thanking me for.

      “But I swear, if you even so much as mention drugs, me and Dane are out and you are on your own. I don’t want to go down with you. You aren’t the only one who has worked hard for this.”

      Pulling a tissue from his pocket, he noisily blows his nose and retakes his seat on the chair. “I won’t let either of you down.”

      I want to believe him and part of me does, but there’s still a doubt and that scares me more than anything else. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him if he lets me down again.

      “Speak to Lockhart,” I order, though I remain soft so he doesn’t feel cornered.

      “So… is it cool if I crash here?” I ask, tilting my head to the side. “I kind of have nowhere to go tonight and I don’t much fancy hotel hunting alone.”

      His answering smile erases the stress he’s put me through. We all make mistakes and do dumb shit every now and then. I can’t judge him, not as harshly as I have been. He needs a friend and that’s what I’ll be. But at what cost?

      “Where are your drums?”

      “Back at the studio.”

      “Good, that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about then.” Lockhart must have sorted that for us. I really need my keyboard back though, as soon as possible. If I can write music during this messy situation, at least it won’t be a complete waste.

      
        Cerise: I never thought to ask for my keyboard. Can I pick it up later from the studio?

        

        Lockhart: Tick tock. Shall we start looking at replacement drummers?

        

        Cerise: It’s childish that you’d ignore my request. Would you like to start looking for new pianists?

        

        Lockhart: Tick tock, Cerise. Give me your answer.

        

        Cerise: I already did.

        

        Lockhart: It’s inevitable.

        

        Cerise: You’re deluded. Even if I did agree, which I’m not, there’s no way in hell you’d ‘tame’ me. Whatever that means.

        

        Lockhart: If that’s so, why are you so afraid?

        

        Cerise: Being tamed is different to being broken. I have no doubts you’ll do the latter.

        

        Lockhart: What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.

        

        Cerise: But you don’t want me to be stronger, remember? You want me tame… weak minded, weak willed and compliant.

      

      He doesn’t respond and I know I’ve won a round. Or maybe he’s just tired of the back and forth. Whatever the case, he’s likely right. This is inevitable and I’m beginning to wonder if his refusal of Kai’s place in his own band is merely a manipulation to get me where he wants me. If it were anyone else, would he serve them a second chance?

      Something tells me he would and the only reason he isn’t, aside from Kai’s stupidity, is because he knows these boys are my weakness. They’re my brothers, my friends, my life. They saved me and, in return, I have to save them.

      
        Cerise: Talk to Kai. He deserves your rejection to his face.

      

      I’m trying to call his bluff but deep down I feel it’s silly to even try. Lockhart will replace him and he’ll replace me if he must. Should I truly use this card I’ve been given while I have the chance? At the expense of my own sanity? It isn’t like I can’t call it off at any given time, right?

      First, I’ll see what he thinks to the hand I just dealt him before choosing the extreme. The extreme being complete compliance, again, whatever the fuck that means.

      When Kai’s phone rings, my heart stops. His eyes light up with a smile. “It’s him.”

      “Fuck,” I whisper so quietly there’s no way he can hear.

      After ending a short, abrupt, yet informative call with Lockhart, Kai breaks down, throws his phone and kicks over the unhealthy-looking chair.

      Lockhart just called my bluff and raised me my life.

      There’s no way I can’t take his offer now.

      I’ve been manipulated knowingly.

      That absolute bastard.

      
        Cerise: You win. Okay?

      

      I don’t even bother to soothe Kai. I want out of this motel room. I can’t stand to see him so heartbroken. This will be a moment that I remember for the rest of my life. I just hope that Lockhart knows as soon as our contract is finished, I’m gone. Dane and Kai can do as they please.

      
        Lockhart: Be ready.

        Cerise: Forgive me if I don’t contain my enthusiasm.

      

      “I’m going,” I tell Kai, still staring at my phone.

      “Where?” He sniffs, wiping his nose on a tissue. Ew.

      “To sort out your mess,” I mumble tiredly. “You owe me.”

      He doesn’t question how I’m going to sort it out; he just returns to his bottle of alcohol.

      “Do you think he’ll change his mind?” Kai asks after having another sip of his vodka.

      I shrug. “If he does, and you let me down again…”

      “I know,” he cuts me off, his wide, panicked eyes on mine. “You don’t have to say it. I know.”

      “Do you?” I bite and shame floods his eyes.

      I swear on all that is holy, if he even looks at another drug, I’ll kill him before they get the chance to.

      As I wait for Lockhart to arrive, wondering how he even knows where I am, yet again, I finally pull the smart watch he bought me from my bag and try it on for size. I set it up a little while ago but I’m not a massive fan of wearing watches. I’m too much of a time stalker which makes it go extremely slowly.

      Still, I need to score points here, if only for a little while.

      “Do you need rehab?” I ask Kai, hoping that he isn’t that far gone.

      He shrugs. “I don’t think so, but I’ll go if that’s what you want.”

      “We can’t afford for you to go,” I murmur, sighing heavily. “But we’ll make the temporary sacrifice if we must.”

      “I can control it,” he implores, his voice slurring slightly, and I wonder if he’ll even remember any of this in the morning.

      “If you don’t…” I dread to think.

      
        TO BE CONTINUED…

        (Lockdown #2)
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      This year has been an eventful one and through all of the good and bad things I’ve learned exactly who I can rely on.

      So a huge thank you to Addi Whillock and her husband John for being such a constant, positive and loving presence in my life. Especially for my printer, I’m printing stuff now as I type this.

      Zean Maskell and William, congratulations! <3

      My nan, Mary Murphy for all that she’s helped us with.

      My mum for putting up with me and now my own kids.

      Rue for putting up with Mum enough to put up with us too!

      My on again off again husband for your constant love through my psychotic break downs over stupid stuff.

      My kids for… well… not much you’ve been little brats this month but I wouldn’t change you for the world! <3

      Natasha Nightingale for being my scary movie cinema buddy and for reading my books and being completely honest with me about them!

      Also a huge thank you to my readers, you’re still here! It amazes me every day. <3
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      I'm now 26 and I’ve been writing since I could hold a pen in my hand! I love to write, it’s my passion, and I never stop.  In fact I love to write so much I have started over one hundred and fifty different books before finally completing my first ever novel 'A Little Bit of Crazy' which I published in May 2013 on Amazon for Kindle. I was grateful when I received feedback as it helps me be a better writer.

      When I'm not writing, I love spending time with my family and when I get some spare time (not easy with young children!) it’s either reading or listening to music. You won’t find me without a book or my Kindle in my hand. I read whilst I’m cooking, cleaning, talking, walking… you could say reading is my other passion!

      Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I appreciate any kind of feedback be it good or bad. This has been a huge learning curve for me and I'm happy to receive any advice/criticism...praise? That you wish to provide. Don’t be shy.  Thank you,

      
        LOVE ALEX

      

      
        To get in touch with me please use the following

        
          a.e.murphy@hotmail.com
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