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CHAPTER ONE

Wynter

 

I’m going crazy locked up in this backwater.

Why the fuck did I ever imagine it’d be a great idea to record our second album here?

Oh, yeah, because it’d be quiet away from the city. No distractions. Out of sight of the tabloids. No record company execs breathing down our necks. Just the three of us. A state-of-the-art studio and the sea.

It’d be great, if we had the material we need to do the actual recording part. Sadly, the creative well is dry.

It’s something they don’t tell you when they get you to sign on the dotted line: the second is so much harder than the first. Common sense says it should be easier. After all, you’ve had practice. The thing is, while that first album involved a heck of a lot of blundering about, not knowing what we were doing, it was fuelled by dreams and the conviction that if we got it right, we’d make it.

Bravo. Well done. We did.

Second time around, there are things to live up to. Expectations that weren’t there when no one knew who we were. Our first single was a smash. Our second and third both outsold it. The album’s gone double platinum. Everyone’s made a lot of cash. We should be enjoying it somewhere warm and full of people, instead… pebbles, and a pesky second album clause that might just be the death of us.

“We should check on Max,” Reid says. He’s lounging along the sea wall, the two of us having stepped outside for a quick breather forty minutes ago. Me, I can’t see there’s a desperate need to check up on our drummer. Reckon the worst that’s happened to him is that he’ll have scoffed all the scones and tanked himself up on Jolly’s Cornish Ginger Beer.

Yes, I’m aware it’s alcohol free, but I’m not sure Max has figured it out yet. He will eventually.

Reid’s correct, though, we should get back to work, as watching the tide hasn’t magicked any new lyrics into my brain.

His hand strays to my thigh. “Maybe if we…”

I don’t pay any attention. Chances are his words are a repetition of one of the many suggestions we’ve already tried or vetoed. 

Play in the dark.

Speed it up.

Slow it down.

Do it a cappella.

Inside.

Outside.

Upside down while swinging from the chandelier naked.

Okay, I vetoed the last one. Couldn’t see how acrobatics and freezing my tackle off would create a spark of inspiration, and that’s what I need. Inspiration. Something that gets the neurons firing. A catalyst. Fuck, I even tried blowing my best friend. Didn’t give me the inspirational kick up the arse I need. 

“Shit!” Said best friend, Reid, rolls off the wall landing on the shingle and starts scurrying towards the sea. I don’t bother asking what’s got him motivated, because now I’m pointed in that direction, I can see it too. There’s a body… a person lying where the waves tickle the narrow band of sand. I hurdle the wall and crunch after him.

“Get Max,” he yells.

I grab my phone out of my back pocket and call him. “Get down to the beach now! We found… person…” I’ve already forgotten about Max. “Is she breathing?” 

Reid, on his knees in the shallows, presses his fingers to the pulse point in her neck and gives a juddery nod. She’s a mess of tangled hair and clothing, with seaweed wrapped around her bleached limbs. “We need to get her inside.”

“We need to check she’s not injured.”

“Tide’s coming in.” 

And it does so with alarming speed in these parts. We’ve almost got caught out a couple of times.

“I can’t see any obvious injuries.” 

By which he means there’s no blood, or bones poking out, though it’s hard to be certain given the sullen sky and her bedraggled state. What the fuck happened to her? She’s pretty, young, late teens, early twenties at a guess.

“How do we move her?”

I’ve a cartoonish image of us trying to lift her between us, an arm and a leg each. “We need Max.” Luckily, bigfoot is currently skidding over the pebbles towards us. He arrives in a shower of them that half buries our girl. 

“Sorry. Why haven’t you moved her?” 

I realise my phone is still connected, and so is his as our words are echoed back to us through our devices.

“We need a stretcher,” Reid says.

“I can carry her.” Max drops to one knee. I don’t doubt that under normal circumstances he could, but she’s soaked through, with the tide pulling at her, and the stony shore is almost impossible to walk on.

“Let’s get her out of the water and then figure that out.”

Turns out even that’s not as easy as it ought to be. She’s part buried in the sand and pebbles, with the weight of her clothing and the tide against us.

“‘Pull, pull, me good lad. Pull, Winslow!’” Reid yells at us, which has the opposite effect, as both Max and I halt to scowl at him, while he continues scooping sand from around her like a dog hunting for bones. We watched The Lighthouse, a couple of nights back. What else do you view when holed up on a tiny island, besides watch a film about a couple of blokes stuck on a tiny island? Reid’s been hunting the shoreline for mermaids ever since, and now the bugger’s found one. 


CHAPTER TWO

Iris

 

I wake naked in an unfamiliar room. 

The sheets are clean, the décor, tasteful. Neither of those things tempers the panic that rises and threatens to pull me under much like the current that I remember all too vividly tugging me away from the shore.

Fuck! I’d been drowning. I was sure I was going to die. I guess if someone pulled me out, that explains the lack of clothing. You don’t typically put people to bed dripping wet, but if I was found, why am I not in a hospital? Or at home?

I shiver at the thought of that place. A refuge I can rely on no more.

Cautiously, moving as slowly as I can so as not to make the bed creak and alert whoever lives here to my consciousness, I push myself upright against the pillows so I can get a better look at my surroundings.

It’s not a lived-in room. Feels like an upmarket B&B rather than someone’s spare bed. There’s a lack of personal artefacts, and everything is very pristine. Wallpaper, at a guess, is Laura Ashley, and there’s not so much as a scuff mark on the skirtings.

I can see the door from here. There’s a piece of paper taped to the back of it. 

Taking the duvet with me, I cross to it and peel it free.

 

Hey, we saw this on the internet and thought you might appreciate it.

Don’t panic. You’re safe. 

 

That does the precise opposite and spikes my anxiety enough that it becomes an effort to focus. It’s okay being told not to panic, but that doesn’t quell the rising tide of what the fuck do I do now that’s simmering inside me, not helped by my dyslexia making the words see-saw and swirl.

 

Your clothes were wet, they’re in the washer, but there’s a set of clean things in the drawers. Sorry if they’re a bit big. It’s what we have. 

If you need to use the bathroom, it’s along the hall. First on the left. We don’t have a spare toothbrush, but Max says you can have his. It’s the blue one. 

If you just want to leave, that’s fine, but the tide might not be in your favour. Based on experience, it’s always out when you want it to be in, and vice versa.

BTW you’re on Liddell Island, if you know where that is.

We found you on the beach. 

Okay, Reid found you on the beach. Pedantic bugger.

 

I read down the page, backtracking after each sentence to read it again, to make sure I’m interpreting it right. Liddell Island. It makes sense. The privately owned island is right across the bay. It’s said a reclusive billionaire lives there, but it’s also home to a posh restaurant, and allegedly, a recording studio. A causeway links it to the mainland at low tide, and at least one of the beaches has public access, which means I can cross without drawing attention to get home again.

Assuming I want to go home again.

I sit heavily on the foot of the bed and gnaw on my broken thumbnail.

It’s not safe to go back there, but I’m without the resources to go anywhere else. If I go there, he’ll be waiting for me.

 

If you had a purse, you’ve obviously lost it, so there’s some money in the drawer with the clothes. It’s not much. We had a whip round. Who uses cash anymore?

 

I can almost sense the shrug that accompanies that line. I wrench open the drawer and find a couple of notes and a handful of change, maybe thirty quid in total. It might get me to the next town over on the bus, but it won’t get me a bed for the night. The clothing consists of a T-shirt, a pair of men’s low waist skinny jeans, a pair of navy boxer briefs, and socks for someone with enormous feet. I pull them and the shorts on as I continue to read.

 

If you’d like some breakfast, kitchen is downstairs, then do a 180. Help yourself if we’re not about.

If you want to say hello, and we’re not downstairs, we’ll be across the way in the studio. Go outside, and it’s the barn-like structure on the left. Don’t worry about disturbing us.

You won’t be disturbing us.

Please disturb us.

Just not in a disturbing way. You’ve already given us a big enough fright.

 

Your not at all scary rescuers,

Wynter, Reid, & Max

 

 

Wait what? I yelp and drop the paper, only to pick it up and read the last line again with my mouth hanging open.

Wynter, Reid, and Max. 

I read it again, and again… and again. It doesn’t seem possible. Someone’s obviously having a joke at my expense. I have not been pulled out of the ocean by the members of my favourite band. That’s ridiculous.

This must be Harrison’s idea of a joke. Sick bastard. 

Doesn’t explain where I am, though.

Maybe his mate’s place. What’s he called? Lewis. I think his gran owns a B&B. Never would have thought it was as high end as this mind.

I’m being a fool. There’s a window. All I need to do is look outside.

I scramble over the bed to do just that. Woodland and a steep bank. The property is detached, though. No immediate neighbours. Maybe I am where the letter claims? Maybe I’m not about to find Harrison on the other side of that door and won’t have to endure his sick insinuations and threats.

My stomach rumbles as I pull the rest of the clothing on. It smells freshly laundered, but a faint lingering scent of something masculine clings to the fibres.

I hope my high-tops made it to the washing machine too, and I’m not trapped here barefoot. Socks are no substitute for shoes.

The moment I venture out onto the landing, it’s apparent I am on Liddell Island. This is clearly a barn conversion, all exposed wooden beams and glass frontage through which I can see down to the pebbled shore, and way, way out across the bay, the town I’ve come from. I’m standing on a balcony overlooking the main living space, which is currently unoccupied, and the whole place smells of wood and sea air.

There’s a laptop and the remains of someone’s breakfast on the coffee table. A dogeared notebook, lying open, face down on the rug, as if someone hurled it towards the fire but missed. I pick it up. It’s full of scribbled poetry and elaborate doodles. Flicking through it makes my throat turn dry. I’m not sure if I feel more like Snow White in the seven dwarves’ cottage or Goldilocks about to be scared witless by the three bears. 

I find both porridge and apples in the kitchen. The world is fucking with me.

There’s plenty of food, and the washing machine is still partway through the cycle. If I want to reclaim my clothes, I’m going to need to stick around. Thankfully, my footwear is in there too. Might as well at least have a drink. I click the kettle on and search through the nearby cupboard. It yields the required mug and an array of teas, plus coffee bags. I’d have been content with instant.

“Hey. You’re up.”

I jump. Astonished I’ve been so easily crept up on. Liquid goes everywhere. “Shitting hell!” Somehow, I manage to avoid scalding myself or soaking the borrowed shirt.

I turn to find a hulking brute of a man five inches from me, wielding a tea towel that he attempts to dry me with, while I attempt to back up. 

I raise my hands in the universal sign of surrender.


CHAPTER THREE

Iris

 

“Let her be, Max.”

 A second man rests against the nearby cupboards, all laconic ease. He arches a ski-slope brow, evidently bemused by the interplay between me and the giant. Mister Laconic needs no introduction—Wynter Knight. A man I’ve harboured more than a few fantasies about. 

I do indeed appear to be standing in Lucidity’s kitchen.

Oh, and yeah, Wynter Knight is his real name. I’m sure his parents thought it was clever.

I gawp. This is crazy. I bashed my head. This is probably a hallucination. I’ll wake in a moment, in hospital or still in the freezing water.

Fantasy land lingers on, despite repeated blinking. Wynter observes me, somewhat bemused. At least, I think that’s what I’m seeing. Everything about Lucidity’s singer-songwriter is so sharp that it gives him a malevolent edge. Chin, cheekbones, yes, even the slopes of his brows. Then there’s his eyes. Green like poison. 

He’s hot for all that. Mind-numbingly so, in a way that makes me forget to breathe.

It’s probably a good thing when the sandy haired behemoth blocks the view. I inhale deeply. He offers up a sheepish grin. It makes him look as if he’s contemplating eating me but is trying to be polite about it. He towers over me, casting a shadow. I snatch the tea towel from him as if it might provide protection.

“I’m Max.”

Yes, yes, he is. In every sense.

“Max Eden.”

Lucidity’s drummer. My knees quake. Reading his vital statistics online isn’t the same as experiencing them in real life.

“And you’re?”

“Iris,” I gulp after the prompt. “I’m…I’m Iris.” I set aside the tea towel and thrust out a hand. 

Max grins. He forgoes my handshake. Instead, his two tree-trunk arms wrap around me and crush me to his solid chest. “You’re okay now. I’m so glad you’re okay, Iris.” He pats my back as he squeezes.

This is surreal. The world has surely tipped on its axis. Max holds on, keeping me trapped between the cupboards and the solid wall of muscle that is his person, squashing the air out of me. But you know what? He smells good. A little spicy, a little citrus, undercut with his own signature musk. Is this the time to be thinking such things? I’m almost out of oxygen. And oh, hello, there’s something maxi-sized hitting me in the hip.

“She might need to breathe, Max.” A third man says. The last of the trio.

“Shut up, Reid, I’m counting.”

Only instead of counting, Max mutters the lyrics to November Rain, that old Guns and Roses song my dad liked. Okay, I like it too, it helps me remember him.

“All done,” Max says, releasing me at the end of the first verse. “Longer hugs are better for bonding. We all need to hug for longer. It’s a fact.”

“Right,” I croak. I’m awash with something. Not sure if it’s endorphins or terror. I gulp down air as I take a sly look at the area below his waistband and confirm what I already know. There’s quite a package there.

“It’s bollocks,” Wynter remarks.

“It’s scientifically proven, Wynt.”

“It can be both those things at once,” Reid diplomatically contributes.

Now that Max has released his grip, I can see around him to get a look at the band’s lead guitarist. Reid Rushmore is wearing sweatpants that have holes in the knees, two odd socks, and a raglan shirt with grass stains up the sleeves, and wet patches across the front as if he’d recently gulped a bottle of water and mostly missed his mouth.

“All right, Ariel,” he says. His grin is wide and utterly endearing, his hair a tangle of unruly brown strands inclined towards ringlets at the ends.

“Um, it’s Iris.”

“Don’t bother,” Wynter remarks. “He’s convinced you’re his personal Little Mermaid. Max, brunch for our guest, yeah.”

“Right.” The giant vacates his position looming over me and starts rummaging through the fridge.

“Any requests? Or you’ll be getting the full works.”

“Toast will be fine.”

“Ah, now you’re insulting him. Full works, Max. Why don’t you bring your brew into the lounge, Iris, and give the man space to do his thing, and maybe you can tell us how you wound up here.”
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