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Chapter One

 


Sliding my feet into a pair of flip flops, I
snuck out the side door, leaving the screaming voices behind me as
I quietly clicked the door shut behind me. I could still hear
Anna’s shrill tone following me as I quietly escaped the house. I
swear, that woman’s voice would wake the dead.

Hitching my bag over my shoulder, I took a
moment to inhale the fresh, country air complete with early spring
chill, before making my way across the yard and down toward the
trees that bordered the property. I knew exactly where I wanted to
escape to and planned on being gone long enough for Anna to stop
screaming and for Thomas to have left. He would probably be gone
for a few days, hiding out at their small apartment in London,
returning when Anna had calmed down.

I climbed over the low, crumbling set of
boulders that had once acted as a fence and headed toward the trees
that signaled the edge of the property and the creek that separated
Anna and Thomas’s residence from the one next door. Glancing back
over my shoulder, I shook my head in disbelief as I took in the
opulence of their house, or rather mansion. Tall and red bricked,
it was built during the early nineteen hundreds and had once
belonged to a duke or lord or something. I wasn’t quite sure—we
didn’t have people of title in Australia so I was a little rusty on
my knowledge of nobility. Anyhow, it had once belonged to
someone important, but now it belonged to Anna and Thomas. It was
now, by default, my home too.

Not only was the house magnificent in its
majesty, but the property was situated in South East England and
was beautiful. Everything was green, fresh, and just gorgeous. The
village nearby was like something out of a postcard picture with
its quaint little shops and English pub. The beach was as harsh,
windy, and isolated as I expected a beach in England to be. It was
nothing like the white, crystalline sands and warm blue ocean we
had back in Australia. But, I reminded myself, that was Australia,
a long way from my new home here, in England.

Finding a flat rock by the bank of the
creek, I paused to tuck a stray hair behind my ear before pulling
my sketchbook from my bag and rooting around for a pencil. I had
dozens in there, as well as pastels and colored pencils. I even had
a set of water colors, although now was not the time to pull them
out.

Opening the notebook, I flicked through the
pages, pausing to examine some of my previous works before finding
a smooth, clear white page and writing the date in the bottom
corner. It was something my high school art teacher had taught me
years ago, and something I did by habit now whenever I started a
new piece. Then I looked up, tucked that damn loose hair behind my
ear again, and took a moment to examine my surroundings with clear
eyes.

Trees. There were lots of trees, some
of them blossoming with white flowers. Ferns with long fronds
framed mossy rocks and reached out over the creek. Flowers,
different shades of pinks, purples and yellows grew in clumps on
the creek bed opposite. Rocks acted as stepping stones across the
water, which ran clear along the well-worn path. It was serene,
peaceful, a far cry from the screams back at the mansion or the
chaos of my own life over the past few months. I inhaled deeply,
trying to draw some of the peace into my soul before I started
sketching.

I remembered one of the first proper
pictures I ever drew. It was an elephant, a big, grey elephant with
its trunk twisted upward, its ears overly large. My mother had
admired the elephant and praised my efforts so much that my chest
had literally swelled, and I’m sure I’d glowed with pride. She’d
told me how clever I was for drawing the elephant with its trunk
up and that it meant good luck. She’d told me that for the
rest of my life I would have good luck, that I was her good
luck charm. Then she’d stuck the picture to the fridge, secured by
a fridge magnet that said “I’ve been to Paris”, even though she’d
never been to Paris. That elephant stayed on the fridge until one
morning I got up and came out, rubbing my eyes still heavy with
sleep, to find the elephant drawing gone.

And my mother with it.

I hadn’t understood at the time exactly what
had happened. My mother had left. She’d left me, Anna, and dad. It
didn’t make sense, and it didn’t seem like something she had a
choice in. At first, being only five years old, I thought someone
had taken her, had made her leave us, leave me, behind. But
that someone had also packed all her things, taken a few
photographs of Anna and I, as well as the elephant picture off the
fridge. That someone had made her write a note to my dad
that simply said, “I have to go. I’m sorry. Tell Anna and Aria I
love them.” It had taken me years to fully understand not only had
she gone, but she wasn’t coming back and that, despite her words,
she probably didn’t really love Anna and I at all. Or at least, not
enough.

The sun rose higher in the sky now as I
continued drawing, taking in the shape of the trees, the way the
brook curved and bent, the way the rocks seemed to cluster close
together in certain spots. The morning grew and I soon became aware
of a gnawing sensation in my stomach. I glanced up at the warm sun
overhead, wondering what the time was. Anna and Thomas had been
arguing first thing this morning, so I’d quickly grabbed a banana
for breakfast before heading out, not wanting to linger in the
house. But judging by the rumbling in my stomach it had to be
lunchtime now. I wondered if it was safe to go back yet. I was too
far away from the house to tell, and I couldn’t see the garage from
where I was to see if Thomas’s car had left.

Rummaging through my bag, I found a snack
bar I must have thrown in at some stage and ate it. It was nutty
and salty. Whilst it appeased my hunger for the moment, I was left
feeling thirsty. Plus, I was hot. The sun was warmer than I’d
anticipated. I began packing away, fully intending to head back to
the house when I glanced down at the babbling brook. Anna had said
it was fresh water, so it must be okay to drink. If I was lost in a
forest, starving, and thirst deprived I’d drink from it, wouldn’t
I? Of course, I wasn’t exactly starving and lost in a forest, but I
was pretty thirsty, and the house was a long way away.

Slipping off my flip flops, I made my way
down the embankment to the water’s edge and carefully stepped onto
a few stones, making sure to secure my footing before I knelt down.
I felt kind of silly and awkward, but the saltiness in my throat
spurred me on. Leaning forward, I scooped up some of the water.

The water ran down my throat and was just as
cool and refreshing as I’d hoped. I closed my eyes and scooped up
some more, savoring the coolness of the liquid. The water ran down
my chin and onto my shirt, so I leaned forward a little more to get
in a better position.

“Oi! You!” a deep voice yelled from behind
me.

Startled, I lost my balance and cried out,
falling into the creek, bracing myself for the fall with my hands.
Cold water hit me, knocking the breath from my lungs, before sharp
pain shot through me. The creek was full of rocks and my landing
had not been gentle.

Gasping, I struggled to sit up, wiping the
water and wet hair from eyes as I looked around to see who had
surprised me so.

A man, dressed in a black suit stood on the
embankment on the other side, his arms folded across his chest and
a definitely unamused expression on his face. He was massive. I
suspected he must spend most of his time working out when he wasn’t
wandering around frightening innocent girls.

“Let’s go, honey,” he said, his voice bored
and drawn. “Move along.”

I stared at him, still sitting very
unladylike in the water. “Excuse me?”

“Get out of the water and let’s get
going.”

Annoyance surged through me. First, he had
frightened the life out of me, and now he was just standing there,
demanding I move along? He was the one who should move
along. “Who the hell are you?” I demanded.

“Someone paid very well to get rid of the
likes of you,” he replied gruffly, before moving toward me. He
waded into the water, which was only ankle deep.

Before I had time to react, I found my
forearm gripped in his vice-like hands, and I was yanked to my
feet. The cold air hit my wet skin and clothes, and my teeth
immediately began chattering. I tried struggling out of his grip,
but he kept his hand locked around my arm, his fingers digging into
me as he lifted me out of the water and dragged me to the other
side. I had to almost run to keep up with him, and if he didn’t
have such a firm hold on me, I would have tripped several times.
Even still, some of the rocks cut into my toes and I winced.

“Wait!” I called out to seemingly deaf ears.
“Get your hands off me!”

I struggled and pushed against him as it
became clear he had no intention of letting go. Worse, he was
dragging me farther into the sparse trees that shrouded the brook
and away from the house.

Oh god.

This was not good. Panic rose inside me and
I struggled even harder, to no avail.

The black clad giant didn’t even seem to
notice my struggling as he hauled me through the dense trees and
out to the clearing on the other side. Then he continued dragging
me up the expansive lawn toward the house belonging to Anna and
Thomas’s neighbors.

Dread ran cold through my veins. Anna hadn’t
told me anything about her neighbor. I’d only been here a week and
we had other, more important things to discuss, like dad, the house
in Australia, my future here in England. But now I wish I’d asked
her about them—at least then I would have some understanding of
what I was in for. Maybe he was a serial killer. That made perfect
sense. If I was a serial killer I’d hide out at a secluded English
estate and kidnap neighborhood girls for my victims.

I was becoming irrational, I knew it, but
the panic and fear were getting the better of me and I had a
tendency to jump to worst-case scenarios.

In front of me loomed a massive house, far
bigger than Anna and Thomas’s next door. It was set high on the
crest of a hill overlooking the lawns, trees, and the creek from
where we emerged from. It had been built in a completely different
style to Anna and Thomas’s, with more gothic architecture, and it
was actually made of stone. It was definitely older, and the word
“castle” immediately sprang to mind.

Who was this guy who lived in a castle,
dressed all in black, and abducted girls from streams?

“Let me go,” I hissed through clenched
teeth, tugging my arm and digging my heels into the lawn.

“I’m sick of this,” he said gruffly. “You
girls are taking up way too much of my time and I’ve had
enough.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but
I was sure whatever he said made perfect sense to him.

Suddenly, he leaned down and scooped me up,
throwing me over his shoulder as he continued his path toward the
castle.

I screamed then, something I should have
thought to do earlier when I was still in sight of Anna and
Thomas’s house. I screamed and pummeled my fists against his back,
but he didn’t so much as flinch. My ribs hurt as they bounced
against his hard shoulders. I heard a door open and was abruptly
set on my feet.

“Stay here,” he said and then disappeared
into another room, leaving me alone.

It didn’t take me long to act. I spun
around, reaching for the door we’d just entered through. It was
locked and even though I fiddled with the handle it didn’t seem to
want to unlock. I needed a key. Frantically, I looked around the
room, which was some sort of indoor patio, a sun room or parlor I
think they called them, fitted out with cane furniture and lots of
green plants. The black-clad giant had gone through a door to my
left, but there was another door along the right wall, which I
wasted no time fleeing to. It opened, thank goodness. I found
myself in another room, which I paid little attention to as I
quickly raced through it and out another door into a long corridor
that was dark, a few lamps along one wall offering the only light.
I shivered. It felt wrong to have a room, even just a hallway, that
had no windows, no natural light at all. Tentatively, I walked
along the corridor and opened the first door I came to, hoping it
led outside.

Instantly, I was assailed by music. It was
loud, incredibly loud, and I wondered how I could not have heard it
before I opened the door. Then I noticed how thick the door was and
the cushioned, fabric lining along the walls. The room was
soundproof.

And massive.

Pictures of bands, most of which I
recognized, some I didn’t, lined the walls. Bands like Red
Hot Chili Peppers, Led Zeppelin, Wolf Mother, Cold Play, U2, Foo
Fighters. A huge red leather sofa sat in the middle of the
room. Along another wall was a bar, a real bar, like the kind you
find in a nightclub, only this one was more impressive with an
array of alcohol bottles stacked high on shelves behind it. I took
a step into the room, my eyes so busy searching for a door that it
took me a few moments to realize I wasn’t alone.

The music continued blaring through the
speakers as my vision slowly adjusted to the dim lighting and the
two men looking at me.

They were beautiful. Both of them. So
beautiful that for a moment I forgot to breathe. They were like
fine artwork, a magnificent sculpture that knocked the wind from my
lungs.

One of them sat on the red leather lounge, a
guitar splayed across his lap. He had dark blond hair that brushed
against his shoulders and startling icy blue eyes.

The other leaned against the bar, a drink in
hand, and he too was blond with blue eyes, although his hair was
cropped short.

They must be brothers, I thought
irrelevantly.

The music stopped.

“What the fuck,” the one on the sofa said,
and I snapped my eyes back to him. He was beautiful yes, but he was
also furious, as I was only now just realizing. His eyes glittered
darkly at me and his jaw was set.

Instinctively, I took a step back.

“Another one?”

“Settle down, Jag,” the one by the bar said.
“I’ll call Randall.” He made his way over to the end of the bar,
picking up a phone.

I watched as he moved, as graceful as a
panther, transfixed by the scene before me.

“Can you call the police,” I said quickly,
stepping farther into the room and snapping back to myself. “There
was this man. He grabbed me and dragged me in here.”

“You want us to call the police?” the
one on the sofa said, his voice disbelieving.

“Yes please,” I said. “I don’t know who that
guy was, or where he’s gone, but he was really rough and I want to
go home.” Suddenly, the situation hit me and I choked on a sob.

“What the fuck,” the one on the sofa said
again, getting to his feet. He placed the guitar against the seat
as he made his way over to me.

I backed away and he stopped walking.

“What guy?”

“A guy in black,” I said. “I was down by the
stream, just drawing. I had to get out of the house. Anna and
Thomas were fighting. I just wanted to draw, but then I ate a salty
snack bar and was thirsty, so I had a drink from the stream. I fell
in, no, I didn’t mean to fall in. It wasn’t my fault. It was
this guy who crept up behind me and shouted at me. Then he grabbed
me. I tried to get away, but he wouldn’t let me go, and then he
carried me back to this house.” I glanced around the room. “Or
castle or whatever. Then he disappeared.”

I was rambling, and I was sure I didn’t make
any sense to these two beautiful men, but I just wanted to call the
police or call Anna or Thomas or someone so I could get out
of here. I shivered and realized I was still wet and cold from my
tumble into the water.

The guy in front of me was staring at me,
his eyes boring into mine. They were blue, and they were still
furious, dark and glittery, his pupils large and dilated.
Everything about him seemed to vibrate, like there was this
incredible energy just rolling in waves off of him. He wasn’t
smiling, but he didn’t look quite as annoyed as he had a few
moments ago. The hardness in his jaw had softened a little. He was
topless, his chest bare. His shoulders were broad, and around his
neck hung a black cord with a stone pendant of some description.
Just the faintest trace of hair covered his chest, trailing down to
disappear below his jeans, the top button of which was undone. He
was incredibly sexy. The charisma that oozed from him made me
shiver involuntarily.

“You’re cold,” he said after a moment, and
his lips smirked as if he knew the real reason why I trembled.

Turning, he scooped up a shirt from the
lounge and walked toward me.

I stiffened, but I didn’t flee as he handed
me the shirt. Our fingers touched for the briefest second, and I
felt that touch shoot through me to my very core. It didn’t help
with the trembling.

“Thank you,” I said, and then quickly pulled
the t-shirt over my head. It was massive, way too big for me, and
it smelled like him, I was sure of it. Masculine, musky, dark.

“What’s your name?” he asked. He was
English, his voice deep.

“Aria,” I said, and his eyes immediately
narrowed suspiciously at me as if he didn’t believe me.

“You like Nirvana, Aria?” the guy from the
back said suddenly.

I dragged my gaze to the back as the guy
who’d handed me the t-shirt swore and shot a filthy look over his
shoulder at his friend.

The question threw me. Nirvana hadn’t been
playing when I opened the door, and I suspected, as I took in the
amused expression on his face, that he was actually asking me
something else. I frowned. “Um, sure, I guess.”

He grinned, as though I’d delighted him
thoroughly. “Perfect!”

The tension in the room thickened, and I had
a feeling there was something obscure and serious going on here
that I was oblivious to. I backed away, but then I realized I had
nowhere to go.

“Can you tell me how to get home?” I asked,
my eyes flickering back to the guy in front of me, “how to get out
of this house?”

“You don’t want us to call the
police?” he asked.

“Well, I would prefer to just go home…”

Suddenly, the door behind me opened and the
guy who had abducted me loomed in the door.

Instinctively, I cried out and lurched
myself toward the topless guy, who caught me with surprise, his
solid arms locking around me.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the black-clad giant said.
“I put her in the parlor when I went to call the police and didn’t
lock the doors.”

“It’s okay, Randall,” the guy said. “We’ll
take care of her now.”

The giant frowned. “I found her down by the
lake. I think she crossed over through a neighbor’s property.”

“It’s fine, Randall.”

Randall frowned before he nodded and left,
closing the door behind him.

The stranger’s arms were still around me,
and I was still clinging to him. Heat flooded my cheeks as I
unwound myself and took a step back, needing the space between us.
My head still struggled to make sense of the situation and what was
going on. Despite the warmth of his t-shirt, I was still cold and
wet.

“Thank you,” I said, although I wasn’t sure
why. “If you can just show me how to get out…” I glanced around the
room, looking for a door or an escape hatch or a time traveling
portal, anything that would just get me out of here.

“I’m Jag.” The topless guy held out his
hand. “And that’s Ash.” He gestured to the guy behind us who was
leaning against the bar drinking a dark liquid.

I offered a small smile. “Nice to meet
you.”

“You live nearby,” he said, his eyes boring
into mine. “Is that what you said?”

I nodded. “Yes. Next door. I just moved in
with my sister and her husband. Wait…” It took me a moment, and
then I realized what had just happened. “Wait. Do you live
here? In this castle?” They seemed too young and too energetic to
be the type of people who lived in a castle.

Jag grinned, and it made his eyes glitter
even darker. “I do indeed.”

“Oh, and that guy, the giant, he’s
security?”

Jag nodded again and relief flooded through
me. The situation made more sense now. The guy—Randall—was
security, for whoever these two were, and he’d thought I was
trespassing. I wasn’t being abducted at all. It was simply a
misunderstanding.

I started laughing.

Jag raised an eyebrow. “Something
funny?”

I shook my head. It wasn’t really funny. It
was just a huge misunderstanding and I was suddenly relieved it was
over. I turned to go, planning to head out through the only door I
could see.

“Don’t go.”

It was Jag and the way he said it made my
heart skip. I glanced over my shoulder at him and the sight broke
me further.

My mind whirled. It was as if I’d done this
before, been in this exact position before and had this
exact moment. A moment where I actually did leave and I
did break Jag’s heart, but I also broke mine. The thought
was fleeting and over in a second, but the images, this same scene,
was burned into me. I shivered, the déjà vu more intense than any
other I’d ever had.

“Yes,” Ash said from the back of the room,
“don’t go yet. Let us give you a tour of the castle before you
leave.”

“I don’t know.” I dragged my eyes away from
Jag and glanced back at Ash. “I should get back to my sister.
She’ll be wondering where I am.” They must have stopped fighting by
now surely. It had been hours.

Ash walked across the room to me and handed
me a phone. “Here,” he said. “Call her.”

I took the phone and dialed Anna’s
number.

She answered on the first ring.

“Hi, Anna,” I said. “It’s me.”

“Aria? Where are you?”

“I’m at the next-door neighbor’s house.
There was a misunderstanding, but it’s okay now. I’m just going to
have a tour of the castle, and then I will be home, okay?”

There was a silence on the other end.

“Anna?”

“Aria, you are telling me you’re next door?
Who are you with?”

“Your neighbors. Our neighbors. Ash and
Jag,” I said, my eyes lingering too long on the latter. He grinned
and I glanced away quickly as heat colored my cheeks.

“Aria, you should come home now,” Anna said
coolly.

“Sure,” I replied smoothly. “I will. See you
soon.”

I hung up and handed the phone back to Ash.
They were both grinning at me now. I suddenly felt like a mouse,
and they were two cats about to tease and play with me. I would
just have a quick tour of this mansion, find an exit, and leave, I
silently told myself.

Ash held out his arm to me, but not before I
saw him throw a smug smile in Jag’s direction. “Come, let the tour
begin, the lovely Miss Aria.”

I glanced at Jag, who was scowling in Ash’s
direction, before I looped my arm through his, seeing no other way
around it without being incredibly rude.

There was something though, something that
made me turn and offer a comforting, reassuring smile in Jag’s
direction.


Chapter Two

 


The house was massive. Correction, the
castle was massive. There were wings and enormous
staircases, even a ballroom. It was like nothing I’d ever seen
before, and I couldn’t believe that these two lived here. They
couldn’t be more than ten years older than me.

“Are you brothers?” I asked as I followed
Jag and Ash down yet another corridor. This one, unlike the one I’d
first walked through, was bright and airy with windows that
overlooked the massive lawns, the trees, and brook from where
Randall had dragged me only a little while before.

Jag laughed. “No. We aren’t related at
all.”

Ash looked at him. “But we are very
close.”

They glanced between them with an unspoken
interaction, and for a moment I wondered if they were gay.
Disappointment roiled in my stomach at the thought, but then it
suddenly all made sense. Two extremely good-looking guys living in
this house together and they were, like Ash had said, obviously
close. As further evidence, Jag was topless. I cringed, thinking
that I might have interrupted something romantic going on between
them in that darkened music room.

As if sensing my thoughts, Jag touched my
arm. “Despite the tabloids, believe me when I say that no, we are
definitely not gay.”

I wasn’t quite sure about the reference to
the tabloids, and my skin zinged where he’d touch me, but relief
flooded through me at his words.

Ash pushed open a door and we stepped into a
bright, airy room—a bedroom. “This is my room,” he said.

I felt a little strange standing in his
bedroom, but I looked around politely, taking in the furniture, the
massive television screen that hung on a wall, the open windows and
curtains that led outside to a balcony.

“You like?” Ash asked, his voice tinged with
amusement.

“Ash...” Jag growled at him, his eyebrows
drawn in a furrow.

Ash ignored him though, grinning at me. “You
said you like Nirvana, right?”

Again, I had the sense that they were
playing some sort of game I was oblivious to. I glanced between
them, but didn’t reply. Instead, I stepped out of the room. “I
should get going now. Thanks for the tour.”

“Wait,” Jag said. “You haven’t seen my room
yet.”

Before I could reply, he’d caught my hand
and was dragging me down the corridor. We only went a few steps
before he opened another door and pulled me in, slamming the door
behind me, closing out Ash. Then he moved toward me and I stepped
back until I was pressed against the door.

My lungs burned and my whole body trembled.
He wasn’t touching me, but he hovered mere centimeters from me, and
every inch of my skin zinged from the energy that surrounded him.
His blue eyes burned into mine as he stared at me, taking in every
detail of my face. I licked my lips instinctively, wondering if he
was going to kiss me. I wanted him to, without even knowing him. I
wanted him to kiss me right now, this strange man with a magnetic
energy who made me think irresponsible and reckless things. I’d
never kissed a stranger, but I wanted to and the idea of it made me
both feel strangely alive and terrified at the same time.

I stared at his mouth. His lips were full
and dark, and I wondered what he would taste like. Acting on
nothing but instinct, I moved toward him, my breath catching in my
throat.

The door banged against my head, breaking
whatever spell I was under, and then Ash stormed into the room
seconds later, furious.

I blinked as my senses returned and stepped
away from Jag, a wash of shock at my own wanton behavior washing
over me.

“What the fuck, Ash?” Jag thundered.

Ash narrowed his eyes at him. “You know
what.”

A muscle tensed in Jag’s jaw. “Nirvana.”

Ash’s eyes grew wide and he glanced in my
direction. “You serious?”

Jag nodded but didn’t look at me, keeping
his gaze fixed firmly on Ash, who seemed completely dumbfounded.
Not as dumbfounded as me though, who had no idea what was going
on.

Suddenly, Ash grinned. “Sure.”

He turned to leave before he glanced at me,
pausing to run a finger along my cheek, a kind of sadness in his
eyes. Then he left the room, clicking the door shut behind him.

What the hell had just happened?

I looked at Jag, who was watching me, his
eyes hooded and pained. He moved toward me again, but I backed up,
the spell of a few moments ago broken. “I really should go.”

He shook his head. “Don’t go. Please.”

“My sister expects me.”

“You can call her,” he argued. “Tell her
you’re with me.”

He stepped even closer, his eyes dark and
glittery again, and I was once against reminded of the energy
rolling off of him. His eyes left my face and traced over every
inch of my body, making me tremble as if he had touched me himself.
“What’s that?” he asked, gesturing at my wrist.

I held it up. “My tattoo? It’s a treble
clef.” I looked up to meet his eyes. “My mum’s name was Lyric, and
she named me Aria.”

His eyes burned into mine as he reached out
and tentatively traced his fingers over the tattoo I’d gotten when
I turned eighteen a few months ago. My mother was an old hippy at
heart, and she’d had a similar tattoo. She’d left me. Maybe she
hadn’t loved me enough to stay, but I still loved her and treasured
the memories I had of her.

Jag touched the leather cord around his
neck, the one I’d noticed earlier and then held out the stone charm
attached to it. He watched me, wordlessly, waiting for my
reaction.

It was a treble clef.

“Someone,” he said, “years ago, told me you
were coming.”

I blinked up at him, dragging my eyes from
the stone carving so similar to the tattoo on my own wrist.
“What?”

His eyes locked with mine, burning and
bright. He reached up to cup my face, cradling it gently in hands I
was sure could crush me if he felt so inclined. “I’ve been waiting
for you. You know I’ve been waiting.”

I didn’t understand his words, and I was
beginning to get really scared. I pushed against him again, but he
had me pinned beneath him, his solid weight holding me in
place.

“Sweet Aria,” he murmured. He was breathing
heavy, his chest rising and falling with each breath.

I let my gaze trace over the hard contours
of him before I raised it to meet his once more. For the first
time, I realized he looked familiar. It was a bit like the strange
déjà vu I’d experienced earlier, but this was different. It was as
if I’d seen him before, met him before.

But we didn’t know one another. He was a
stranger.

I shook my head. This day was weird and
getting weirder by the second. I was in a strange house, with these
strange men, doing things that were completely out of character for
me.

“I have to go,” I said, trying to keep my
voice tight, hiding my growing apprehension. “I really do.”

My hand found the doorknob behind me and I
turned it, stepping out into the corridor, not waiting for Jag to
reply.

Ash was there. A grin spread over his face.
“Aria,” he said, overly cheerful, “leaving already?”

Jag scowled at him darkly.

“Um, yes.”

“I hope we see you soon.” He grinned widely
at Jag, who continued scowling at him. “I’m pretty sure we will be.
Won’t we, Jag?”

I glanced between the two of them, once more
reminded of an undertone, of something unspoken passing between
them.

Instead of replying, Jag draped an arm over
my shoulders, pulling me close by his side, his fingers rubbing
against my shoulders possessively.

Ash’s eyes followed his movements and his
own smile faltered slightly.

This was weird, so weird, I didn’t think I’d
ever felt so confused in my whole life.

Home. I just wanted to go home.


Chapter Three

 


There was no screaming when I opened the
front door to Anna’s house. I closed it behind me with a quiet
click as my mind raced to catch up with the day’s events. It felt
like a lifetime had passed since I walked out that morning, but it
had only been a few hours. I glanced at the clock on the mantle as
I slipped out of my flip flops and turned to the hall mirror,
catching a glimpse of myself for the first time.

“Oh.” I gaped. My hair was a complete mess.
It looked like I’d just tumbled out of bed. I was still wearing
Jag’s shirt and it was miles too big for me, hanging down so low it
concealed my skirt. My knees were scraped with dried blood dotting
them.

“God, what happened to you?” Anna appeared
from around the corner.

“I fell into the brook,” I said, “and then
some brute thought I was trespassing and hauled me up to your
neighbor’s house.”

A wry grin spread across Anna’s face. “I
guess he thought you were a groupie.”

I frowned. “A what? Why on earth
would he think that?”

Anna eyed me carefully. “Which neighbor’s
house have you just spent the day at?”

I gestured in the direction of the castle.
“In that monstrosity next door.”

“And you met the owners?”

I nodded. “Ash and Jag.”

“It actually belongs to Ash,” she said and
then spoke very slowly. “Ashley Bennett.”

The name sounded familiar and it took me a
moment to place it. Then my blood ran cold. No. It couldn’t
be. I couldn’t be that stupid.

Could I?

Suddenly their faces cleared and I saw them
both—Ash and Jag—not as I’d seen them that afternoon but as I’d
actually seen them before. Way before today. On the cover of
a magazine. No, magazines, plural. And on the internet, and
on television.

“You didn’t know who they were, did you?”
Anna guessed. “I hadn’t told you who our neighbors were. I didn’t
think you’d be interested, but maybe I should have warned you…”

“You’re living next door to Atomic
Storm?” I asked, but it wasn’t a question, it was a statement.
Of course she was, I knew that now. Stupidly, I knew it. Ash Bennet
was the lead singer of one of the most famous rock bands in the
world. Jag—Jagger Arch—was the lead guitarist.

My mind flipped back to the room I’d walked
into, the music room. They’d been recording music, or playing music
or whatever musicians do, and I’d just strolled casually in. No
wonder they’d been so surprised to see me. No wonder they thought I
was a groupie.

My face flushed as I recalled the scene in
Jag’s bedroom. Oh god, he really thought I was a groupie.

“Aria?” Anna’s voice was etched with
concern. “Are you okay? They didn’t hurt you or anything, did
they?”

I shook my head, “No. I’m just tired.” I
started making my way to my room before I remembered something.
“Oh, my things! I left them down by the creek…”

“Go take a shower,” Anna said. “I’ll get
them for you.”

“Thanks.” I offered her a small smile and
made my way to the staircase.

“Aria?”

I turned back. “Yes?”

“Are you sure you’re okay? You look a
little rattled. Those guys, I’ve never met them, and we’ve never
had any trouble. But there are stories about them in town—the
parties, the drugs and women. There was nothing like that going on
there today, was there?”

My mind flicked back to the nervous, edgy
liveliness of both Jag and Ash. Were they on drugs? Suddenly their
energy popped into my mind—the brilliance of their eyes, the way
they seemed to talk in code—and it all made perfect sense. God, I
wanted to kick myself for being so stupid, so naïve. They were
high.

But Anna was watching me anxiously and I
offered her a reassuring smile. “No,” I said. “It was just the two
of them writing music, I think. They were kind enough to give me a
tour of the castle.”

Once upstairs, I went straight to the
bathroom adjoining my room and turned on the hot water, making sure
it was steaming before I stepped in.

The water stung the cuts on my legs, and I
winced a little. I let the water run over me for a while before I
shampooed my hair, my thoughts running back through the events of
the day. I had just met two of the most famous men in the world and
I’d had no idea. I giggled to myself, thinking of Emma, my best
friend back in Australia, and what she’d think of that. She would
die. I was sure that at one stage she’d had a poster of them
in her bedroom. Again, I wanted to groan at my ignorance.

I rinsed my hair and then lathered up with
soap to wash my body, letting my hands linger on the places where
Jag had touched me, remembering the feel on his fingers against my
skin, his breath on my neck.

I turned the cold water tap on for a few
minutes to chase away the heat coursing through my body.

Climbing out, I dried off and pulled on some
leggings and a t-shirt, running a comb through my hair as I went
and grabbed my phone. I’d left it on charge this morning. There was
a missed call from Emma, and a few messages from other friends. I
smiled, glad my friends hadn’t forgotten me.

Flicking through the apps to safari, I
searched up Jagger Arch and waited as the search results loaded.
The first few pages were filled with gossip stories, pictures, and
speculation over who he was dating. There were also stories about
his drug and alcohol addictions, and his stays in rehab. I found a
Wikipedia page and read through it. It went through his childhood,
talking about his musical career, his school life, and how he and
his best friend, Ash Bennet, had formed Atomic Storm. Their
first record had gone platinum, and they were currently writing
their fourth. They’d toured the world. I remembered vaguely they’d
visited Perth, and a few of my friends had gone to their concert. I
hadn’t been interested enough to go.

But I was interested now. Clicking on a
link, I plugged in my earphones and lay down on my bed, watching
their latest video clip. Then I watched another and another. I
found a YouTube clip of them live in concert and watched that too.
Their music was a mix of rock and pop with strong lyrics and even
stronger guitar riffs. I didn’t know much about music, but I knew
enough to know they were talented. Ash had a very strong, soulful
voice, and Jagger was a master guitarist.

I rolled onto my side, staring out the
window as I listened to their music. Yawning, I let the weariness
and the weirdness of the day wash over me. Soon enough I was
asleep.

****

Thomas was absent when I went down to
breakfast the next morning, but Anna was in the kitchen flicking
through her phone as she idly sipped her coffee.

“Morning,” I said pouring myself a coffee.
“Has Thomas left already?”

“Uh huh,” she replied, only half listening.
“He had an early morning appointment.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. That meant he
had come home last night. That also meant whatever it was they were
fighting about yesterday must have been resolved.

I sat down at the table and stared out the
window over the rolling grass. In the distance, I could make out
the castle. Funny how I’d never noticed it before, but then I’d
been too preoccupied with other things.

“What are your plans for the day?” I asked
Anna.

“I’m going into town,” she said. “Want to
come?”

I smiled. “Sure.” I liked the village they
lived near. It was small and quaint. It reminded me of the stories
and fairy tales I’d read growing up. Plus, I wanted to see about
getting a job, although I didn’t tell Anna that. She would think it
was too soon, that I needed to give myself time to get settled and
grieve properly, but I wanted to keep busy. Busier than what I’d
been anyhow.

The doorbell chimed and she jumped up.
“That’ll be for me,” she said as she hurried off to answer it.

I shrugged.

Thomas and Anna had a relationship I didn’t
understand—fighting, break ups, and make ups. That was no doubt
flowers he was sending by way of apology for whatever transgression
he’d committed. I almost felt sorry for Thomas at times, but then I
reminded myself he probably loved the life of drama he and Anna
shared as much as she did. Otherwise, why would he keep playing the
same games?

I didn’t understand it myself. I didn’t
think I could bear a relationship so volatile, so intense and
overwhelming. One moment you are suffocating in love and the next
you aren’t even sure it’s there.

Growing up, we’d these neighbors who had
been married for nearly sixty years. They were the loveliest couple
and were always doing sweet things for each, not big romantic
gestures, but smaller, more heartfelt ones. He would make her cups
of tea and set the table out on the patio for them to enjoy it,
pick her flowers from the garden, and leave notes where she’d find
them. She would make his favorite dinner, and when he came home
from wherever he’d been she would always meet him on the front
steps. I had the sense that when he was working, she had done that
every day. They walked hand and hand together whenever they went
out, and their house was filled with pictures of their kids and
grandkids who came for morning tea every Sunday. Their relationship
was one that I wanted. The kind of forever that bought contentment,
peace, and happiness.

Anna returned flowerless a moment later, and
I glanced up at her puzzled expression. She had a letter and was
reading it intently before she dropped it and looked at me.

“Well,” she said, “that’s interesting.”

“What is it?” I asked, taking another sip of
my coffee.

“We have been invited to dinner at the
neighbor’s house.” She looked me. “It’s a personal, handwritten
note from Mr. Ash Bennett asking us to attend dinner tomorrow night
at the castle.”

“He called it the castle?”

She shook her head. “No of course not. But
that’s not the important part.” She eyed me. “What happened over
there yesterday?”

I shrugged, avoiding her gaze. “Nothing. I
already told you.”

“It can’t be nothing. We’ve lived here for
nearly a year, and I’ve never heard a peep from him before.”

“Maybe it’s just taken a while for them to
get around to meeting the neighbors.”

Anna shot me a look. “I really don’t
think Ash Bennet is the type who worries about what the neighbors
think, at least not from the reports I’ve heard. Besides, I’m sure
that this” —she waved the invitation at me— “has more to do
with you than with me.”

“I doubt it,” I said stubbornly.

“Well, he has specifically asked for you to
come too,” she said.

“Really?”

“Really.”

I grinned and picked up my coffee, taking a
sip of it. It was silly. I shouldn’t be grinning. I was still too
confused about the events of yesterday, and I still felt
ridiculously stupid for not knowing who they were, but I couldn’t
help it. The idea of seeing Jag again….

“Seriously, Aria.” Anna’s voice interrupted
my thoughts. “What happened yesterday?”

“It’s like I told you. I met them, and they
gave me a tour of the house.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I
hated lying to Anna. She’d been like a mother to me for so long
that it felt wrong, but there was really not much more to it
anyhow. What could I say? Jag looked at me in a way that made my
pulse race? I’m sure I’m not the only girl he has that effect
on.

“Yes. You said that.” She was quiet for a
moment before she spoke again. “So tell me, you met both of
them?”

“Uh huh.”

“And what are they like?”

I considered her question for a moment.
There weren’t really any words to describe Ash and Jag. They were
like nothing and no one I’d ever met before. They were gorgeous and
beautiful—divinely beautiful, the kind of beauty that seemed
too unjust and unfair to be bestowed on just one person, and there
were two of them. They were charismatic and energetic,
although I wasn’t sure if that wasn’t due to drugs. Confident.
Sexy. Commanding. Powerful. Intense. Sexy. I’d already listed sexy,
but it needed to be said twice; it was that powerful.

“Different,” I said eventually.

“Different
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