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          LONDON – EIGHT YEARS PREVIOUSLY

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take long for the nice act to wear off. Sid had brought her to this place. Lilian Gale thought her luck had changed at last after sleeping rough and wandering from one drug-infested place after another for the best part of a year.

      He’d chatted to her over a period of time. Bought her cups of tea and doughnuts – she should have known. At only twelve years of age, life had already taught her that if something felt too good to be true, then it probably was. But she was sick of being cold. Sick of being hungry and in the company of drunks and druggies. And, most of all, sick of people who’d sell you down the river in a heartbeat. There had to be more to life than this, didn’t there?

      “Come meet some friends of mine,” he said. “It’s warm and dry, and if I ask them nicely, they might even let you stay. I’ve a few contacts, maybe you can earn some cash in hand, know what I mean,” he finished, raising his eyebrows as if she followed his drift.

      Slightly bewildered, and with the embers of hope still alive in her soul somewhere, she’d gone along.

      It all happened so fast. After making her a cheese sandwich and several cups of tea, she was welcomed into the busy household. Any concern was quickly smoothed over with a promise that she could pay rent as soon as she’d earned it. Despite feeling uneasy, there didn’t seem to be any logical reason to say no.

      The place seemed to have loads of bedrooms with two girls to a room. Lily got to share a room with a girl called Holly. She couldn’t believe her luck in landing a place.

      Day by day, she began to relax. Not enough to let anyone see her weird striped skin, but enough that she smiled and went out and about with the other girls. The house was always full and noisy and never got dull. Everything seemed great and she began to think her first fears of a ‘catch’ were unfounded, and put it down to paranoia. Then, over time, as young as she was, it began to dawn on her what kind of place it was. And what the girls did to earn their money and their keep. But no one said anything to her and left her alone, so she settled into an easy life, with Sid coming around every now and then to check on her.

      Conscious of not being a burden, she made herself useful by keeping the place tidy and by always being helpful to everyone. She was determined to carve out a role so she wouldn’t be kicked out.

      All was going well until Sid came one night, sat down in the kitchen and said he had a special job for her.

      Her heart began to thump. She was mute, so thankfully, no one expected her to say anything. So she sat still and waited for him to explain.

      “Don’t worry, Lil, I won’t let him hurt ya … he’s proper posh. He’ll look after ya.” He winked and nudged her. “An’ if you play your cards right, he’ll see ya again … might even be a regular thing.”

      Prue, the mother figure of the house, and a couple of the girls were standing around the room holding their breath, she was sure. With a heavy heart, Lily looked around at their regretful smiles. She wasn’t so stupid that she didn’t know what Sid was driving at. What else could she do? The alternative was the streets.

      

      That night, Holly helped her dress. “Won’t be too bad, love … you’ll soon get used to it.”

      It was supposed to make her feel better, but her heart was filled with dread. She’d never had any illusions about love; the whole fairy-tale prince thing was so far out of her realm of experience, she wasn’t sure she ever believed in him anyway. Who would possibly want a freak like her? But still – this? It was never on her list of things to do when she grew up.

      Sid came for her at 8 p.m. and they rode in the back of a black cab together to a private address in Fulham. As they waited on the doorstep, Sid whispered, “Just go with the flow, girl. Okay? I’ll just be waiting outside. Be back for you in an hour.”

      The door opened and a butler ushered them in. Lily thought it was the poshest place she’d ever seen. Walking slowly through the tiled hall with beautiful dark wood furniture everywhere, she felt self-conscious when the heels of her boots clip-clopped and echoed up to the ceiling. She wriggled the short skirt lower that Holly had lent her. She was supposed to look older, but her unruly curly hair stuck out in every direction like a doll’s, making her look her age.

      “Come in,” a male voice said from the room in front of them.

      The butler showed them in.

      Even though she hadn’t done anything like this before, Lily felt ashamed. The butler, who never made eye contact with her once, swiftly left the room.

      The man, simply referred to as sir, was fat, bald and sweating profusely. He was sitting next to an open fire, which made no sense. Her heart hammered, making her head swim for a second. The room was so hot.

      “Wait there,” Sid said under his breath, and approached the old gentleman.

      Some hushed negotiations took place, and an envelope was passed between them. Have fun!” Sid said chirpily. “Be a good girl, Lil,” he said as he passed her. “Be back in an hour.”

      Now left on her own, every part of her screamed for help. The man crooked a finger to indicate that she come closer. She swallowed hard and edged nearer. Her eyes widened in shock when he put his sweaty hands on her. She almost gagged. He didn’t seem to notice and pulled her down into his lap, slobbering his mouth over hers. She retched, then choked, as if something were stuck in her throat. She was unsure what happened exactly. All she knew was the old git went the darkest shade of red she’d ever seen a person go – as if his head was about to explode. Lily jumped up and watched in horror as he grabbed his chest.

      The old man began to sink and writhe in his chair, then slipped to the floor like a massive blob of quivering fat. But instead of hightailing it out of there, her feet were rooted to the spot. Her pulse was through the roof and she was paralyzed with fear. She knew she should run, but her breaths were coming out in shallow pants and she couldn’t get any air.

      Lily concentrated on getting a grip on her emotions before she lost it entirely. And when he hadn’t moved for a whole minute, she inched forward and touched the side of his neck like she’d seen them do in the films. She couldn’t feel anything. His eyes were open, staring ahead and unseeing.

      Shit! He’d snuffed it. She began to shuffle her feet and edge towards the door. Opening it enough to peer her head out into the hallway, she sneaked out and crept slowly towards the front door. Then, snatching it open, she bolted down the steps.

      Before she could disappear into the night, Sid stepped out from the shadows and caught her by the arm.

      Gone was the chirpy cockney chancer; instead, his face snarled into a grimace while he spat through gritted teeth, “Get the fuck back in there and do your job, you little bitch!”

      Having no voice, all she could do was shake her head maniacally and point back at the house in the hope he’d understand. She dragged a thumb across her neck to indicate the old bloke had died, but Sid was already pulling her back towards the house and the door, which had been left open.

      They were halfway up the steps when the butler appeared in the doorway. “You there! … Stop! Murderer … Call the police!”

      Sid stopped dead in his tracks. The mere mention of the police and he wanted as much space between them and him as possible. He turned on his heel and dragged Lily with him into the dark streets and away.

      

      Lily was white with terror when Sid dragged her back into the house, where she stayed. The door slammed and he swung her around to face him. “What did you fucking do?” he shouted like a madman.

      She shook her head, her eyes wide with terror.

      “Whatever’s up?” Prue’s voice said from behind him. “Go easy, Sid … What happened?”

      “She killed him … that’s what she fucking done!”

      Prue put her hand to her mouth in shock and Lily was still shaking her head like a maniac. The hallway began to fill with the others, all trying to see what the fuss was about.

      Sid backhanded Lily across the face. “Tell me what happened!” he screamed.

      Whispers and gasps came from the crowd that had gathered around them. Some tried to mention that she couldn’t talk. Lily was so scared she felt a warm trickle down her leg.

      “Yes, she fucking can,” Sid shouted and swiped her face again.

      “Sid, do they know who you are at that place?” Prue was saying in his ear. “Get a pencil and paper!” she ordered.

      Everything was coming at Lily in a jumble and she felt faint from fear.

      A couple of sheepish-looking male clients were slipping out of the door to escape.

      “I’ll make her fucking talk,” Sid said, and began dragging her up the stairs by the hair.

      They reached a bathroom and Sid held her while he screamed at a girl and a client to get out. They hurriedly wrapped towels around themselves and left. Sid yanked her in, slammed the door, and locked them inside.

      “Oh my god, he’s gonna kill her,” Lily heard through the door.

      Her knees shook, her eyes were wide and she was so scared she was numb. It was as though she were there but removed from the situation. Nothing was registering any more. She was standing stiff and powerless when he suddenly, roughly, turned her around and yanked her forward so she was bent over the filled bath. Then he plunged her head into the murky, warm water.

      Sid held her under for one, two, three, four minutes, without letting her up for a breath. First of all she fought like a mad thing – bubbles sprouting from her nose and mouth. All the while, his muffled voice was screaming, “Talk, you fucking bitch! I know you can talk … Whoring too good for ya? … I’ll teach ya!” until he eventually yanked her head up out of the water. Then, when all she could do was gulp and gasp, he thrust her head back down and held it down for what felt like ages.

      After a while, her head felt fuzzy; his shouting voice and the incessant banging on the door melded together into one thunderous drone. Lily allowed herself to relax. With her heart still beating like a train, she asked herself the question: why was she fighting at all? For Sid to find another punter for her? No fucking way! And so she allowed herself to go limp and the water to gradually enter her lungs.

      At first she thought it would hurt, but as the water seeped in, she welcomed it.

      

      When the little bitch hadn’t moved for quite some time, Sid’s temper abated. Fuck! He’d killed her. His mind whirred to find a way to get rid of her body without the others in the house knowing. Then he shrugged. The girls wouldn’t say anything. It would serve as a good warning to anyone who would get any big ideas.

      So he slowly let go of Lily’s hair and stepped back. Shit! He wiped his sweaty brow on the back of his forearm. Drowning someone was harder work than he imagined.

      A sudden twitch caught his eye. “FUCK!” he shouted, and bounced back, smacking himself against the bathroom wall.

      The arms that had hung limply by her sides were moving to grip the edges of the bath. She can’t be? He watched in horror as she pushed herself up so her face came up out of the water. What made it so terrifying was that, despite the fact that she should be dead, was the slow and deliberate way she was moving. It shocked him into inactivity. Then, when she slowly turned to face him and moved the sopping curls away from her face, all he could do was scream. Water spewed from her mouth as she coughed up her lungs and stood in front of him like some kind of monster. Like something out of a horror film. The Ring, perhaps, where the creature crawls out from the TV.

      Her eyes were scary enough – they were the size of a two-pence piece. Huge black disks with jagged flecks of blue around the edge and no whites at all. But her face was like nothing he’d ever seen in his life before. Thick black stripes were slashed under each cheekbone, diagonally across her forehead and a V at her chin. They crisscrossed down her neck, covering her like some kind of snake.

      She was slowly rising from her knees to stand up in front of him. By the time he realised that the awful wailing noise was coming from his own throat, she was moving towards him. His eyes darted left to the arm she used to reach out and slide the bolt on the door. Then she hissed at him like a vampire baring extended canines. She blinked slowly over her otherworldly eyes, opened the door and left the room.

      He was left breathing hard, covering his eyes with his hands. Looking down, he realised he’d pissed himself.

      Sid never saw Lily again.
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      Southern California – Present day

      It was already dark when Shona smacked the side of the van and it pulled away. It had been a while since she was last here. Unperturbed, she dumped her stuff off at a hostel she knew and went out to bump into old friends. She knew just the place to find somewhere more permanent to stay. It took her no more than half an hour to be out and in Blue Predators – a downtown San Diego club.  Known for its live music, every surfer (particularly of the Atlantean persuasion) within a five-mile radius frequented it. Some joked that the club’s name came from their tiger-like stripes that emerged on their skin, although it was probably one of those urban myths. Besides, most of the Atlanteans around here barely showed visible stripes even in the water, their blood was so watered down with Human DNA.

      Shona went straight to the bar, ordered a beer, nodded at a few familiar faces, then wended her way through the crowds to the main room where the source of the funky music was. It was a surprise as this place usually played Alt or Trop rock. The sound would have been more at home in Chicago, Philly, or Europe. It was cool though, and drew her closer. Looking around her, everyone was hooked into it, too. Three guys were playing their hearts out: lead guitar, vocals, keyboard, and a little South American guy was hammering away on percussion. Sweet.

      Hello! … There on the drums, partially hidden by a bank of impressive kit, was the most beautiful young ball of fury, pelting out rhythm with every muscle of her petite body. Even her head moved from left to right, swinging her shoulder-length dark corkscrew curls, making her look like a sea urchin.

      Shona moved in closer to get a better look at her.

      The girl was wearing battered, ripped jeans and a vest top, with red sweatbands around each wrist.

      Shona’s heart stopped. She wouldn’t … would she be so stupid?

      Light grey but clearly visible, there were distinct stripes crisscrossing her arms and over her shoulders.

      Shona looked around her nervously, hoping no one else had clocked the same thing. If the kid was some kind of tattooed wannabe Atlantean, she was taking a risk coming in here.

      She breathed out uneasily. The place was buzzing, and everyone appeared hooked into the band’s soul funk groove, but even here, where everyone was mainly Atlantean, no one came out of the water striped in public. It wasn’t uncommon for people to come in off the street, oblivious to the club’s orientation.

      Shona edged towards the small raised stage to get a closer look. The girl was sweating, making stripes less likely to appear if she were a real Atlantean – a bit of a let-down. Stripes only usually put in an appearance when wet and cool. Wetsuits covered these, but if spotted at the beach, they always passed their markings off as tattoos. And yet could she be? They looked so authentic.

      Shona was a common Atlantean from a family of all girls from Western Australia. Being common meant she was mixed-blooded and not royal. And being the eldest girl, the talisman for being a Protector – the ancient honour of being a bodyguard to a Siren – had come down to her.  A title she thought she’d never use. But today, looking around her at the sweating, dancing bodies, feeling the tingle that made her hairs stand on end, she had to begin to wonder. Could it be that this ball of dynamite drumming everyone into a frenzy was one of the Sirens, the whole of the Atlantean, and much of the Human worlds were after? It blew her mind when she got to thinking on it – children’s bedtime stories of beautiful women luring men to the rocks with magical music and singing. This was the twenty-first century, for Christ’s sake. A drummer could totally be the updated version.

      Shit, even here, where she came on her quest for an endless summer, they’d all sat around the campfire at the end of a day’s surfing and speculated. Comparing stories of old legends and whether or not they were true. Tales told to them by their families about their mysterious origins. And Sirens or, more accurately, Soul Breathers, imagined as objects of the supernatural and the stuff of dreams.

      The more she thought, the more her heart began to hammer. Just supposing she was one? What the fuck should she do with her? She couldn’t let her slip through her fingers, just in case. To her knowledge, she’d never come across one, nor had anyone she knew. Should she tell someone? No, not yet … she needed time to think – to make sure first. There wasn’t a list of dos or don’ts with her talisman, just an order to look out for one – real helpful.

      Twenty-first century or not, Shona knew they were in constant danger, and were precious to the right people – beyond price. The song was ending, forcing a quick decision – she would stick with her and try to get her to talk. For now, that was the best course of action before the girl shot through like a Bondi tram.

      The band went on to play another two songs before they brought the house down with an old James Brown number. The rammed room was reluctant to let them finish, but Shelly – the resident DJ – quickly took over and the crowd soon simmered down to a hum of chatter and forgot about the band. The girl left her kit and soon got swallowed up by the hordes. Shona pushed through, elbowing people as she went so as not to lose her.

      They came out to the bar, where the manager appeared to be congratulating them and shaking the lead singer’s hand. He reached into his jacket pocket and handed over what looked like payment for their evening’s work.

      The girl was standing slightly apart, looking a little awkward and not talking to anyone. The band seemed to be ignoring her, unlike most of the men around her. The girl seemed oblivious to the effect she was having. Shona edged closer, trying to think of an icebreaker.

      Then she wasn’t sure what exactly started it. The band guys were laughing and fooling around and one of a group of drunken guys next to them seemed to get offended and pushed. Everything happened so fast.

      Bloody Humans, drunk and spoiling for a fight, all started to get involved. A glass got smashed, a beer got knocked flying and fists began to fly as well. Bouncers soon homed in on the scene, surrounded them and began to herd the troublemakers outside.

      The girl, now completely apart from the others, was shaking liquid off her arms and flicking it off the front of her vest quite anxiously. She must have copped the whole pint when it went airborne.

      Shit. Shona knew instantly why the girl was so alarmed. The previously visible grey stripes crisscrossing her arms were now fast becoming darker and more prominent by the minute. She wasted no more time and pushed through a couple in conversation until she came up alongside her. “Put this on,” she ordered.

      The girl looked at her, bemused for a second. But necessity snapped her into action and she took Shona’s denim jacket and quickly slipped it on.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Shona said, grabbing her by the hand and leading her outside to the street.

      The girl went along without saying a word.

      When they were a safe distance away, Shona turned and faced her. “What are you doing, exposing yourself like that?”

      The girl just glared at her like she didn’t understand the big deal or what it was to do with her.

      “What’s the matter … cat got your tongue?” Shona said, frowning.

      The girl blinked and started to look even more pissed off.

      Shona reined it in a bit. The last thing she wanted to do was send the girl running. “Look, I’m sorry I had a go at ya, but you can’t go around like that – not here.” She looked furtively around and indicated to the girl’s now-covered forearms. The markings were now licking up the side of her neck and were amazing. There weren’t that many people she had met in her life with stripes that dark.

      “What’s ya name? I’m Shona,” she said, dragging her eyes away from them.

      The girl bit her lip.

      Shona shifted her weight impatiently. Fuck’s sake, “Can’t ya talk?”

      The girl swallowed uncomfortably and shook her head.

      Shona’s heart stalled. Shit! Maybe she was foreign. “Can you understand me?”

      The girl rolled her eyes and nodded.

      After studying her for a beat, Shona came to a decision when more people began to empty out of the club and come their way. “Let’s get outta here.”

      They walked away quickly, with the girl keeping step with her. Shona took out her phone and put it to her ear while she walked. “Lance? … yeah, it’s me … no, I’m in town … yeah … I need a pick-up … I know, mate, but it’s urgent. … No … I’ll explain when I see ya.” She clicked off the phone and put it back in her pocket.

      The girl was walking silently next to her. Who the fuck was she? Did she have somewhere to be? She wasn’t acting like it. And why wouldn’t she talk? She looked like a little waif, but Shona instinctively knew she was tough underneath.

      They came to a corner and Shona stopped. “We’ll wait here. My friend’ll pick us up in ten.” She took a packet of mints from her pocket and offered them to the girl. She shook her head.

      “Are you from here?” Shona said, pointing downwards. “America, I mean?”

      The girl shook her head again.

      “Me neither.”

      That must be the reason she was reluctant to talk. It was hard having a one-way convo when so many questions burned to be answered. “I’m here for the surf … you surf?” she said louder, as if the girl was deaf and making a waving motion with her hand like some kind of sign language.

      The girl sighed loudly, shook her head and averted her eyes.

      “What are ya here for then?

      The girl shrugged.

      “Where ya stayin’?”

      The girl looked warily back towards the club.

      “What … not with those fuckin’ galahs?” Shona said, shaking her head. “Was the agro over money?”

      The girl nodded as if embarrassed.

      “They didn’t want to pay your share,” Shona said, filling in the blanks. A humourless smile confirmed what she suspected. “How long ya been here … in the States, I mean?”

      The girl held up her hand.

      “Five months?”

      The girl nodded.

      “Here in San Diego?”

      She held up two fingers.

      “Two months … no, two weeks?” Shona said after the girl quickly shook her head. “Shit …”

      In the silence that followed, the girl looked around awkwardly, while Shona couldn’t help studying her. Then, before she could launch into any more questions, Lance’s van pulled up to the kerb.

      He wound down his window and ran an appraising eye over the newbie, then Shona. “Get in,” he said.

      Shona quickly pulled the girl with her around the other side of the van. After glancing warily back towards the club, the girl got in alongside her.

      “This had better be good, Shona, I was in bed,” Lance said, with narrowed eyes.

      Shona fell in instantly with what he meant and laughed, pulling him towards her roughly and kissing him on the cheek. “Ah, she’ll forgive ya … I’ve got a surprise for everyone.”

      Lance pulled away and looked at her sideways, waiting for her to spill.

      Shona wasn’t giving anything away yet.

      The girl stared out of her window, miles away.

      

      Lily had nothing to lose. The shits she’d tagged along with since leaving New York had refused to pay her, saying she owed rent for the shithole they were living in. They weren’t even paying rent anyway.

      That had been the story of her life; everyone taking their pound of flesh. She needed a place to stay, so these two would do for now.

      She took a surreptitious glance left to check the bloke out and faced straight again ultra-quick. The Aussie bird was chatting away to him like she knew him really well. Not sure about her yet, she was guessing she was gay. Sharp as a tack, though.

      She’d let her think she was thick or foreign a bit longer yet. Unable to speak, it was a convenient impression to give people till she could suss them out.

      He looked like a typical surfy stoner. So many guys looked like that round here – a mess of blonde overlong hair and tanned skin – not that she took much notice of men.

      Lily looked down at her arms. The black bands had receded to dull grey now. It was disturbing that the Aussie girl seemed to recognise them. Perhaps that was why she had allowed her to lead her out of the club and into this van. Since Sid, she had never been that foolish as to go off with anyone. However, always feeling a freak, the question of why and, more importantly, what she was, was something that had burned within her for longer than she could remember.

      Shunning the care system, most of her teenage years had been spent on the streets of London. A life of trying to keep warm, ducking and diving, avoiding people traffickers, itching to put her into the sex industry. Hiding her differences until she managed to get into a hostel, a crap job and to play drums whenever she could.

      Ever since she was small, rhythm had centred her soul. So it wasn’t a giant leap to realise becoming a musician also offered her a way out of squalor. She had promised herself she would come to this sunny coast one day to play. Lured to it like some kind of Mecca. It had taken her a year to save, and here she was. Whoop-di-fucking-do! It had been a whole lot of same old, same old so far.

      She chanced another quick peek next to her. Shona was rabbiting on and the guy was nodding and, for the briefest second, his eyes flicked to hers. It was only a glance, but a bolt of heat hit her chest and she put her hand to it quickly. A film of sweat then spread over her forehead and top lip. She breathed through it, hoping they wouldn’t notice. Maybe her blood sugar was low or something?

      As she fought to calm her breathing, he looked her way again. A moment of eye contact passed between them and warmth swirled all around her, settling in the pit of her stomach. Shit! Her pulse skyrocketed and she snatched her eyes away. She was completely unnerved. It made up her mind. Even though this place had acted like a beacon to her, when she’d had food, a warm bed, and a night’s sleep, she was out of there. Something felt off with these people. Alarm bells were ringing all over the place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cesaré Florianna stood on the sand and gazed out to sea, swigging his wine straight from the bottle. The one good thing about his hasty retreat from the king’s court in Ireland to Southern California was that it was the fall, and the best time to surf. He thanked his lucky stars for that.

      His head had been a mess since Isla Snow – the Siren he believed his that had turned out not to be at all. In fact, she had belonged to his first cousin and best friend since childhood – Prince Malleven Mancini, who had royally shafted him.

      The two of them had been brought up and educated as brothers. One night, he had called him and told him he had a surprise. Then Malleven had taken him out, got him drunk, and done something to his divining ring.

      Cesaré looked down and twisted the replacement he still wore on his left hand – the symbol of all of his hatred. The mystical piece of jewellery forged for each Atlantean prince at birth that could detect a Siren. Meant to be irrefutable proof of authenticity if the pearl-like stone changed to turquoise when one was near.

      Cesaré laughed bitterly. Or deepest purple if she was his destined mate.

      When this had happened for him and Isla, he’d been deliriously happy and felt so blessed. That he, a carefree, nomadic surfer, who never took anything seriously, could be favoured by the fates in such a way. He put his old frivolous life behind him and became Prince Cesaré Florianna, head of his family and member of the king’s council, to rule and be revered by the Atlantean world.

      Except the whole thing had turned out to be bullshit. Isla had felt so guilty that she wouldn’t let him near her. She’d known all along she really belonged to Malleven, who’d got to her at every opportunity behind his back.

      The sick truth of it was that not only did Malleven not care about Isla, his true mate, but he cared nothing for Cesaré. That’s what got him the most. It had all been to get close enough to the king to try and take his throne.

      It had failed, thankfully, but it was a poor consolation when he’d betrayed him so utterly with the woman he hoped to spend the rest of his life with. His ring had been discovered to be a forgery. He’d been disgraced. And, in an instant, his reputation was in tatters. With that, his family’s seat on the council was gone, his many brothers and cousins couldn’t bear to look at him, and he was laughed at by the whole of the Atlantean world.

      Fuck! he was Cesaré Florianna, playboy and lover of women, and he’d been played well and truly by the two people he cared about the most.

      He laughed bitterly.

      Looking out at the sea and its crashing waves, he threw down the empty bottle of wine he’d been drinking. The ocean seemed to mirror his mood. It cared for nothing, but crashed and smashed itself into the rocks with one huge white roll after another. The noise, the smell, the sheer violence of it, felt like a balm to his simmering soul.

      Two hours he’d been back. Even though it was late and dark, he’d dumped off his bag at his apartment and come straight down the many steps to the beach.  This was his oasis of calm, a place he thought he’d have to give up for ever for a life of serious responsibility. Well never again. The rest of his life would be his now to do with what he wanted.

      Armed with his board and in only his shorts, he paddled out to sea without his wetsuit. To hell with what anyone made of his stripes. Fuck them all. His pure royal blood had to count for something, even if it was just to endure the fucking cold. This was where he belonged. To be part of the ocean, where he felt at home, to ride its power and to feel free.

      Catching the next wave, he was in the moment. Reading it perfectly, with his gravity low, he rode its energy like the back of a beast. It was the only place to be. Skimming, then flying and soaring, he prolonged the feeling as long as possible. Weightless and hungry for more, over and over, he paddled out, set after set. Focussed on one thing; to lose himself by seizing waves, harnessing momentum, revelling in the cold breeze stinging his exposed skin.

      With every nerve ending buzzing with exhilaration, he was the closest to being happy in a very long time. It was the purest way of living that never failed to deliver. And that was where he wanted to stay – no going back. All the shit in his life – being an Atlantean in a Human world, a disgraced prince, was forgotten. Draining all the negative energy away until his limbs felt numb and vibrated with exhaustion. It was an intense cleansing of his soul that left him calm, straddling his board, bobbing and going wherever the undulating water took him.

      However, he knew he couldn’t stay there for ever. Soon it would be dawn and early surfers would be arriving to catch the dawn light. Life had to be faced sometime. Looking down at his body, he despised his damning Florianna stripes; his were the darkest and most defined of his small surfing crew. It was the reason they had to surf away from the crowds, as well as being the best places for excellent waves. All were Atlantean, to varying degrees depending on the strength of their bloodlines. Some wore wetsuits to cover them, but some were so minimal that they simply passed them off as tattoos. It had earned them the nickname of Tiger Crew around here. He could never escape entirely. The fucking destiny crap would single him out as a prince even if his vivid stripes didn’t. He could never win. He sniffed and wiped the snot running from his nose on the back of his hand. Well, he didn’t have to give in to it. He could fight.

      The Florianna Siren was gone now anyway. Even his cousin Malleven, who’d screwed him over, had been rejected by her and left for dead. His blood boiled for a moment at not being able to have his day with him. Then he sighed deeply. Poetic justice had won that day… argh, good riddance to bad rubbish!

      The irony of it all was, after all the back-stabbing, Isla Snow had been claimed by Prince Darres Borge from the Borge family of Murrtaine. So their Siren had not only rejected both princes, but the Florianna family as well. And was her prerogative. He chuckled to himself while he looked down again at his ring. The very thing that set him apart as a prince.

      He cursed in his native Italian. That shit was never going to happen again. Lightning never strikes twice in the same place. Nor did he want any more of that kind of attention. No, he’d never settled down before Isla, and that was the way he liked it. Wine, women and song, and then fuck off before it was light, had been his motto. It had always made him happy. Only when he’d gone soft and sentimental and allowed his senses to leave him did his life go into a tailspin.

      Cesaré worked the ring off his finger. It wasn’t hard as he was cold. He held it up to his face, whispered, “Arrivederci, amore mio”, kissed it and threw as hard and as far as he could. “Fuck all that shit!” he vowed to himself. He would live the rest of his life on his terms and fuck them all.

      He caught a last wave into shore, somehow managed to cycle back to his apartment and collapsed into bed and comatose sleep.
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      Dubonnetti Estate – West Coast of Ireland – a few months previously

      Ruby Santalini didn’t wait for her driver to walk around the car before she jumped out and slammed the door. “Wait here!” she ordered and turned around to face the imposing grey house that was the Dubonnetti residence. On a rugged coast on the west coast of Ireland, it belonged to a bygone age. The Dubonnettis, like her own family, could trace their roots back to the destruction of Atlantis.

      Checking her face in a small compact, she snapped it shut and walked with a crunch over the gravel to the huge oak porch front doors. A loud clang sounded when she pulled the rope next to it. Her heart thumped while she waited. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if they weren’t in residence. She’d come on such a whim she hadn’t thought it through as far as that. Her sources had told her Marco would be home – the rat! And she’d hightailed it over here from where she lived with her family in New York.

      She’d been seeing Marco Dubonnetti for the last year, and when he’d asked for her to help him get information on her sister-in-law, the Siren Lacy Rain, she’d gone along with it because he was gorgeous and promised her she’d be his queen if he managed to take his brother Dante’s crown. Now she was reduced to hammering on his front door when she’d heard he’d been seen with at least two other girls, making it really hard to ignore the little voice in the back of her mind telling her she’d been used.  She’d been trying to get hold of him for ages, but he’d been totally elusive over the last few weeks. Well, she wasn’t going to be made a fool of, and had come all the way here to have it out with him once and for all.

      After what felt like a lifetime, the door creaked open. A maid answered and invited her into the dark, musty hallway. The wood-panelled room reminded her of something from the Addams Family.

      “Mr Dubonnetti will see you in the study, Miss Santalini,” the maid said, smiling.

      Feeling justified in making the long journey, she marched past her into the study with her temper firing up and ready to go.

      It deflated abruptly into irritation when she saw Christian Dubonnetti and not Marco sitting behind the old desk. “Where is Marco?” she demanded.

      His father ignored her rudeness and smiled. “Please sit down, Ruby … would you like some tea, dear?”

      She huffed and plonked herself down into the chair opposite him.

      Christian pulled a cord hanging from the ceiling next to him. The maid returned and Christian ordered the tea. She disappeared and left the two of them alone.

      “I’m not leaving until I see him,” Ruby said. “I can wait all day.”

      Christian smiled and leaned back in his chair, studying her and steepling his fingers. “He’s not home, I’m afraid, Ruby.”

      She huffed noisily again. “I know he’s here, Christian.”

      “I assure you he is not,” he said calmly.

      The standoff was only interrupted when the maid returned carrying a tray. She placed it down and left quickly when Christian waved her away with a hand.  “I’ll pour,” he said, smiling sweetly at Ruby.

      She wanted to stamp her feet, but instead rolled her eyes.

      He pushed her filled cup and saucer towards her. “What are you doing here, really, Ruby?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      His manner was really beginning to annoy her now. “I told you …”

      Christian held up a hand, halting her mid-sentence. He nodded with a sigh. “Let me rephrase … why are you wasting your time on my son, who is clearly not interested in you?” he finished, blinking and smiling as if he was complimenting her and not stabbing her through the heart. Her lip quivered for a moment and she disguised it by taking a small sip of tea. “I don’t know what you mean?” she said, more as a deflection to stop herself from bursting into tears.

      Christian looked over the rims of his glasses at her sardonically. “Come now, Ruby, I know you are cleverer than that?”

      She frowned slightly while she discerned the compliment hidden somewhere in there and set down her teacup. A lump had risen in her throat that she couldn’t shift, making it very hard to speak without bawling like a baby. What was she doing here, really? She took a tissue hurriedly out of her bag and dabbed her eyes, trying desperately not to burst into tears.

      Christian relented. “Come, come, please don’t,” he said, rising from his chair and walking around to her side of the desk, where he perched on the edge. He folded his arms. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just don’t understand why a gorgeous girl like you allows someone to walk all over her like that.”

      For a second, her eyes darted to his in anger, but slunk away again when she knew he was right. It was a compliment, really, and he did seem genuinely concerned. She began to cry in earnest. It was as if all the waiting around for calls and hearing all the damning rumours all came to a head at that moment.

      “There, there,” he said, unperturbed, and patted her shoulder. “Surely you have men battering down your door to take you out?”

      She pulled herself together slightly. “It’s tough coming from my family, you know?” Her eyes went up to his.

      Christian nodded sagely. “I can imagine … a family of soldiers would intimidate somewhat.” He appeared to be studying her as if making up his mind about something. Then he shook his head as if he’d decided against it.

      “What is it?” she said.

      Christian sat back, pulled a face and frowned. “Well, I was thinking …”

      “What?” she urged.

      “What about if I helped you find a nice suitor?”

      Ruby pulled a face and narrowed her eyes. The man was a crafty old reprobate – everyone knew it, and yet her life was miserable. And he was right about Marco; she had to admit to herself that he wasn’t really interested in her, as much as it hurt her pride. Perhaps he could help her. “What do you mean, like set me up, or something?”

      Christian put his head back and laughed heartily. “You youngsters, so forward these days,” he said, still amused. “Nothing as vulgar as that, my dear. I was thinking of maybe putting someone in your path and letting you and your womanly wiles do the rest,” he finished, letting his eyes roam over her suggestively.

      She crossed her legs. Looking up into his enquiring, amused face, she forced herself to remember that the alternative was to go back to her previous existence, where any of the very few men she liked were too scared to date her for fear of her many cousins and brothers, all the size of houses.

      Then she tried to think of suitable dates and came up with zero. None of the single royals she could think of were remotely interesting to her. She shook her head hopelessly and looked down at her hands. There was no one as beautiful and talented as her Marco. He was a bloody film star, for god’s sake. No one could come remotely close to that.

      Christian appeared to read her mind. “Marco is not for you, my dear … Even if he weren’t selfish and disloyal, he has a destiny to fulfil.”

      Ruby sagged in her chair. He was right, it was hopeless. Whether she believed it was his destiny or not, Marco had designs on his brother’s crown, and for that, he needed to marry a Siren.

      A sob shuddered in her chest. How she hated the Sirens who ensnared everyone; she’d never get a look in. Then she took a deep breath of resignation. “Who did you have in mind?” she asked, hardly able to bring herself to look at him, she felt so wretched. Whoever it was wouldn’t be a patch on Marco.

      “I have another son …” he said quietly, waiting for her to cotton on.

      Ruby looked at him intently, running through the names of all his sons. Antonio was gay. Paulo … not her type at all. Stephan was too young and totally loved-up with the sea witch. With no clue what he was driving at, she shrugged, shaking her head.

      “My adopted son,” Christian said finally, with a wicked smile.

      It took her a full minute for her mind to catch up with who he meant. “Jason Gardiner!” she said loudly, her eyes wide. He had never even registered on her radar. He was Human and bound already to the king’s Siren, Tia Storm, but her heart fluttered with hope. He was quiet and intense and utterly gorgeous. He was also bound to her race by adoption of both the Bonaci and Dubonnetti royal families, making him as eligible as any son. Her eyes glittered for the first time in a long while. This suitor would be very acceptable. “What do you want me to do?”
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      Ballygowan Castle – West Coast of Ireland – Present day

      A few weeks had passed, and it was now time for Jay Gardiner to come to Ballygowan Castle to visit his son, JJ. The few minutes it took to travel down in the lift below ground allowed him the time to prepare and get himself fully composed.

      Visits were never easy as his son shared a mother with his best friend’s two children, and his best friend happened to be king of the Atlantean nation. The mother, Tia Storm, was a royal Siren, and while she was trying at the best of times, the fact they were all tied together was none of their faults.

      Jay had met her a long time ago, before any of them knew who she was or what she was to become. They’d got together only to discover that she had to marry a prince. What they didn’t know, and was cruelly withheld from them, was that the prince was Dante – his best friend. As it turned out, he was her destined mate. That meant her most compatible partner in the whole world. It not only made Dante king, but the dynamics of their friendship and his relationship with Tia strained – to say the least. In fact, she was the bane of his life. Despite this, she was like an addiction – even though he’d made the decision to leave her. Some prophecy from the dawn of fucking time singled him out as some malevolent influence, and he couldn’t put her or his best friend in danger.

      It was easier this way. Dante loved her with a passion, and could give her the kind of love she needed. And him, well, he didn’t do relationships. He simply didn’t know how. Love, romance, day-to-day life with someone, had never really been his thing. Even if it wasn’t for the whole Dark Prophecy thing, letting someone in who got to him as much as Tia, well, it felt more like drowning than love. He closed down everything tightly, so he was as calm, cool and collected on the inside as he always was on the outside. Emotional distance had worked for him up until now.

      So now Tia was with who she was meant to be with – all playing happy fucking families along with his little hybrid son. By his own logic, it shouldn’t bother him, but it did. He immediately disregarded the thoughts as a futile waste of energy. Nothing else could be done. Running a hand through his immaculately cut hair, he walked out of the lift.

      Jay jogged briskly down the marble steps and into the magnificent great hall just as Dante – the king – was leaving.

      They embraced. Dante had no problem with shows of affection. In fact, he did everything with passion: love, rage, family and, these days, being a great ruler. Most Atlanteans viewed him as being tinged with more than a little bit of madness. They were right.

      He was the only man alive that could have this much physical closeness with him. Mainly because Dante would ride roughshod over any reluctance, and hug him anyway. And so Jay succumbed to this force of nature as he had always done since they were boys. “You off?” Jay said, pulling apart.

      “Yeah, heavy meeting I can’t get out of,” Dante said, grinning, holding his shoulders for a few seconds longer to study his face. The mischievous glint was never far from his eyes.

      His old friend had come to take his duties seriously and was becoming a formidable king – one that could be respected and lead the quarrelsome nation. He’d come a long way and Jay was proud of him. But every now and then the old crazy Dante would make an appearance and he loved him for that too – along with wanting to kill him half the time.

      Alfonzo and Sebastian, the elder statesmen and Jay’s benefactors, came out of the corridor behind the staircase where their apartments were located. They stopped their conversation and greeted Jay. “Dante?” they said, prompting that it was time to go. Heads of the Bonaci royal family and uncle and father to the Sirens, they were Dante’s closest advisors.

      “Later, man,” Dante said, touching Jay on the shoulder. Then he pointed behind Jay. “They’re in the fountain.”

      “Later,” Jay said, his mind already on the object of his visit.

      Left alone, he made his way through the huge gothic hall to the large, ornate fountain decorating its centre. He smiled at the yelps of joy coming from JJ playing in the water. Tia was with him, already hooped in her Atlantean markings, in a one-piece black swimsuit – nothing overtly provocative, but failing miserably all the same.

      Jay reined in his eyes and knelt down at the wall of the fountain’s edge. “Hello, little guy.” He smiled and his heart warmed at the sight of his son, cute as a lion cub, in his light grey stripes that were brought out by the cool water.

      “Dada!” JJ squealed in delight when he realized he was there.

      Tia smiled, staying at a distance. Things were still awkward since she’d released him as her Protector, but they couldn’t go on as they were. It troubled him that she was deliberately staying out of reach. “He’s having a whale of a time,” he said to break the awkwardness.

      “Yeah, I’m letting him have some playtime before I take him into the sea. I don’t want him to be scared.”

      He nodded and smiled. “You like being a mum now?”

      Tia’s face fell. “I’ve always liked being a mum, Jay.”

      Jay held up his hands in surrender. She hadn’t been that great in the past, swanning off anywhere she fancied, often leaving the kids for weeks. It was the main reason she’d released him as her Protector; when he and Dante had tried to clip her wings. But that was in the past and he didn’t want to have words with her in front of JJ. Instead he turned his attention back to his son.

      “I came to see him, Tia, that’s all,” he said, nodding and smiling at JJ, who was busy tipping water out from a plastic bottle.

      Tia nodded, but the atmosphere was still charged.

      Suddenly, JJ jumped out and flung his arms around her neck, biting her cheek while he jumped and sang, “Mum-mum-mum!”

      “Agghh! JJ, stop,” she said, half-laughing, half-whining. “It hurts.”

      Jay laughed. “I think he’s trying to change the subject.”

      He let go and splashed over to Jay and patted his face. “Ah!” JJ said, as if something was lovely to him.

      Jay smiled, not having a clue what the boy had discerned from the touch. The Murrs were the purest bloodline of all Atlanteans and could read thought patterns. JJ had inherited the ability from that side of the family, but had to touch skin to do it. “Do you want to show Daddy how you can swim now, in front of the big window?” Jay said, indicating with a bob of his head. The huge panoramic window ran the whole side of the vast room. It was the size of a cinema screen and revealed the sea behind it like an aquarium.

      “Yes!” the boy said, delighted, clapping his hands and jumping up and down.

      “I’ll go sit over there and wait, okay?” Jay said and stood, shooting a look at Tia for confirmation.

      Tia turned JJ to look at her and smoothed back the long blond hair from his face, obviously giving him instructions telepathically. Then she moved him with her to the edge of the deep water, put her arms around him and dropped down into the hole in the centre of the fountain.

      Jay’s heart was in his mouth. He still felt the worry of any parent when their child was in the water, especially when his was deep beneath the surface with no way to get air. He went over to the large window and waited anxiously for them to come out of the tunnel that led from the fountain to the sea.

      When they emerged, he watched as spellbound as he always was when Tia transformed in the water. Zebra-like markings emerged all over her skin, her eyes closed and bubbles came from behind her ears and water filled her lungs. Then she looked into JJ’s eyes and he squeezed his tightly shut and did the same.

      Jay breathed a sigh of relief and wiped his brow with the back of his arm. Watching them was so intense.

      Tia cuddled JJ close, rewarding him for being a clever boy and he responded by beaming back the cutest smile of pride.

      Jay felt choked watching his boy achieve something as brave as this, even though he knew it was natural to him. As fantastic as it still seemed, his son had the blood of a whole other species in him. He marvelled as the stripes darkened all over JJ’s body, mirroring Tia’s, and his pupils enlarged to allow in more light.

      He’d seen it in the Murrs. They were the purest of all Atlanteans and still lived in water. His son began to look just like them but a much softer, cuter version. Where their markings were thick and black, his were light grey. And where their lower legs grew at least a foot longer to make them more efficient swimmers, JJ’s leg bones were set in human form. However it didn’t seem to hinder him at all.

      Tia let him go and he began zooming around her like a seal, shooting through the water so fast it made Jay chuckle and shake his head in amazement.

      Jay’s eyes rested on Tia, which they inevitably would. She was swimming as graceful as a mermaid in arcs and twirls while JJ swam around her at double her speed. It was a beautiful sight and he would have loved to swim with him like that. Then he rolled his head back on his shoulders, getting real. If he were really being honest with himself, he would have loved to be out there frolicking with the both of them.

      He shook his head, dispersing the sappy, useless thoughts. Never gonna happen.

      After around fifteen minutes, Tia steered JJ towards the tunnel and came back up through the fountain. Jay held out his arms to the boy when he coughed the water out of his lungs and began to cry with the pain. “Shh, little guy, be brave now,” he said, soothing and holding him to his chest.

      Tia hopped over the side of the fountain and grabbed a trainer cup that she’d left there earlier and passed it to Jay to give him. JJ took it hungrily and began gulping down the juice. “His throat hurts?”

      She nodded. He needs sleep now, she projected telepathically.

      Jay wrapped him up in a towel and walked and whispered in his ear till he went off to sleep. He couldn’t believe he could feel so much as he did for this little guy.

      Tia walked with him when he took JJ to his bed in the nursery. “Where’s Xav and Alex?” he whispered. He was surprised he hadn’t seen Dante’s children.

      With my mum. She’s showing them a Murr school … Dante hasn’t made his mind up where he wants to send them yet.

      Jay nodded and they left JJ to have his morning nap.

      I need to get something to drink, Tia projected, pointing to her throat. If you want one?  She turned towards the direction of the kitchens.

      “Sure.” Slightly bemused, he followed her down the subterranean corridor.

      They came into the more brightly lit room. It was empty as it was mid morning, the staff elsewhere with other duties. Tia went straight to the fridge and took out two tins of soda and handed him one.

      As she turned, Jay noticed a cut on her shoulder. For a second his head spun and his heart rate spiked. The blood was running down her shoulder in two small rivulets. Not sure what possessed him, he reached out and stopped it in its tracks with a finger.

      Tia shrank away from him.

      Frowning, he showed her the blood on his finger then put it to his mouth. His heart rate rose immediately to a thumping in his rib cage and he breathed through the sensation. He’d forgotten how good that was – a surge of energy like a shot of adrenalin.

      For a second she looked like a frightened deer. Then appeared to compose herself. Sorry, I must have knocked it in the tunnel. Some of the rocks are jagged.

      Jay was still breathing heavily after the rush and tried to get a grip on it. A bolt of longing stabbed his heart and made him dizzy. “Are you happy with Dante?” he asked, having to shake his head to get it straight.

      Tia fidgeted uneasily. Yes.

      Siren blood was so potent; his heart raced and it made him feel drunk and reckless. “But you still want me – I can feel it,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “You’re inside me, remember?” The fact they were physically bound through the Siren’s kiss meant he would always know how she felt. The intimate act where her life’s essence flowed into her chosen partner and bound them together for ever. It was the reason that he, Tia and Dante were tied together so tragically.

      Her eyes darted about, trying to find a way out of the situation. He could see it – he could feel it. He almost laughed with the power it gave him.

      Then she sagged, as if resigning her self to the inevitable confrontation. But, fuck it, Jay just didn’t care at that moment. She was joined to him with the very fabric of their DNA, his life was miserable and they were both trapped on this merry-go-round. Whether it was the blood or the months of seeing her happy with Dante, he didn’t know but, at that moment, he didn’t give a fuck.

      I don’t want to be with you, Jay, she projected firmly. It shouldn’t mean anything to you anyway.

      Jay narrowed his eyes, normally able to stay calm in most situations. He should have put a stop to it there, but a switch in him had flipped. “You’d better elaborate.”

      “Okay,” she said, gaining confidence, “You treat me like I’m some kind of idiot.”

      He looked away and shook his head, smiling bitterly at the non-answer.

      She persevered anyway. You were right … I was … because I thought you were quiet and damaged and just couldn’t express your emotions. And that maybe in time you would open up, but what I came to realise is, you’re just cold.

      Jay could feel his blood rising with every patronising word.

      All you want is casual sex and nothing more.

      Jay laughed aloud with his eyes wide. She had truly surprised him today, being so direct and yet getting everything so wrong.

      I dismissed Dante initially because I thought he was superficial and incapable of a deep serious relationship … and a cheater, she tacked on. But when I got to know him … really got to know him, he’s the deepest of all.

      Jay really did laugh at that.

      He watched her continue uncomfortably with her tirade and get angrier by the minute at him not taking her seriously. She just didn’t get him at all – but why would she, he’d given away so little. Still, today it bothered him.

      The night I was at the hotel, you came to me … Dante sent you. You got into bed with me.

      When her eyes lowered, he knew she was remembering the hot sex they’d had when she was still asleep. It had been the first time he’d tasted her blood, but the circumstances surrounding it made it a moment he wasn’t particularly proud of.

      Tia shook her head as if to snap her mind out of it. After … Dante came back and talked to me – really talked, and opened up about himself. I saw a new side to him.

      Jay sneered and looked around him. “You sure all this – singing Dante’s praises – isn’t just for his benefit?” he said, opening his arms as he spoke. He could just imagine Dante listening in through the mental link they shared. He’d be creasing up with laughter.

      Fuck you, Jay! He’s not listening. It doesn’t work like that.

      Jay adjusted his stance nonchalantly and smiled. “Alright, what did he open up to you about then?” Something had got a hold on him now and he couldn’t let it go.

      Tia frowned. It’s none of your business, Jay. It was a private moment.

      He laughed derisively. Dante’s part in anything that had happened to her at that time seemed to have been conveniently forgotten.

      She stamped her foot in annoyance. It was something to do with when you were kids and became friends … fighting the village kids … stuff like that.

      Jay nodded, knowing exactly what she was referring to. Then he went for the jugular. “Did he tell you his father nearly killed him after?”

      Tia visibly shrank as the air left her. Why …? she asked in a small voice.

      Jay cut her off spitefully. “Because he assumed he’d been fighting with me. His own father beat him within an inch of his life.” When he’d finished speaking, Tia’s face was grief-stricken. “No I didn’t think so,” he said a little more softly. “Some opening up.” As his anger drained away, it was instantly replaced by guilt. Dante hadn’t held back the truth from Tia which, judging by her face, he was sure was how she’d taken it. It would have been what was important to Dante: the beginning of his friendship with him.

      It was too late, the words were out now.

      With that she flew at him, crying, punching, biting and scratching. His blood pumped again and he made short work of grabbing her wrists and spinning her around so her back was against him. His cock strained through his jeans grinding into her backside, as he buried his lips in her hair and breathed deeply.

      His arm was around her neck leaving his other hand free to travel down her body and into her swimsuit. He probed and delved into her slick, wet folds. “Now who’s lying?” he whispered next to her ear – his fingers seeking deeper still while she writhed against him.

      

      In her head she was screaming “no” despite her body’s reaction. The fact was she loved him, hated him and needed him. But she wouldn’t allow herself to be used like this and renewed her struggles.

      Then, as if she were a hot coal, he pushed her away and grabbed his head at the temples. “Okay, okay … Fuck!” he shouted.

      Tia span around, perplexed, still breathing heavily. “I didn’t do anything!” she said over and over, not knowing whether to touch him or keep her distance.

      Jay slowly straightened up and let go of his head when the pain appeared to leave him. “Fuck!” he said, shaking his head.

      “What was it?” Tia said anxiously, still searching her mind for something she could have done.

      “Dante,” he said simply. “Making his presence felt.”

      “But I didn’t …” Tia tried.

      But he shook his head before she could finish. “He’s coming home and he wants me to wait for him.”

      Taking a moment to regain his composure, he winked at her and walked out of the room.

      Tia’s heart was hammering in her chest. Oh fucking hell!
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      Jay was now feeling sober and cursed the behaviour that was so out of character for him. What troubled him was less about what he’d done and more about what it meant. The high-octane blood he’d tasted had merely acted as a catalyst for how he felt deep down inside. A pressure-release valve for the things he kept a tight lid on. He guessed he’d been a fool to think he could suppress it forever.

      He took the lift to ground level, thinking it best to wait outside on the drive, near his car. If things got messy – well, it was better outside.

      The day was sunny and he sat on a low wall and pulled a long piece of grass to chew. He mulled over just how fucked-up everything had gotten in such a short period of time. Then he heard the distinct whine of a car travelling too fast along the drive. Here we go.

      A Range Rover roared into the shingle area in front of the house. Dante flew out of the passenger door before it even came to a halt. Dante’s brother-in-law, Keenan, who was also one of his guards, followed straight after. Jay was glad to see him. They’d become close friends and things could get ugly.

      “What the fuck did you do?” Dante shouted, pointing his finger as he came up to Jay, who remained seated, chewing casually on his blade of grass.

      “You’re the mind reader, you tell me?” Jay said, looking up at him. He knew he’d been out of order, but grovelling wasn’t his style and, judging by the wildness in Dante’s eyes, his temper was already past the point of no return.

      Dante went to close the gap between them when Keenan blocked him. “Come on, guys,” he said, looking from one to the other. Keenan had no idea what was going on, but it didn’t take a mind reader to work it out. Trouble between the two of them was always down to one thing – Tia.

      “That’s not how it works,” Dante seethed. “I felt it: her anxiety, her anger …” Then he narrowed his eyes, adjusted his stance and lowered his voice, “ and your lust.” The words were left hanging in the air.

      Jay had nothing to add and didn’t take his eyes off him for a second.

      Realising he was wasting his time, Dante turned his attention to Keenan. “Stay here with him,” he ordered, then strode off in the direction of the castle.

      Jay sighed and nodded. The bond that linked them meant nothing was sacred between the three of them. “He’s got every right to have the hump,” he said quietly, as Keenan sat down on the wall next to him. “I was out of order.” In the cool light of day, his behaviour had been deplorable. Inwardly cringing, he shook his head. He hated himself sometimes. “It was the blood … I just lost it for a while.” He still couldn’t believe what he’d done.

      Keenan leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and considered what he said. “Yeah, it’ll do that,” he said.

      Jay looked up with interest. Keenan was part of the Santalini royal family. Respected as the Special Forces of the race, they were also vampiric. Although they didn’t do it for food any longer, they were big, powerful and had distending fangs. They only used it as some right of passage into adulthood, now, and a way to bond with their chosen mate. It was a side to Keenan that fascinated him.

      Keenan breathed out noisily. “Once you’ve tasted it, it calls you, you know? … And a Siren’s blood – very hard to resist.” Then he seemed to shake himself out of his thoughts and slapped Jay on the back. “Welcome to my world.”

      Jay smiled a little when Keenan’s big arm roughly shook him by the shoulders. “I don’t think it’s as simple as that, Keen … it’s fucking complicated, you know?” Keenan really didn’t know the half of it. It was about so much more than blood.

      “I get it,” Keenan said, cutting the humour. “I don’t know how you get through it?”

      No one did. The terrible situation of being bound to a Siren who was married and with your best friend, the two people (apart from JJ) he loved most in the world. That was the operative word: love.

      Jay was quiet for a while. His heart was heavy and dead and it had been that way for so long. It had felt like that his whole life – except for the short spells he had spent with Tia, together, as a true couple. Well, as true a couple as a Human and a royal Bonaci Siren could be. The burden he was carrying was like a lead weight. “She’s chosen, you know,” he said wearily, staring out unseeing ahead of him. “I never thought she would … I’m a fucking idiot.”

      Keenan looked at him curiously for a second, then put his arm around his shoulder and shook him again. Even though he didn’t fully understand what the fuck he was going on about, he was there. Or maybe he understood perfectly. The guy was fast becoming a firm friend.

      His thoughts were interrupted when the front door opened and Tia came out holding JJ in her arms. Shit, he couldn’t deal with another round and braced himself, ready to take the deserved lashing.

      Tia stopped abruptly a few feet away from them – a safe distance.

      Keenan went to stand immediately. “I’ll give you two a minute.”

      Jay held him down by the arm. “Better stay where you are, mate.” It pained him to say it, but it was safer that way.

      Keenan relaxed back down onto the wall.

      Unsure for a moment, Tia arranged JJ, who was whinging in her arms. “JJ woke crying for you. I thought I’d catch you quickly so he could see you before you go.”

      Momentarily stunned by Tia, as he always was, he held out his arms and took the little fellow from her. He dispelled the lump in his throat by blowing raspberries on his cheeks, making him giggle. When JJ sat in his arms happily, Jay looked up at Tia. “Thanks.” As usual, she had totally thrown him off balance.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, quietly.

      “You haven’t seen him yet?”

      “No, I must go to him now.”

      There was an awkward pause where part of him wanted to comfort her and another part didn’t dare. Instead, he turned his attention to the little boy in his arms. “I’ll see you soon, little man.” Then he passed him back to Tia.

      Without looking him in the eye, she took him. “Bye then,” she said quickly. Then, turning on her heel, she walked hurriedly back towards the house.

      Jay watched her till she disappeared.

      “She loves you,” Keenan said.

      Jay closed his eyes.
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      California – Present day

      The van pulled up onto a small parking space off the road in front of a pretty white house. All the lights were on and a throb of loud music was coming from inside.

      Lily’s heart thudded. It meant there were others in the house – perhaps a lot. Wary of strangers, she hoped he lived alone. The guy got out of the driver’s side, and Lily felt rooted to the spot.

      “You getting out or what?” Shona said, with a little shove for her to move. When Lily still hesitated, “It’s okay … they’re good people.”

      Lily had heard that before and searched Shona’s eyes. She wasn’t sure what felt different, but despite all her logic telling her to run the other way, an instinct told her Shona knew something about her – something she had waited her whole life to know. After what felt like a long moment, and a call from the bloke to hurry up, Lily slowly got out of the van.

      Sticking close to Shona, she followed the two of them into the house, down a long hall lined with surfboards of varying heights and colours, to the back, where it led to a spacious living room. Her eyes widened with awe when she realised it was kitted out as a large rehearsal studio. There was a drum kit, keyboards and racks of guitars with every kind of pedal arranged in a semi-circle. Three huge floor-to-ceiling windows ran along one wall and looked out across a pool and the ocean just a couple of blocks away. The place was amazing.

      Beautiful people looking like they were fresh from the beach reclined, smoked, drank and chatted on low sofas and beanbags. Who were these people? They lived like rock stars.

      Three guys she spotted jamming together stopped what they were doing when they noticed her.

      “Hey, did you remember the papers?” one of them said to the guy who drove them.

      He threw a thin packet of what looked like cigarette papers at him, which he caught easily. The bloke grinned at her. “Shona, you gonna introduce us?” he said, pulling out a couple of thin papers, licking them and sprinkling tobacco along the centre.

      The driver she gathered was called Lance. He took a couple of bottles of beer from a crate, opened them with his key ring, and gave one to Shona and one to her – all with minimal eye contact. “Yeah, Shona … let’s hear it.” He walked over to the rack of guitars, chose one and started strumming.

      Lily found she couldn’t take her eyes from him while his nimble fingers ran over the strings and his shoulder-length sun-bleached hair fell into his face.

      “I dunno, mate. She don’t seem to wanna talk,” Shona said.

      Everyone seemed to stop what they were doing and looked up. Even Lance looked over in question. Lily wanted the ground to open up.

      “You mean you brought her here and you don’t know her?” one of the guys from the band said.

      Lily looked at Lance, then around the room, anxiously for a pencil and anything to write on. The vibe had suddenly shifted from chilled to hostile in a matter of seconds.

      Shona was holding up her hands to keep everyone from moving. “Hang on … hang on,” she repeated.

      “What’s she looking for?” the same bloke said.

      Lily felt herself panicking – For fuck’s sake! She mimed the universal “can I have the bill” sign.

      “Pencil and paper … she wants something to write with,” someone else shouted.

      Lance quickly walked towards her with a pad and pencil. “Here … knock yourself out.”

      Lily took it from him and looked into his eyes deliberately for the first time. It wasn’t just to convey her gratitude, but for a moment, she got lost in the warm feeling of recognition she saw there. It simply made no sense. Then her face blasted red and she swallowed, her throat suddenly dry and constricted. He just nodded once, a little awkwardly, and took a step back. It took her a moment to compose herself to concentrate, and then she scribbled quickly:

      My name is Lily and I’m not an idiot!

      Then she held it up so everyone could see.

      A tense moment followed while people mouthed or spoke the words quietly.

      “Welcome to our humble abode, Lilyandi’mnotanidiot!” Lance said, grinning and holding up his beer in salute. Everyone laughed and followed his lead and the joke.

      Lily’s heart pounded with relief.

      Shona giggled. “Lily it is then … can she stay, Lance?”

      Lance’s face got serious for a minute, then he reached over and took the joint from one of the band and took a long drag as if thinking. “You don’t even know her, Shona … no offence,” he said directly to Lily, while holding the smoke in his lungs as long as possible.

      “Ah come on, you guys,” Shona whined, “She’s been shafted by a bunch of assholes already tonight.”

      “Can’t she stay with you?” Lance said on an exhale, the smoke lying heavy on the air in blanket-like lines.

      “I was kinda hoping I could bunk here too?”

      Lance sagged in exasperation. The other guys sniggered. “You kinda cramp my style, ya know?” But he was smiling as if he knew it was a battle he was going to lose and his eyes flickered over Lily.

      Shona laughed, seizing the weakness. “Ah come on, Lance, people will all think you’re some sort of stud with both of us here.”

      Lily watched as he sighed and took an obvious visual sweep of her. Her cheeks blasted red while he appeared to consider it, and she shuffled uncomfortably. Her inner voice reminded her that he wouldn’t be looking at her like that when he realized what a freak she was. It was a place to sleep, that’s all, even if it was the plushest she’d ever had.

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” Shona added, “She’s the sickest drummer I’ve ever heard.”

      A moment of stunned silence followed. Lily’s eyes went straight to Lance’s, which softened immediately. The guy who’d built the joint had lit another, stood and handed it to her. “Where are our manners?” he said, taking a dramatic bow. “I’m Nathan, guitar. This is Mike on bass … River – his mum was a hippie,” he said behind a cupped hand. “He’s our drummer … better watch it, man,” he said, laughing.

      All the guys nodded a hello and River beamed a huge smile. “Always a pleasure to meet a fellow drummer.”

      Then Nathan pointed at Lance. “And that’s Lance … he does a bit of everything.”
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