
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Impulse

        

        
        
          The Submerged Sun, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Vanessa Garden

        

        
          Published by Vanessa Garden, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      IMPULSE

    

    
      First edition. August 10, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Vanessa Garden.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1536529531

    

    
    
      Written by Vanessa Garden.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




“This is the street. Turn left here,” said Lauren, bouncing up and down in the passenger seat like an excited child.

I was about to ask her what Jackson’s friend’s house number was, but when I turned onto the jacaranda-lined street, a messy trail of parked cars showed me the way. After mounting a curb where the last wedge of free space remained, we got out of the car, my stomach fluttering with nerves the entire time.

A soft, summer breeze tickled the sweat-dampened hairs at the back of my neck. Stars glowed mutely in a deep purple sky that would soon be black. Music thumped from the backyard of the host’s house, punctuated by shrieks of laughter.

In a last-minute attempt to ditch the party, I glanced at my sister over the roof of my car. “The neighbours will probably complain about the noise soon so... maybe we should just leave now and do something else instead.”

Lauren rolled her eyes.

“It’s one night of fun, Randy, just one. And come on, you promised,” Lauren whined, while brushing on another layer of mineral makeup — the fifth maybe. 

The streetlight reflected the lush golden waves of Lauren’s hair while she worked on her face. Lauren didn’t need make-up, but I was hardly going to call her out on it. We all needed our vices. Mine after Mum and Dad’s accident used to be food, occasionally washed down with cheap wine. Now it was recalling snatches of memories starring Marko Tollin, a beautiful king who awaited me at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.

I only had to think of him – of the look on his face whenever his steely-blue eyes locked with mine, like he was drowning in my soul and actually liked it there – and life’s problems temporarily melted away.

“You look stunning, Loz.”

She shoved the makeup into her handbag and shrugged my comment away.

“I know I do. Don’t change the subject. We’re going in and we’re gonna have fun.”

A shirtless and severely sunburnt guy stumbled into the middle of the road and vomited up the entire contents of his stomach, which looked like about ten litres of bright orange liquid, before urinating against the base of a streetlight and then tripping and shuffling his way back to the party. 

Lauren wrinkled her nose and covered her mouth. “Urgh, I think I’m gonna be sick. Let’s get inside.”

I wanted to make my sister happy, really I did. But I couldn’t think of anything worse than going to this party.

“Wait, Loz.”

Lauren paused and spun around to face me, arms now folded across her chest. She glared at me, her eyebrows raised as if to say, what now?

My gaze strayed briefly to the orange puddle in the middle of the road before returning to Lauren.

“I really don’t want to waste time partying tonight and then wake up in the morning and forget what we did. I want to remember everything about our last night together.” I shrugged my shoulders and felt my throat squeeze around the hard lump of emotion growing there. “I just want to be at home with you, and Nana and Pop before...” before I disappear for who knows how long.

Lauren sighed and turned around, giving me her back. 

For a minute or so neither of us said anything. Jacaranda leaves rustled in the warm breeze. The trance music suddenly stopped before Add It Up by the Violent Femmes came on to a roar of approval. Clusters of partygoers danced on the front lawn, their arms swinging wildly. Others were sprawled out on bonnets of parked cars, staring up at the stars, their faces reflecting the rainbow party lights that decorated the front of the house.

“Have you ever thought that I might have things going on? That I might need to see Jackson tonight about a certain problem we’ve been having?” Lauren spun back around, the tears on her cheeks glistening in the streetlight. “It’s not all about you, Miranda. Other people have problems too.”

For a second I didn’t know what to say. I’d been so self-involved the past few weeks, in the lead up to my eighteenth birthday, that I hadn’t even noticed that something might not be right with Lauren and her boyfriend – she had broken up and reconciled with him so many times over the past year that I’d become kind of numb to their relationship issues.

“Sorry, Loz, I honestly didn’t realise.” I rubbed at my forehead, where the beginnings of a headache had formed. “I’ve just been so nervous about tomorrow that I... I don’t know.” I grimaced. “Anyway, I am sorry.”

We’d become so close since what happened last year that I knew it was going to be difficult saying goodbye to Lauren. But I hadn’t thought it was going to feel this painful. I guess for the past year I’d pushed aside the goodbye part of my upcoming birthday and focused instead on the hello part. Because saying hello to Marko, after being separated for so long, was going to be amazing. It was all I could think about. The painful goodbye to my family, however, I’d been trying my best to ignore.

“I think I’ll head home,” I said. “Text me later when you’re ready to leave, and I’ll come pick you up.”

Lauren said nothing.

The music stopped. When I opened my car door the hinges screeched like nails down a blackboard. The group on the lawn turned their heads in our direction and a guy called out to Lauren. She waved at him.

I got into my car, slamming the squeaky door shut. My knuckles bulged around the steering wheel. What a crappy night. Why couldn’t I have just gone to the party and made Lauren happy? Why did I have to be such a wet blanket? I turned the key in the ignition and revved the engine, the satisfying roar of all eight cylinders calming me a fraction.

The passenger door swung open and Lauren bent her head to lean in.

“Wait. Forget what I just said. I shouldn’t be making you feel bad. You care for Marko; I get it. So of course you want to see him again. I’d do the same for Jackson.” She inhaled deeply then swore. “Okay, confession time. There’s another reason why I brought you here besides me needing to talk to Jackson. I thought – it sounds stupid now – but I thought that if we had an amazing night and I introduced you to some cute guys then maybe you wouldn’t leave me tomorrow. Stupid, hey?”

I killed the engine. 

“Not stupid at all,” I said, trying to hide the constriction in my throat with a smile.

“Just let me go in and speak to Jackson, then we’ll ditch the party and go for a drive. Maybe we can get pancakes and ice-cream. My shout.” She shrugged before meeting my gaze. Her blue eyes shone with fresh tears. “Since you are definitely going and I can’t change your mind, I don’t want to be here with these jerks either.”

Before I could stop my words they were out. “Hey, if there’s stuff going on between you and Jackson, and you need me, I won’t go tomorrow. I’ll stay.” My fingers immediately sought the sun ring on my left hand, the ring Marko had given me for our engagement. The light crystal stone felt warm beneath my touch. It killed me to imagine never seeing Marko again, but I was starting to question if I was doing the right thing by leaving my family behind.

“Don’t be stupid. It’s nothing.” She looked me dead in the eye. “You have to see Marko again. I’m the selfish one, trying to stop you from seeing the one guy who’s ever... who you’ve ever liked.” I knew she’d been about to say, the one guy who’s ever liked you, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t even left yet and already I missed my sister’s company, even if she was painfully blunt most of the time.

“I’m serious. I’d stay for you.”

Lauren rolled her eyes and grinned, masking her sadness. “Yeah, yeah, I know that, so shut up already. I’ll be back in a sec.”

“Okay.” I sighed with relief, wound down my window and rested my arm against the windowsill. The night had cooled somewhat, but I was still sweating profusely in my car.

After five, then ten, then fifteen minutes passed, I got out and leaned against the bonnet to try and catch what little of the tickling breeze I could.  I wondered what was taking Lauren so long, and decided I’d give her a few more minutes before I went in to look for her.

The breeze was just starting to cool me down, giving me goose bumps, when the music stopped abruptly. Lots of shouting replaced it. One of the voices I immediately recognised and I ran towards the house just as Lauren burst out, slamming the screen door behind her.

“Jerk,” she screamed over her shoulder.

“Slut,” shouted a gruff male voice from inside the house.

“Are you okay? What happened?” I gently touched her arm and steered her towards my car but in a burst of fury she tugged out of my grip and began kicking at the tyre of a nearby car. I realised then that the car belonged to Jackson.

“I can’t believe I thought he was...” she shook her head and pressed the balls of her palms into her eyes. 

“What happened? What did he do to you?”

She sucked in a deep breath and threw her head back, her tears silvery beneath the half-moon. 

“He thinks... because I’m not staying at the party, that I’m going out to meet another guy. And then he broke up with me. Just like that. He said I’ve changed since you and I have been hanging out.” She wiped at her tears and swore beneath her breath.

I remained silent and didn’t press her for more information. Everything about tonight, our last precious night together, was circling its way down a huge toilet bowl.

We drove around for an hour, past our old primary school, which had quadrupled in size since we’d attended, and our high school, which looked the same except for the huge chain-link fence around it. We did a few laps in town and one slow drive past the cemetery. We didn’t have the nerve to enter the wrought-iron gates in the dark, so we settled for a few minutes of quiet talk in the gloomy carpark; but even then we couldn’t shake the cold, shivery feeling that comes with being only metres away from the dead. So we left and decided to return home.

The TV was off and I assumed Nana and Pop had gone to bed, but we were surprised to find Pop sitting up at the kitchen table, staring blankly at an open, unmarked Sudoku puzzle book.

“You didn’t have to wait up, Pop,” Lauren said, her voice hoarse.

He glanced up in surprise, as though he hadn’t heard us enter, and quickly wiped his damp, reddened face. My heart squeezed in anguish. Something was wrong. Pop had been crying.

I approached the kitchen table hesitantly, the tread of my sneakers squeaking against the linoleum.

“Are you okay?” 

Pop’s wrinkled face quivered momentarily before he spoke. 

“I suppose it’s time you girls knew.”
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“Put the kettle on, love,” said Pop, forcing his trembling mouth into a barely-there smile. “Everything’s better with a cuppa.”

I nodded and filled the kettle before setting it to boil. Within seconds, the soft white-noise of water heating filled the crater of silence in the room and calmed my skittish heartbeat.

Lauren dragged a chair out, scraping its legs against the tiles before collapsing into it. Her face still wore the dried tear streaks from her fight with Jackson.

“Go sit down.” Pop rested his hands on my shoulders and gently steered me back to the table before setting to work. He gathered mugs, milk from the fridge and teabags from the pantry. By the time I’d reluctantly slipped into my seat across from Lauren – who had her head in her hands – Pop had finished making the tea and was setting steaming mugs down in front of us.

Finally, he got his own mug and sat at the head of the table with a sigh before clearing his throat.

“You know how your Nan has been forgetting things lately?”

Lauren looked up sharply. “Like forgetting to turn the oven on today?” She took a sip of her tea and set the mug down gently. “She did that last week, when we were making pizzas.”

I shifted in my seat, wanting to leave the room. Deep inside, I knew what he was about to say. I guess I’d tried to avoid facing up to the truth of Nan’s condition. We all had.

Pop nodded. “Yes. Like that.” He sighed and took a long gulp of hot tea, wincing afterwards. “I didn’t tell you this because I didn’t want to scare you both, but last week, while you two were at the movies, your Nan disappeared from the house. One minute she was making spaghetti, the next minute she was gone. The pot had boiled over.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I turned it off, thinking maybe she was in the laundry or the loo. I searched all over the house, but she was gone. Then I checked outside. The gate was flapping open in the wind, so I ran out onto the street, calling her name.”

I met Lauren’s gaze and I could tell she was experiencing the same sickening, fluttery fear I was.

“She was at the bus stop.” Pop closed his weary eyes and opened them again, perhaps recalling the picture to mind. “I went mad at first, ranting about how she’d left the stove on and nearly burnt the bloomin’ house down.” He paused, brought his mug to his trembling lips, and took another noisy gulp. After swallowing he cleared his throat. “But then I noticed the lipstick she’d put on, bright red and all over her mouth like a clown. She had some gloves on — ones she hasn’t worn in over fifty years.” He wiped at his eyes and took a deep breath.

Blinking back tears, I hung my head. I’d noticed Nana doing odd things. But I’d pretended, along with everybody else in the house, that it was nothing. That she’d been too tired or had too much on her plate looking after Lauren and me. But this was different. This was serious. 

He sighed and shook his head. 

“She said she was going to work — at the perfume counter at Myer. She hasn’t worked there since before we were married.”

Pop slowly turned his mug around in his hands, as if it were a precious artefact.

Lauren sniffed, and after a while whispered, “Poor Nan.”

“Is there something the doctors can give her?” I asked, clutching my mug tightly. “Is there anything we can do?” 

Pop sighed. “We’ve been to the doctors. They say she’s got Alzheimer’s. There’s nothing they or we can do. She’ll only get worse. One day she may even need to go into a care home.” He looked at me and then at Lauren, his blue eyes watery with unshed tears. “I didn’t want to say anything. It’s only been two year since your mum and dad...” Pop shook his head, unable to say any more. 

The crater of silence returned and engulfed us all, broken a minute or so later by a noisy cricket that lived somewhere behind the couch across the room.

“We’ll all pitch in and help...” I started to say, but then remembered that I’d be gone tomorrow. The thought made my chest ache.

I couldn’t leave. Not now.

Not when Nana and Pop needed me.

Lauren eyed me from across the table. Something like relief flickered across her face, as though she knew I had changed my mind. But then her eyes widened as though a sudden thought had occurred, something troubling, and she swore beneath her breath, three whispery little f’s.

Pop needed Nan. She was his other half. We needed her too. And, more importantly, she didn’t deserve to lose her mind, to lose all the precious memories she’d earned throughout her life. She’d been through so much, losing Mum and Dad and then taking us kids on.

Pop drained the rest of his tea then got up and placed his mug in the sink. 

“Well, I’m off to bed. You two should get some sleep – especially tomorrow’s birthday girl.” He threw me a half-hearted wink and then eyed Lauren’s blotchy face. “How was the party, Loz?”

Lauren recovered enough to paste on a smile. “Great. But I think I’m pretty tired.”

I forced a smile at Pop and fake yawned. “Yeah, me too. Thanks for telling us about Nan. It’s better that we know.” 

It scared me to think that I may have gone away to Marin without knowing Nana was in such a bad way. Just the idea of it filled me with sickening guilt.

But, as soon as I entered my bedroom, I collapsed onto my bed and drew out Marko’s letter from beneath my pillow, a sudden wave of sadness washing over the guilt I’d been feeling about Nana, drowning it out temporarily. 

If I didn’t meet Marko at Bob’s Bay tomorrow night, he would return to Marin believing that I didn’t care. And the opportunity to address my feelings for him would be forever lost, like some ghostly old ship at the bottom of the ocean.

And then there was Sylvia. How would I be able to stand not knowing if she had betrayed Marko or not? What if she decided to free her twin brother, Damir, from the dungeons? He had killed his own father, so why not his brother?

I swallowed down the lump in my throat and smothered my face with my pillow, desperately willing a solution to arise. But no matter how many hours I spent agonising over it, no solution came. I would hate myself forever if I left my grandparents right now, when they needed me; but at the same time, I would never forgive myself for not returning to Marin and outing Sylvia’s deception to Marko before she did something to hurt him.

Save cloning, there was no solution.

* * *

[image: ]


The next morning I woke with a headache so excruciatingly painful that each time I raised my head I wanted to throw up. I’d never experienced a migraine before, but couldn’t forget the many times I’d watched my dad suffer with them while he was alive.

Nana brought me in some tea and toast, which I barely touched. The way she sat and mothered me gave me a small flicker of hope that she wasn’t in as bad shape as Pop or the doctors thought, but then she called me by my mum’s name and told me I’d be late for school if I didn’t get a move on. She’d never done this before. Sure, she was always calling me Lauren, and vice versa. But this was different. This was scary. 

“Nana, I’m Miranda. And I graduated high school a month ago.” The funny thing was that I took after my dad’s side of the family, with my dark-brown eyes and brown hair. Lauren was the one who’d inherited Mum’s beautiful blue eyes.

Nana looked at me blankly for a long moment, her eyes flickering ever so slightly from side to side, as if her brain was sifting through its files, searching for an image that matched.

“Of course, Miranda, love.” She stared out the window and nodded her head. “It’s your birthday, isn’t it? You’re eighteen today.” 

“Yes,” I whispered, because talking was making my head thump like it was ready to split open.

She leaned over and pressed her thin, papery lips to my forehead before she stood up and said, “I’ve got some... things to do.”

Not long after, Lauren came in and sat on the edge of my bed with my present — a pillow in the shape of a dolphin. It made me think of Henrietta, the girl I’d met in Marin last year who was obsessed with dolphins. She had been one of the few friends I’d made down there. I hugged the soft pillow to my chest, my heart nearly hurting as badly as my head just to think I’d never return to Marin. I kept picturing Marko, emerging from the sea to find an empty beach. 

“Can you please shut the curtains?” I whispered. Lauren stared at me for a long moment before she dragged them closed. The darkness was a relief, a heavy black coat to hide behind. I drew the sheet up to my chin, even though the morning was already heating up.

“Last night I was thinking, poor Nana; now I’m thinking, poor Pop,” Lauren said. “Whether she’s present or living in the past, at least she’s happy.”

I tossed the sheet back because I couldn’t get comfortable.

“I know what you mean. It’s going to be so hard for him.” I closed my sore eyes for a few seconds before opening them again. “We’ll have to help out heaps.” My hand curled so tightly around Marko’s ring that the edges of the sun-shaped light crystal bit into my skin.

Lauren stared at me for a long moment.

“You know, you can still go... if you really want. I can stay and help Pop with Nan.” She let out a long, depressed-sounding sigh. “It’s about time I did something useful around here, anyway.”

I shook my head and set the untouched toast on my bedside table. “No way. I have to stay.”

Lauren scoffed and shook her head. “Seriously? Do you think I can’t handle looking after them? That you’re the only one who can do it?” She rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ 

I stared at the ceiling, mulling over Lauren’s words. Even if she could handle looking after Nana and Pop on her own, it still didn’t make it okay for me to leave. Pop had said he’d be happy if he never set foot in Bob’s Bay again after I’d been found. He’d even wanted to sell the shack. But because no buyers had shown the slightest interest, most likely due to the current financial climate, the shack had remained in the family. How would he and Nana cope if I went missing again?

At lunchtime, my grandparents and Lauren hauled me out of bed and sat me down at the kitchen table, where they sang Happy Birthday and made me blow out two candles – a one and an eight – which sat atop a chocolate cake Pop had gotten from the supermarket.

We’d all decided on a lunchtime celebration so that we could each deal with the anniversary of Mum and Dad’s accident in our own private way during the evening.

That night, after Nana and Pop had gone to the local bingo, and while I washed the dishes, Lauren threw her dishcloth at the sink and announced that she had another present for me.

She grabbed the keys to my car and headed for the garage. 

“Follow me.”

I finished drying off the bundle of cutlery in my tea towel and shoved it all in the drawer. “What’s going on?” I asked, uneasy about going anywhere in a car with Lauren. She didn’t have her own car. She didn’t need one — plenty of guys were willing to take her places. But she did have her license. 

The last time she had gotten behind the wheel, it was in Pop’s canary-yellow station wagon, and she’d bunny-hopped us all the way to the shops. The next day the brake pads had needed replacing and as a result, she was banned from ever using Pop’s car again.

“We’re going somewhere,” she said with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “And I’m driving.”

She got in the driver’s seat and pressed the roller-door button.

I opened the passenger door and leaned in, restraining a groan. The last thing I wanted to do was go anywhere. I’d planned on spending the night cocooned in my bed bawling my eyes out. 

“I’ll only come if I drive.”

Lauren made a face.

“Jackson lets me... well, he used to let me drive his car all the time. And anyway, it’s not like I don’t have a licence.” Her blue eyes flared with indignation. “The Department of Transport approves of my driving, so why the hell can’t my own sister?”

“Okay,” I said apprehensively, before strapping myself in.

Lauren pulled out of the drive and onto the road without crashing into anything. 

So far so good, I thought to myself.

“So, where are we going?” I asked, pretending to sound interested. Going to a party or a club was not going to cut it when I knew Marko would be waiting for me at Bob’s Bay. But I was touched that she wanted to cheer me up.

“Look in the back seat.”

I did, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw two small travel bags that once belonged to my mum.

“What’s all of this? You know I’ve already decided not to go.”

Lauren snorted. “Yeah, and like you’d be any help to Nana and Pop in the state you’re in. Today was seriously depressing. You’re going. And there is no way I’m passing up the opportunity to meet this Marko guy.”

“I wasn’t depressed. I had my first migraine and it’s not like I could help it.” I sighed. My words sounded ridiculous because they were. I’d been a burden today, plain and simple, and not just because of the migraine.

I stared out the car window, into the black night. 

I recalled waving my grandparents off as they’d headed out to bingo. Nana’s eyes had twinkled at the prospect of catching up with friends and winning a game. She’d forgotten the anniversary of her daughter’s death in the space of an hour. I was almost grateful to Alzheimer’s for that. Maybe she’d forget me too. Maybe it was better if she did.

I swallowed down the lump in my throat and tried my best not to think about the pain and heartache I was going to cause by leaving. Was I making the right decision here? Was I being selfish for following my heart?

“Miranda. Don’t you dare feel guilty,” Lauren said, as though reading my mind. “Imagine if you didn’t go? What if you never met another guy like Marko again? You’d live a loveless life. Then you’d have regrets. And nobody wants to live life with regrets.”

“True,” I said, a cold shiver travelling the length of my spine. It wasn’t hard to imagine how bad that would feel.

Lauren changed lanes so that she could head south onto the freeway and increased speed once we were on it. Her driving had improved, and thankfully, at this time of night, the road was practically empty. 

My insides swirled with anxiety as we neared Bob’s Bay. 

What if Marko failed to show? I’d never considered the possibility up until now. 

Lauren tossed a packet of snake lollies at me. “Oi, open these.” She snuck a peek at me before turning her eyes back onto the road. “You leaving or staying is not going to change the fact that Nana has Alzheimer’s. Yes, you would be an extra set of hands; but, like I said before, if you’re going to be anything like you’ve been the past twenty-four hours then you’re actually going to make things worse. You’re this depressing, black cloud hanging over everyone.”

I tore open the pack of snakes and handed Lauren a red one, her favourite, before tossing the packet onto the dashboard. I worried if I ate a lolly I’d throw it back up, I was that nervous.

The deep hum of the car’s engine drowned out the silence between us.

After a while, the quiet got to me.

“Why do you suddenly want me to go? You’ve just spent the past month or so trying to convince me otherwise. Just last night you were trying to lure me to stay with cute guys at a party.”

Lauren’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Yeah, well, things change.” A dark look crossed her face for a moment but then it brightened. “Oh, and I’ve got some news that’ll make you feel better. Nana’s sister, Great Aunt Lynn, is coming to stay. She arrives next week. Situation sorted.”

“Really?” I exhaled, and felt genuinely relieved. If Nana and Pop had help coming by way of Aunt Lynn, then I’d probably get in the way, especially since Lauren was helping out so much. My sister was right. I’d be some drab, depressed shadow hanging around the house, darkening everybody’s moods. It would be in the best interests of everyone for me to leave as planned.

“I’m really going, then,” I said, my dark mood finally lifting.

“Yep,” said Lauren, grinning. “I even packed your ring – you left it on the kitchen bench while you were doing the dishes.”

I reached frantically for my bag and fished the ring out before slipping it onto my finger. I wondered if Marko would want me to give back his grandmother’s ring, seeing as he wanted me to return freely and not as his captive fiancée. Surely Sylvia would have a tantrum and demand I return it.

“Will I get to meet him? As in, speak to him?” Lauren asked, grinning.

I smiled, unable to stop myself. I was going to see Marko, in a matter of hours. If he actually showed.

“I suppose.” I fished a green snake from out the lolly bag and bit off its head. “You can wait in the water with me. Give me a send-off.” My teeth started to chatter, despite the warm night.

“Nervous much?” Lauren asked. 

I rested my head against the headrest and pictured Marko’s beautiful face, his full lips, and those intense blue eyes. I released a nervous sigh. 

“Much. Very, very much.”
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Lauren twisted the knob and gave the shack door a good nudge with her hip before it opened. The salty air had rusted the hinges over the years, making it stiff and creaky. The screen door slapped my backside as I entered, and the familiar musty scent of childhood greeted my nose.

The kitchen globe had died, so Lauren lit a kerosene lamp and set it, along with our stuff, on the wooden dining table in the centre of the cramped space.

My stomach rolled and churned. My time with Lauren was so limited and I was drowning in mixed emotions already.

Lauren unpacked the things she’d brought. Clothes, makeup, chocolates and a bottle of sparkling wine. She picked out a floaty white summer dress and tossed it at me. “Put this on. Marko will love it,” she said with a wink.

After I dressed, Lauren brushed my long hair out then applied waterproof mascara to my lashes and smudge-proof gloss to my lips.

‘No point putting foundation or blush on if it’s going to wash off,’ she said, standing back to assess her work with a critical eye.

The clock on the kitchen wall was stuck at seven o’clock, but I knew that we were nearing on midnight.

Marko was potentially out there, right now, in the water.

My heart raced and my knees weakened at the thought. This was really happening.

Lauren uncorked the bottle of bubbly without any ceremony and passed it to me. “I won’t have any because I need to drive back later. Here. Dutch courage,” she said, her eyes shining with sadness.

“Thanks.” I took the bottle and brought it to my lips, swallowing a huge mouthful of the sweet wine. Lauren started laughing when the fizzy drink spilled down my chin. It was over the top, hysterical laughter, the kind you do when your nerves are jangled.

And then it struck me. I might not see my sister again – ever. What if, when I returned to Marin, the city’s magnetic pull – the compulsion, prevented me from ever returning? As it was I hadn’t wanted to leave Marin last year. The only reason I ended up coming home was because Marko had insisted upon it for my own safety at the time.

I took Lauren’s hand in mine and gave it a squeeze, while gripping the neck of the bottle with my other hand.

“I wish we could all live in Marin together – you, me, Nana and Pop.” My eyes prickled with unshed tears.

“I wish that too,” said Lauren, releasing my hand to wipe her damp cheeks. “Sometimes I just want to forget everything, even Mum and Dad, you know?”

I sniffed and took another sip of the bubbly.

“When you’re down there, in the underwater city, the pain doesn’t seem as bad, Loz. You live in the moment and forget all about your problems.”

I shifted my gaze to the screen door, through which we could hear seagulls shrieking into the night like witches on broomsticks. “It’s getting late. I think we’d better go outside.”

I set the bottle on the table. I wanted a clear head when I saw Marko for the first time in nearly a year. 

After extinguishing the kerosene lamp, we started towards the door. 

Outside, a half-moon glowed in the dark sky, for which I was grateful. I wanted to see Marko’s face again. To see if he was as I’d remembered.

My hair and the hem of my dress fluttered in the sea breeze as my bare feet sunk into the cool silvery sand. The Indian Ocean was as dark and as foreboding as ever, except for the whispery rushes of tiny waves caressing the shore. As usual, nobody was about.

There were only six shacks at Bob’s Bay, all of them dark except one. A warm glow emitted from the window of the shack several metres away, but I knew the old man who stayed there wouldn’t see anything out here in the dark of night — or even expect to. 

“Oh my god,” Lauren said in a low, shaky voice, followed by a giggle. “I can’t believe I’m going to finally meet him. This’ll make it so real.” She grinned at me. “I won’t be able to call you crazy anymore after this.” 

I smiled, then narrowed my gaze at the dark water as I tried to spot Marko.

“He’s not here. What if he doesn’t show?” I said, my voice filled with panic.

“Of course he will,” Lauren said, her eyes scanning the water. But I could tell by the unsteadiness in her voice that she was thinking the same. Maybe she was starting to doubt my story about an underwater city. I couldn’t exactly blame her. My ex-friend, Zoe, had stopped answering my calls and messages because of it. She just couldn’t find it in herself to believe me when I told her what had happened.

“Maybe we should go in for a swim,” I said, my feet touching the water, which felt surprisingly warm as it swirled around my ankles, then my knees and thighs as I waded in deeper. “He might be waiting for me to get in.” I glanced down at my dress, wondering if I should have worn bathers.

Lauren stared at me for a long moment and then grinned, her eyes widening. “Okay; as long as he doesn’t grab our ankles and drag us under like Robbie did to you.”

I inhaled sharply as I recalled the moment Robbie, Marko’s head guard and best friend, had dragged me under the sea a year ago. The terror of not knowing who or what had taken hold of me was still hard to shake, despite our later friendship.

“I’m going in,” I said, bringing my palms together high above my head and diving into the warm, mid-summer ocean. In the blissful underwater silence, all I could hear was the frantic thudding of my heart. 

When my head broke the surface, I swam back to Lauren, who stood in the water, thigh deep. She was staring at something behind me, her mouth hanging open.

I turned slowly, my pulse racing.

He had come. 
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As I had imagined, he looked just like a god of the sea, standing waist-deep in the water, his bare chest glistening in the light of the moon, his dark hair dripping wet and his steely blue eyes piercing through the darkness. 

“Marko,” I whispered.

He moved closer until only a metre or so of water kept us apart. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but the one thousand and one butterflies swirling in my stomach held me rooted to the spot.

“You came,” he said, breathing hard. He’d obviously been plagued with similar doubts.

“So did you,” I said, my lips trembling.

His gorgeous mouth curved into a smile. I smiled back, enjoying the delicious warmth spreading through my chest. 

Drops of water dripped down his face and down his lean, muscular body, and I couldn’t help but think of how achingly beautiful he looked. 

Marko stared back at me just as intensely, his eyes hovering over my face for ages before dipping to travel, slowly, down to my waist, and back up again. He swallowed thickly and looked away.

A quick glance down and I saw that the now-wet wispy summer dress Lauren had made me wear was clinging to every inch of my body, accentuating my curves.

Lauren coughed and cleared her throat.

“Oh.” I gestured towards my sister as she moved in to stand beside me. “Marko, this is Lauren. Lauren, Marko.”

Marko shook my sister’s outstretched hand. 

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Lauren.”

“The pleasure is mutual,” said Lauren with a wink. The sight of Lauren’s flirty grin made my heart drop a little. It was a grin reserved only for the boys whom Lauren thought worthy of her. But Marko shifted his gaze to me and smiled, instantly quelling my unease.

“Are you ready?” Marko asked. He’d moved in closer so that his hand brushed mine. I wrapped my fingers around his and held on tight. A soft smile curved his lips but then he frowned slightly and looked away, in the direction of the black horizon.

“Ready.” I glanced at Lauren, her eyes shining with tears, and I let go of Marko’s hand and went to her.

“So this is it,” I said. They were stupid, clichéd words, but the only ones I could manage with such a tight throat. “Look after yourself and Nana and Pop.” I wrapped my arms around her cool, shaking body. “Tell them I love them so much... and that I’m sorry.”

Lauren started to bawl, but after half a minute she stopped and wiped at her eyes, her chest rising and falling with heaving breaths. She looked at Marko. “I need to speak to you alone, just for a moment.”

Marko looked at me and I shrugged. Lauren was doing the sisterly thing, looking out for me. She was probably going to give him a lecture on keeping me safe.

Marko followed Lauren to the shore where they both stood, heads bent. It was too dark to see their expressions, and their voices were too low to hear, but I could tell by the way their hands were waving about their heads that it was an intense conversation. 

When they returned, Lauren smiled at me. She seemed reassured. Marko, however, appeared almost angry, his jaw tight and hands clenched into fists. Something she’d said had changed his mood. Worry lines creased his forehead. But when he met my gaze his eyes softened. 

“It’s time, Miranda.” 

Lauren’s cool, skinny arms encircled my shivering body in one last hug. When she drew back, fresh tears shone in her eyes. 

“Happy eighteenth,” she croaked. 

It was strange to think that it was my birthday. Birthdays are usually something to celebrate, but right now, I didn’t know whether to feel happy or sad.

When I disentangled myself from Lauren, Marko opened his hand and revealed a small white tablet.

“You need to take this.”

I groaned inwardly, recalling the bitter taste and the horrible side effects of the drug.

“Can I not this time?” 

“You must take it – for safety reasons. If you open your eyes while in the pod you could...” Marko hesitated. “You could be blinded.” His eyes darkened and grew intense for a moment before he sighed and seemed to relax again. “The next time we travel, if we need to travel again, I’ll let you do so awake. I promise.” He glanced over my shoulder at Lauren and I thought I saw a flash of irritation pinch his brow, but he quickly hid it with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Please take it, Miranda.”
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