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  CHAPTER ONE


  HE MUST HAVE watched me from a safe distance, like a crocodile observing its prey, his eyes hovering above the dark, silver-tinted water.


  I was the perfect victim, oblivious and distracted by my efforts to avoid enjoyment of any kind during the summer getaway my grandparents had planned for my sister and me.


  It was January, the first night of our proposed two-week stay at Bob’s Bay—a secluded location on the southwest coast of Australia where my grandparents owned an old, weatherboard holiday shack. A place I’d spent every summer since I was born.


  Five other shacks neighboured ours. Four were owned by elderly people who liked privacy and minded their own business, but the remaining one sat abandoned with peeling paint and smashed windows. I avoided looking at that one as much as I could because of the painful memories it dredged up inside of me.


  My older sister, Lauren, and I had snuck out of the shack for a midnight swim. Well, I’d slipped out and she’d followed, much to my annoyance.


  It was probably the most civil we’d been to each other in the past twelve months, since Mum and Dad’s accident.


  I can still remember the last words we shared.


  ‘So, you’re turning seventeen next week,’ said Lauren, wringing seawater out of her long, blonde hair with shaky fingers. ‘One more year and you’re legal like me. We can go clubbing and stuff.’ She flicked her hair over her shoulders and smiled warily, her eyes seeking mine.


  ‘Yeah, I know,’ I said looking away, stepping deeper into the sea, black and as shiny as an oil slick. Cool water inched its way up my torso. I sucked in my stomach and shivered.


  ‘We can throw our clothes into a pile on Saturday nights and get dressed up together before we go out,’ she said, the same smile pasted on her face.


  With brows raised, I slowly nodded my head. God, she was really going for it. Why, after speaking no more than a handful of words to each other all year, did she feel the need to communicate now?


  ‘Only, I don’t think I’d like my clothes coming back all stretched in the chest and butt,’ she added, splashing cool water at my face.


  Some of the water shot up my nose and, although it stung, I relished the fresh, briny smell of it. It reminded me of when we were kids and used to come down here with our parents. I wiped the droplets from my face with the back of my forearm but said nothing.


  ‘Hey, Randy…’ She waited until our eyes met. ‘I’m only mucking around.’


  ‘Yeah,’ I shrugged my shoulders. ‘I know.’


  She snorted a shrill laugh. Her sudden friendliness unnerved me. I wasn’t used to it, and didn’t know how to respond.


  ‘Sometimes I wish I was curvy like you,’ she said wistfully, as though she meant it, adding, ‘Boys love curves.’


  


  I shook my head. She was talking nonsense. And I had my zero boyfriends compared with her twenty to prove it.


  ‘Sure. Whatever.’


  I turned away, eager to create some distance between us, but my foot landed on something slimy, so instead, I yelped and lunged towards her.


  ‘What is it?’ She gripped my shoulders to steady me.


  When I realised what I’d stepped on, I quickly gathered myself and shook her off, splashing water into her face.


  ‘Nothing. Just one of those disgusting suction-pit things.’ I couldn’t say it without breaking out into a full body shiver. In Bob’s Bay, some parts of the ocean floor were covered in what felt like a hundred mushy mouths sucking on your feet.


  Lauren laughed—a real laugh this time, from the bottom of her perfectly toned belly. ‘Man, I hate those things. Remember when Dad used to make us stand on them? How you and I would scream our heads off?’


  Despite my desire to end this conversation and get as far away from my sister as possible, I smiled at the memory and made tiny ripples in the water with my fingers, a sudden unexpected tightness in my throat. I’d have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t wishing for things to be like they were before our parents died—for Lauren and me to be close again.


  She half-smiled at me, eyes downcast, staring out into the vast blackness of the sea.


  ‘I always think of Aiden when I’m here.’


  ‘Me too,’ I said, unable to hide the quiver in my voice.


  It was hard to forget Aiden, the sixteen-year-old boy from the now-derelict shack whose favourite saying was: ‘Just smile, dude.’ The boy whom I’d secretly crushed on since I was nine; the boy who, after a huge fight with me, had gotten drunk and gone swimming, during one of the worst summer storms to have hit the West Australian coast in over a century.


  Just the mention of his name brought fresh guilt rushing back.


  ‘It’s kind of creepy knowing he’s out there somewhere…’ Lauren’s teeth chattered while she spoke. ‘Of course, by now, the sharks…’ She broke off and shook her head. ‘God, it’s been, what, three years?’


  I nodded and swallowed the thick lump that had formed in my throat. Three years, two months and twenty-seven days.


  ‘I miss the hell out of him, Randy. You must too.’ Her blue eyes glistened with sympathy. ‘You guys were best buddies.’


  Somewhere in the distance a seagull shrieked, like somebody dying.


  Goosebumps prickled my skin.


  The slick Indian Ocean didn’t seem as inviting as it had only moments earlier. It looked more like an enormous, dark mouth, ready to swallow us whole.


  ‘I’m heading back,’ I said, suddenly longing for the comfort of the squeaky bottom bunk at the shack and my faded old bed-sheets, the ones Mum had sewn herself. Maybe if I cocooned myself tight enough within those sheets, I might forget all the people I’d touched and ruined these past few years.


  ‘Wait, Miranda—’ Lauren sucked in a deep breath and wiped a trembling hand across her brow. ‘Can we please talk, about Mum and Dad?’ She swallowed thickly, her eyes seeking mine, but I stared into the water instead. Even if I’d had something to say, the tightness in my throat would have prevented me from doing so.


  ‘I want this stupid thing between us to end, Randy. I’ve missed you—’ Lauren’s voice broke off and she sniffed. ‘If I hadn’t been such a bitch to you that night, and if I’d just stayed with you.’ She paused to dip her wrists into the water and shivered. ‘It was your birthday for God’s sake. I should have—’


  ‘I don’t want to hear it,’ I answered in a strangled voice before turning away. My hand sliced through the water, sending a cool spray against my stomach.


  The truth was I wanted my sister back. Badly. But that was never going to happen.


  It was hard enough staring at my own face in the mirror, let alone Lauren’s, and not seeing my parents’ stiff, bluish-grey faces. It was easier to go our separate ways, easier to forget.


  I blinked away the fresh tears that blurred my view of the shoreline, the dots of light from the holiday shacks forming orange squiggles and arches. ‘Just forget it, alright?’


  The whoosh of a lone pelican’s wings to my left made me jump and I followed the magnificent bird’s smooth descent until it landed several metres away, closer to shore, where it bobbed over the softly lapping water.


  Lauren sighed. ‘Okay.’ Her voice was tiny, as if it belonged to a mouse instead of my loud, proud, big sister and, despite the anger I felt every time I looked at her, it made my chest ache to hear her like this.


  The shore glistened beneath the half-moon and I spent the next minute or so staring at it, breathing in and out, willing myself to calm down so that I didn’t lose it and start bawling.


  ‘Race you back to the shack, Randy. Freestyle.’ Lauren said, startling me out of my thoughts, her voice regaining some of its cockiness. Now that she sounded more like her old self, a small sigh of relief whistled through my lips.


  The lump in my throat shrank. I could handle competitive, self-centred Lauren, even if it was all a façade; even if I knew the murky darkness that lurked beneath her skin—darkness that mirrored my own insides.


  ‘Okay. No cheating,’ I said, surprising myself, and swam over to her side. ‘Ready, set—’


  Just like old times, Lauren dived in before I said, ‘Go!’


  I followed, my body spearing through the cold, dark water like a fish. It felt amazing—all tingling skin and thundering heart.


  When my head broke the surface I spotted Lauren, well in the lead, and found myself laughing before I dived under again to catch up.


  Maybe, just this once, I was going to forget the past year. Blot it out like it never happened. Maybe just this once, Lauren and I were sisters again.


  Several strokes later, my head popped up for air. Lauren was now only a metre in front and if I swam hard I could easily close that gap. But, after kicking my legs to propel myself forward, something wrapped around my ankle.


  I shrieked and tried to kick it away, but in one swift motion I was yanked under.


  A muffled, underwater scream escaped my mouth— inside my head it sounded like an animal roar—and with it precious oxygen flew overhead in a flurry of bubbles.


  Black water clouded my eyes.


  My arms sought the surface, my body thrashed, desperate, until my leg was released and I kicked my way upwards. As my head broke the surface, I sucked in a lungful of air, a thousand butterflies of hope exploding inside my chest.


  But then, what felt like two hands gripped my arms and dragged me down again.


  Everything closed in on me. The need for air was agonising, the pressure inside my head and lungs at bursting point.


  


  I opened my mouth to cry out, ‘Lauren!’, even though I expected more seawater to rush in, but to my surprise a mouth closed over mine. I screamed, then pressed my lips shut. Prickly stubble grazed my lips and chin. My body bucked, my legs and arms jerked out in all directions, but it was futile—like a herring flapping against the belly of a shark.


  The man gripped the back of my head, prised open my mouth with lips like ice, and breathed air into my oxygen-starved lungs.


  I resisted at first and tried to fuse my mouth shut, my teeth scraping against his, but then my will to survive kicked in and I drew on this stranger’s air with all the desperation and dependency of a newborn child sucking in its first breath.


  A myriad alarming thoughts swamped my brain.


  I’m going to die.


  I’m going to drown like Aiden.


  I’m going to die in a stranger’s arms.


  But one stood out clearly from the rest.


  I’m going to die before I tell Lauren the truth about Mum and Dad’s accident.


  Something bitter, tasting like chemicals, invaded my mouth.


  Then the blackness came.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  MY EYELIDS FELT heavy, as though cemented shut, and when I finally managed to crack them open I saw a strange hazy vision. Little shiny things, like stars, twinkled above me. After I blinked and looked again they all began to spin around my head.


  It made me nauseous so I closed my eyes, but not before catching sight of several faces looking down at me. The faces were carved in wood, but they seemed real somehow, fluid, swirling around me just like the stars.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE SECOND TIME I came to, it was like being woken up with a twenty tonne punch to the head, slamming home recollections of Lauren, the water, and the man.


  My eyes popped open and my body jolted, my head jerking about while I grasped my surroundings.


  High stone walls and a stone ceiling formed a large rectangular room around me. I was in a king-sized, four-poster bed and the wooden faces that had swirled about my head earlier were carvings of fishes, mermaids and mermen all twisting and spiralling around the bed posts as if being pulled upwards by a current. My eyes followed them right up to the roof of the bed, where gleaming pearls encrusted in smooth wooden panels winked at me through strips of white silk.


  Although my body was damp with sweat, I shivered convulsively. Nothing made sense—this room, this fairytale bed. I needed to find Lauren. I needed to get back to the shack. Slowly, I inched myself into sitting position, the act making my head thump.


  Somebody across the room cleared their throat.


  It was a guy, seated in a wooden chair a few metres away, his features shadowed by the dim lighting. He yawned and rubbed at his face, his hands making a scratchy sound against his jaw. Then he raised his head to glance in my direction and sprung from the chair, as if somebody had tipped a bucket of cold water down his back.


  ‘Who are you? Where’s Lauren?’ I asked, hot blood pounding in my ears. My hands instinctively formed fists, which I kept at my chest, ready.


  ‘You’re okay,’ he said breathlessly, and with relief, as he rushed to my side.


  The stranger was tall, had wavy, light-brown hair and the sort of face that made me want to trust him. But something about his overall appearance wasn’t right. Although he seemed healthy enough—his chest was broad and I could see the outline of huge biceps below his shirt sleeves—his skin was abnormally chalk-white, as though he hadn’t seen the sun in a long time. Like, never.


  Goosebumps prickled my skin.


  When he leaned over me, I caught the stinging scent of sea salt.


  ‘I’m just going to have a look at you.’ His voice, although deep, had a gentle undertone. But it did little to put me at ease.


  ‘Who are you? Where am I?’


  ‘This will only take a minute,’ he said, ignoring my questions, before peeling back the covers to expose my bather-clad body.


  I gasped and shrank back into the pillow, my hands fumbling to shield as much as they could.


  His dark-brown eyes, the pupils dilated in the dimness of the room, swept from the tips of my toes up to my face in an almost doctor-like manner, not even bothering to linger on the parts most boys would spend an extra second or two on. But when he met my eyes, he held his breath and stared into them for what seemed an eternity before he exhaled softly and drew back.


  I clawed at the bedcovers until they were up to my neck again.


  ‘Where’s my sister? Who are you?’


  ‘Just one more thing left to do, then I’ll leave you to rest.’ He grimaced apologetically, rubbing his hands together. Sorry, my hands are cold.’


  ‘Don’t touch me!’ I scurried backwards, bedcovers clutched to my chest, until my spine hit the wooden headboard. ‘I don’t need rest. I need to get back to my sister and my grandparents. Right now!’


  The mattress groaned beneath his weight as he sat on the edge of the bed and slowly inched forward. ‘This will be quick, I promise.’


  By now my back had almost fused with the headboard. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath, but gasped when warm fingers pressed firmly against the pulse in my neck. My eyes snapped open.


  His lips were moving. He was counting.


  ‘Your pulse is fine,’ he said after a pause, sighing as though genuinely relieved. ‘You’re perfectly healthy.’


  I slapped his hand away. The stranger’s eyes widened but he said nothing. He seemed nervous and unsure of what he was doing, or what he planned to do next. After an agonisingly long half a minute or so of silence, he brushed his palms against his thighs and leapt to his feet.


  ‘Would you like some water to drink?’


  Though the inside of my mouth felt like carpet, I didn’t respond—I was too busy leafing through what little self-defence I knew. Just because he hadn’t harmed me yet didn’t mean he wasn’t going to.


  ‘You’ve slept for a long time. The drugs should wear off soon, if not already.’


  At the mention of drugs, my stomach clenched. I’d heard the horror stories about girls having roofies slipped into their drinks, and knew exactly what went on while those poor girls were passed out. I reached down and groped my bare flesh for any kind of bruising, but my arms, the insides of my legs and stomach felt okay as far as I could tell.


  The guy paced the floors for a few minutes before he stopped at the foot of the bed and rested an arm against one of the ornately carved posts.


  He drew in a deep breath and studied the wooden mermaids, somewhat reluctantly resting his eyes on me, the corners of his mouth twitching in a possible attempt at smiling as he exhaled.


  ‘So, what’s your name?’ His low voice came out an octave or two higher, as though he was trying to sound pleasant and unthreatening. But I remained silent and didn’t move a muscle, not even to breathe. The only conversation I wanted to have was of the get-me-the-hell-out-of-here variety.


  He bowed his head and swore to himself, retreating into the shadowy corner of the room where he’d sat earlier.


  I watched him, my eyes travelling down his broad back and following the length of his denim-clad legs right down to the long black boots he wore—boots with daggers strapped to them. Although he seemed roughly the same age as me, give or take a year, he outdid me in height and weaponry.


  Despite my resolve to remain silent, a question burst from my lips.


  ‘How long have I been here?’


  ‘Nearly a week. You’ve spent most of the time in and out of sleep. The maids have had to assist you in the bathroom. Unfortunately, the drugs didn’t quite agree with you.’


  A week? Panic closed in like a tight wall, squeezing me until it was hard breathe.


  ‘Where’s my sister?’ My eyes darted intermittently between the door and my captor.


  ‘I didn’t take her; just you,’ he said in a quiet voice, which croaked at the last word.


  A strange combination of elation and crushing guilt twisted my insides. Lauren was safe and I was beyond glad, but I couldn’t believe that it had taken me this long to feel true, heartfelt concern for her wellbeing again. Digging my nails into my palms, I closed my eyes. My sister’s stricken face floated about in my mind, quickly followed by the faces of my grandparents, my parents, my good friend Zoe, and Aiden—all those I had ever loved. Perhaps this is what dying people meant when they said their lives flashed before their eyes.


  I sucked in a deep breath and took mental stock of my situation. I wasn’t dead yet. If the guy had wanted to hurt me, then surely he would have done so already. This was possibly some strange mix up. He’d gotten the wrong girl… or maybe he thought I’d been drowning that night and had ‘saved’ me?


  I sat up and tried to make eye contact, but he was leaning forward, elbows on knees and head in hands.


  ‘Where am I?’ I asked, trying to control the tremor in my voice.


  From the darkened corner he sighed and left me hanging for a while, answering with a cryptic, ‘You’ll find out soon enough. Sylvia will arrive shortly and explain everything.’


  ‘Who’s Sylvia?’ I raked my fingers through my hair, trying to recall anybody I knew by the name of Sylvia.


  ‘Keeping me here is illegal. You need to take me home right now.’


  Silence followed, only to be broken by chair legs scraping against stone when the guy stood up and strode towards the door—my only way out.


  I leapt out of bed and ran towards the exit, but before I reached it he slipped through and locked the door behind him.


  Beating against the cool metal with my fists, I shouted, ‘Come back!’ and ‘Let me out of here!’ over and over again until the words cut into my throat like razorblades.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  SOMETIME LATER I woke, slumped against the door, confused and disoriented. But it took only seconds for the chest-crushing reality of my situation to return.


  I had to get out of this place. I had to get back to Lauren and Nana and Pop. The newspapers were probably printing articles about my ‘drowning’ like when Aiden went missing, subtly suggesting teen suicide.


  I got up to explore the room. The place was dim, with an odd, glowing lump of crystal for a lamp on the bedside table, which didn’t give much light at all. It was enough for me to see that there were no windows, which meant I had no way of knowing where I was—and, worse, no means of escape other than the door. Even the tiny ensuite bathroom connected to my room, which had a toilet and small basin, had no windows.


  As the grey walls closed in on me, my breathing turned rapid and shallow.


  This couldn’t be it for me. Without ever setting things right with Lauren. I wrapped my arms across my chest and meditated on that last thought.


  But could I ever truly forgive Lauren for her part in Mum and Dad’s accident? Because forgiving my sister would mean forgiving myself. And I could never, ever, in a million years, do that.


  I pressed the flats of my hands into my stinging eyes. There was no time for tears or for falling apart. I needed to think. I needed to get out of this place. For all I knew the pale guy was somewhere polishing his favourite axe. ‘Sylvia’ probably didn’t even exist, or perhaps—I shuddered to think—she was his alter-ego.


  There had to be something in this room—a weapon, or an escape hatch. I searched desperately, darting from one corner to another, but to no avail.


  The room was large, but it was bare: only a bed with an antique-style wooden table at the foot, a bedside table, a chair and a few framed paintings of mermaids decorating the walls.


  I shuffled closer to inspect the artworks and a shiver trailed down my spine. Something about these paintings wasn’t right. They were done with an artistic hand, but the innocent expressions on the mermaids’ faces contradicted the voluptuous bodies they’d been given. They looked a bit like those dolls you see in toy stores, the ones with the huge, childlike heads covered in trashy makeup—weird and just wrong.


  I squinted and could barely make out a small, scratchy signature beginning with ‘D’ at the bottom right-hand corner of each of the paintings.


  As I turned away from the walls, a metal vent on the floor, in the corner to my right, caught my eye. I rushed across the room to crouch beside it in the shadows.


  The metal strips were as thick as my thumbs and the hole below most likely too narrow for my body to fit through, but it didn’t stop me from wrapping my fingers around the cool steel bars and giving it a good hard yank, throwing my whole body behind it.


  


  But it was no use. My legs skidded beneath me, the stone floor scraping skin off the back of my bare heels before I landed on my bottom with a dull thud. I swore and leaned over, pressing my face against the metal grid.


  ‘Hello?’


  From the black abyss, my own voice, timid and forlorn, replied. I slipped an entire arm through a gap in the grid and felt around for something—perhaps a trap-door—but felt nothing.


  While I tried to ignore the sinking sensation in my stomach, my eyes returned to the paintings. They were framed behind glass.


  Before I knew it, I’d elbowed the nearest one, sending sheets and shards crashing to the floor. It was loud—too loud. I should have put a sheet beneath it to dull the sound.


  With my heart slamming against my ribcage, I stared at the door, waiting for footsteps. But none came.


  The broken glass had produced several blade-shaped shards. When my captor returned, I planned to threaten him with the sharpest and force him to let me go. I’d kill him if I had to, no matter how kind his face looked.


  After brushing off a few tiny prickles that had embedded into my forearm, I tore a thick strip of the material that lined the back of the picture frame and bent down to carefully select the longest and sharpest piece of glass for my weapon.


  I chose one that was roughly thirty centimetres long, a decent enough weapon once I wrapped the stiff, beige material around its base.


  Footsteps approached the door.


  My stomach dipped and my mouth went dry.


  With shaking hands, I stacked most of the glass onto the remaining ripped canvas before tipping and stuffing the whole lot, frame and all, down the gaps of the vent. The lack of a thud made me wonder if the hole was some kind of bottomless pit, or maybe a link to other rooms. If the threat of cut glass didn’t work, I’d return to the hole and scream my lungs out in hope of somebody hearing.


  The tiny cuts on my fingers stung like murder, but I had no time to assess the damage.


  ‘Robbie, open the door,’ said a woman from the other side, her voice sultry and deep. It brought to mind snakes slithering around in dark, murky waters.


  So Sylvia was real. And my captor’s name was Robbie. I’d imagined something more sinister, not the very name of my grandparents’ old dog—a playful blue heeler who loved nothing more than to chew holes through garden hoses.


  I rushed towards the bed and dived beneath the covers, carefully tucking the weapon beside my right leg. Beads of sweat dripped down my forehead and seeped into the cuts when I used my fingers to wipe the dampness away.


  The pale guy, Robbie, held the door open, the muscles in his arms cording and flexing, while an attractive raven-haired woman dressed in a long emerald dress entered. She looked to be in her late twenties. She was followed closely by a girl around my age wearing a plain, cotton shift-dress and a handkerchief tied around her head. Both were as pale as Robbie.


  The woman had a blue satin dress draped over one arm and a pair of golden sandals in her hand. The girl carried a tray of food and drink.


  The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. This was all too weird.


  I reached down and wrapped my fingers around the weapon, securing it in my grip. The bed covers jiggled I was shaking so much.


  


  For a moment the younger girl stared at me, transfixed, her pale-blue eyes widening at the bedcover as though she could guess what was underneath. But she said nothing.


  ‘What’s the matter with her, Robbie?’ the raven-haired woman asked, her upper lip curled back in revulsion. ‘She’s perspiring—how disgusting.’


  ‘Side effects from the drugs,’ he said with a worried frown, giving me doctor-eyes again.


  ‘Well, make sure you keep an eye on her until they wear off completely. We don’t want our guest of honour getting sick, do we?’


  Robbie held my gaze for a second, his eyes soft and apologetic, his face extra pale, before he looked away.


  The young girl set the tray of food on the table at the foot of my bed. It smelled unbelievably good—a soup or stew with maybe garlic and herbs—and my empty stomach growled with hunger.


  This time, when I met the teenage girl’s eyes, she offered a small, remorseful smile and bent to tuck the stray ends of the bed sheets beneath the mattress like a nurse. I hoped all her tugging wouldn’t reveal the glass I had hidden.


  While the raven-haired woman and Robbie discussed the drug’s side effects, I reached out and clasped the girl’s hand in mine, pulling her towards me. Her hand felt warm and soft and I clung to it desperately.


  ‘Please,’ I said, pleading with my eyes as well as my words, ‘please tell me where I am and what’s going on here?’


  The girl dropped her head and averted her attention to the older woman.


  ‘You may leave, Anne,’ the woman said, dismissing the handkerchief-headed girl who, after tugging her hand from my grasp, scurried out the door without a second glance.


  


  Robbie, who held the door open, stared across the room, his eyes distant and his brow furrowed.


  I buried my hands—which had started bleeding again—back beneath the bedcovers.


  ‘Do we have a name?’ the woman asked Robbie. A tattoo of twin fishes, like the Gemini sign, decorated her right arm. It had an inscription underneath it, unreadable from this distance. Flames of ink licked along the length of her forearm.


  ‘Not yet,’ Robbie said, folding his arms across his chest.


  The woman curled her top lip again, as though the sight of me revolted her, but upon meeting my eyes she quickly recovered with a smile that didn’t quite reach her own almond-shaped ones.


  ‘If you refuse to tell us your name, we will have to give you one,’ she said, turning to Robbie, a smirk twisting her red lips into something grotesque. She snapped her fingers, as though trying to remember something. ‘What was that little pudgy woman’s name from last year, you know, the suicidal one? Oh, that’s right, Hanka.’ She shook her head. ‘Poor Hanka. I think this one would make a lovely Hanka, what do you think, Robbie?’


  Robbie scowled and, with a shake of his head, turned away, giving me the impression that he didn’t always agree with this woman.


  ‘I’m Miranda,’ I murmured, my shoulders bunching up. It felt wrong, handing over something so private and precious, something given to me with love by my parents, to these strangers, but I refused to be named like I was somebody’s pet.


  ‘Miranda,’ the woman repeated, reaching forward to stroke my cheek. I recoiled from her cool fingertips, my head twisting away, my breathing hard.


  


  ‘Don’t touch me.’


  ‘Robbie, please step outside,’ she ordered. When he hesitated, she added, ‘Women’s business,’ which quickened his steps.


  My hand groped beneath the covers for my crude weapon while Robbie exited the room, pulling the door closed behind him.


  ‘My name is Sylvia. I’m sister to Marko, the king of Marin.’ She widened her green eyes for emphasis when she said ‘king’ and then smiled coyly as though expecting me to giggle with enthusiasm. ‘He’s beside himself with excitement at your arrival.’


  I didn’t respond. I was completely thrown by the word ‘king.’ Maybe he was the leader of a cult, or some kind of street gang. And where on earth was this ‘Marin’ she was talking about?


  After making the mistake of glancing at the food tray, my stomach grumbled. A chunk of crusty bread, a steaming bowl of what appeared to be soup and a crystal goblet of dark, blood-red wine made my body tremble with hunger and thirst.


  Noting my reaction to the food, ‘Sylvia stood and stroked the fabric of the dress laid out on the bed’


  ‘I wore this when I was around your age. It should fit.’ A smirk distorted her beautiful face. ‘You might find it a little tight in some areas, but it will do for now.’ She fingered the satin with a long, feline fingernail and narrowed her gaze. ‘Put it on, and then you may eat.’


  I kept my face set like cement, not giving a hint of my internal conversation: Bring out the glass knife. No. Don’t bring it out—yet.


  In the end, my cautious side won out. It was too soon to reveal my weapon. I needed to wait until the competition evened out and I was completely alone with somebody, not one-on-one with another outside the door.


  I buried my glass knife further beneath the covers and sat forward to snatch up the blue dress. It was flimsy, but would at least provide some dignity when I ran from this mad place.


  ‘Excellent, Miranda,’ Sylvia crooned when I slid out of bed and turned to slip the silky thing over my head.


  ‘Here, let me help you.’ She eased the dress over my shoulders, drawing my hair out and feathering it lightly across my back.


  This small act of kindness had me wondering about Sylvia’s involvement in all of this, and whether or not she’d be willing to answer some questions—or even help me.


  But when I turned around and met her eyes, and saw the icy contempt in them—contempt for me—I shivered. How could she dislike me so much when she didn’t even know me? Why bring me here in the first place?


  Once dressed, I scurried back into bed—the only place I felt marginally safe. Tears blurred my vision, turning the turquoise-blue bedcover into a shimmering sea.


  ‘When am I going home?’


  Sylvia ignored my question and instead set the warm tray of food onto my lap. Savoury-scented steam wafted up my nose. Oh, god, I was hungry. My dry mouth watered and my hands trembled.


  ‘Eat first,’ she commanded.


  I wrapped my injured hand around a silver spoon and winced in pain.


  ‘And then you’ll take me home?’


  ‘Just eat and then we’ll talk.’


  Staring down at the food, I wanted so desperately the inner-strength to hurl it across the room and declare a hunger strike until I was set free. Lauren would succeed. She was a dieting pro. Whereas me—I couldn’t go for longer than a couple of hours without food before feeling shaky and lightheaded. Mum always used to say I had the metabolism of a racehorse—‘With the stumpy body of a Shetland pony,’ Lauren would add with a smirk. Right now my hunger was like a monster slashing at the sides of my empty stomach.


  It took all of one minute before I gave in and attacked the food ravenously, which, of course, was reckless—it could have been drugged.


  It was a salty fish soup with rice, and it tasted good. Between huge gulps, I rammed in chunks of the chewy bread like a scavenger.


  Sylvia screwed her face while she watched, and I immediately covered my mouth with my hands, heat radiating from my cheeks, but a minute later she began nodding, her full lips widening into a creepy smile.


  ‘Good,’ she said and continued to nod. ‘You’re eating, at least. Young women need to eat well, especially when they are of the reproductive age.’


  My jaw stopped working. I had to resist the urge to spit the food out all over the pretty bed. My own mother hadn’t even discussed this sort of thing with me before she died.


  After swallowing the remaining food, which now felt like a huge, sharp rock in my throat, I pushed the tray to the end of my bed and slid back beneath the covers.


  Closing my eyes, I prayed Lauren and my grandparents hadn’t given up hope on me yet. I prayed the police were on their way.


  I didn’t drown like Aiden…I’m here…wherever this is…


  ‘You didn’t touch your wine,’ Sylvia said, her sharp tone piercing through my hopes.


  


  My eyes popped open. She’d confirmed my suspicions that the wine could be drugged. It was the only reason I hadn’t skolled it in one go.


  Just looking at the stuff and breathing in its woody scent made my mouth water. I could still remember the welcome relief wine gave me in the months following Mum and Dad’s accident, the blissful numbing.


  ‘You shouldn’t be serving me alcohol. I’m not even legal yet,’ I said, spite lacing my voice. ‘The police will come soon, and you’ll be arrested for this.’


  Something, maybe hurt, or anger, flashed in Sylvia’s eyes, followed by a look of utter horror washing over her smooth, ivory face.


  ‘What did you say?’As stealthily as a panther she advanced on me, her green eyes so wide they looked as though they were about to fly from their sockets and pummel into my brain. ‘Repeat what…you…just…said.’ Her voice was low, smooth and dangerous.


  ‘The police will come,’ I said, my voice catching in my throat.


  She rested her hands on my pillow, on either side of my head, and leaned forward, her face inches from mine, her hair draped around me like thick satin curtains.


  ‘No! I meant the bit about your age.’


  She stomped her well-heeled foot against the stone floor when I hesitated to speak and leaned even closer, her heavily spiced perfume clouding my head.


  ‘I—I’m only…n—nearly seventeen,’ I stammered. This woman, who was clearly a psycho, had me shaking all over.


  Sylvia pulled back and raked her long, blood-red fingernails across her forehead.


  ‘Robbie!’ she shouted, like a damsel in distress, and the lock turned. He rushed in and glanced from Sylvia to me. He blinked several times before rubbing at his eyes, as though he’d been sleeping behind the door and couldn’t remember who we were.


  ‘How old is this girl?’ Sylvia asked, clicking her fingers at him.


  ‘She’s at least eighteen.’ He narrowed his gaze. ‘I heard her say it before I took her.’ His eyes scanned my face as if for some glaring evidence of my age.


  He must have heard the conversation Lauren and I had shared in the water, about me nearly being legal—he must have thought I was Lauren.


  ‘I’m not eighteen. This is a mistake. My seventeenth birthday is the thirteenth of January—this month,’ I added, even though saying the date out loud caused me to wince and think of my parents pinned inside the mangled body of their car.


  After a moment of silence, Robbie swore and shook his head.


  Sylvia gnawed at her bottom lip and stared, as if appraising me, like I was a piece of furniture she had just purchased on a whim from IKEA but hadn’t yet decided which room to keep in.


  Fresh blood seeped from the cuts on my hands, which I wrung together.


  ‘Well, it’s done now, and she’s still valuable.’ Her cat eyes travelled to my navel and back up again. ‘Marko will just have to learn the art of patience.’


  An icy shiver crept down my back. Suddenly I knew. I knew what they were talking about, and it knotted my insides like a tight fist.


  ‘You don’t understand. My grandparents are too old to suffer any more grief. You need to take me back. Please,’ I begged.


  


  Sylvia ignored me, but Robbie offered a brief, sympathetic glance before turning his attentions back to Sylvia.


  ‘I’ll inform Marko,’ Robbie said, starting for the door. But Sylvia snapped her hand around his wrist like a bracelet and drew him back.


  I squirmed uneasily beneath the sheets while I watched the woman press her voluptuous lips against Robbie’s cheek and rake her fingernails through his light-brown hair.


  From the way his body stiffened up, I could tell I wasn’t the only one feeling uncomfortable.


  ‘No, I’ll tell him. I can handle his rages,’ she said, trailing her fingers along his tight jaw line. ‘And don’t worry. He won’t be mad at you,’ she continued, ‘Marko can never be mad at you for long.’


  Robbie shrugged Sylvia away and stared across the room. He was about to turn for the door when something caught his attention and made his head whip back in the direction of the missing painting.


  I drew a deep breath and waited for the accusations; but, as it was, he said nothing. I felt his eyes flicker over me for a second before he faced Sylvia again.


  She stood at the door and nodded her beautiful head in my direction, her long, shiny hair spilling across her bare shoulder. Then she scowled and addressed Robbie.


  ‘Until my brother decides what to do, she’s your problem. Stay at her bedside until the drugs are out of her system, after which you can keep guard from outside.’ She drew in a deep breath, gave me a pointed look and exhaled slowly while drumming the surface of the metal door with her long, elegant fingers. ‘Just keep her safe, Robbie. Marin’s future, our future, depends on it.’


  


  I breathed a small sigh of relief, thinking she was gone, when suddenly she swung her head back round the door.


  ‘Oh, and remember—nobody touches her, including you, Robbie.’ She gave him a wry smile. ‘You know how Marko hates it when his things get touched.’


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  ROBBIE MESSED with the lock until a depressingly loud click reverberated up the walls. Outside the door, Sylvia’s heels clacked noisily against the stone floor before fading into a distant tap-tap sound, making me wonder about the size of the building. My guess was an old, abandoned warehouse. But the location had me stumped, because for miles and miles on either side of Bob’s Bay lay flat, untouched coastland and not a building in sight. Maybe, and my stomach churned at the thought, we weren’t by the sea at all.


  My fingers sought my mouth and I chewed my pinkie nail down while I mulled this over. If it was true that I’d been out of it for almost a week, then I could be anywhere. Over east, even. The pungent scent of sea and salt—in the air, the bedcovers and even the fabric of the dress—assured me, though, that I wasn’t too far from Bob’s Bay.


  My brained throbbed against my skull. There were so many unanswered questions: Was my kidnapping premeditated? Had they planned on taking me or just any girl? And who the hell was this king Marko?


  After gnawing away the nails on my left hand, I started working on my right.


  


  Perhaps these people belonged to a bikie group called The Kings. Sylvia definitely had enough tattoos to be a biker chick. If they were bikies then that meant I’d be harder to track down. They could drag me from state to state for years before the police would find me, and by then I might forget who I was. But what kind of bikies kidnapped girls from the sea? It didn’t make sense.


  Marko hates it when his things get touched…


  A shudder travelled down to my toes. Assessing my situation like this was only making me feel worse, bleaker than I already felt. I needed to think positive thoughts. Put it out there to the universe like all the self-help books and health magazines were always instructing their readers to do.


  I dropped my head into my hands and made circles against my temples with my fingertips.


  I’ll be home soon. I’ll be home soon. I’ll be home soon…


  Robbie’s footsteps broke my thoughts. He stopped at the side of my bed and, through the brown veil of my hair, I watched as he sighed and held an open palm out.


  ‘Give it here.’


  If he was here to check my pulse again I was going to scratch his face off.


  I raised my head and brushed my hair behind my ears before inching the top sheet up to my chin. The blade of my glass weapon prodded my calf muscle, and then it dawned on me. He didn’t want to check on my health; he wanted my weapon.


  ‘Hand it over.’ He thrust his extended palm out further. ‘Now.’


  I swallowed thickly and shook my head.


  ‘Hand it over or I’ll come under there and get it myself.’ One look at his determined face told me he meant every word.


  


  With a groan of hopelessness I surrendered the makeshift knife, careful not to butcher my fingers any further. He noticed the cuts then and whistled through his teeth, setting the piece of glass down on the mattress before taking my hands into his, wincing as he carefully raised each of my fingers to survey the damage.


  ‘What did you do, juggle it?’ he said, making a tsk-ing noise with his mouth.


  I snatched my hands back and tucked them under my legs.


  ‘It’s nothing,’ I muttered. ‘I’ll fix them up when I get home.’


  Robbie left the room for a few minutes and returned with a handful of cotton wool balls and a small bottle of antiseptic that looked and smelled like vinegar, which he set upon my bedside table. Since it was there, I dabbed some onto my cuts, which made them sting all over again.


  ‘I’m the closest thing to a doctor in here, so if they become infected…’ he fixed his brown eyes on mine and softened his face into something that resembled sympathy. ‘Make sure you let me know so that I can treat them.’


  An image of my family doctor, Dr Knoll, who was in his seventies and looked like Colonel Sanders, brought me a sudden wave of comfort. He’d delivered both Lauren and me, and had also attended our parents’ funeral.


  ‘I don’t need you. I already have a doctor.’


  Robbie sighed, long and slow. He shook his head and glanced over at the far wall.


  ‘So, where’s the rest of the painting?’


  I fidgeted with the stitching on the sheets before I dropped my eyes and gestured with my head to the far right-hand corner of the room. ‘It’s down that hole in the corner.’ When he didn’t respond, I snuck a sideways glance and found him staring at me with the strangest expression on his face, sort of wide-eyed with surprise, as though impressed with my weapon-making skills.


  He crossed the room and peered down the hole, then stood before the empty space where the painting had once lived.


  ‘I always hated that painting,’ he murmured, and then added, ‘don’t put anything else down the air vent. If you block it up you could die in here.’


  His words had me stumped. What sort of place needed air vents to breath? Were we in some kind of bunker?


  After a quick room inspection, Robbie reclaimed his position in the shadowy corner. Collapsing into the chair, he leaned forward so that his fringe hung over his eyes. He spun my crude weapon between his fingers, looking like he wasn’t about to move from the chair any time soon.


  After a measure of time had passed—it was impossible to tell exactly how long—cabin fever kicked in, along with the urge to lose my head and scream.


  I wanted to bash the door down. I wanted to—


  There was a sudden clang in the distance, followed by a series of loud crashes, as though things were being thrown around. Somewhere in the same building, in another far off room, somebody was hurling abuse.


  Marko…


  The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. I strained my ears and stopped breathing to hear better, but the voices died away and the clanging stopped with a razor-sharp abruptness. Complete silence followed for a couple of minutes before a clamour of heavy footsteps started somewhere in the distance and grew louder.


  Robbie stood to attention, scraping his chair back.


  I hurled the covers up and over my head.


  ‘Open!’ A male voice demanded.


  


  Robbie crossed the room. The lock jangled then clicked before the door swung open with a loud scrape of metal against stone.


  ‘Where is she?’ a smooth, deep voice demanded.


  ‘She’s resting—’ Robbie began, before Sylvia cut in.


  ‘Oh, please, she was awake only a moment ago.’ Her tone was catty. She was close.


  Suddenly the bedcovers were ripped away, exposing me to everybody in the room.


  ‘Get away from me!’


  I clutched the pillow protectively against my chest. Sylvia tried to take it but I held on with a death grip until she sighed dramatically and gave up.


  ‘She’s shy,’ Sylvia snorted before turning to face a dark-haired guy who stood at the door, looking arrogant and, with his arms folded across his chest, not happy to be here. He wore a long-sleeved black shirt, the top two buttons undone, fitted black pants and the same boots as Robbie, with daggers strapped to the inside. He was dressed to kill— literally. With his full lips, almond-shaped eyes and an air of confidence to his broad shoulders, it was clear that this was Sylvia’s brother, Marko—the king.


  His eyes swept over my face and down the length of my pillow-shielded body before he raised his brows at Robbie. Robbie held Marko’s gaze but kept his face expressionless.


  ‘Marko,’ said Sylvia in a stern voice, her eyes widening at him for emphasis. ‘Come forward and meet Miranda. She’s been waiting to meet you.’


  ‘I have not!’


  Sylvia glared at me. ‘How dare you challenge—’


  Marko raised a palm, and Sylvia, after a snort of indignation, closed her mouth.


  


  There was an awkward silence until Marko strode forward, stopping at the foot of my bed, his hands resting against the dark wood. Up this close, I could see he was much younger than Sylvia and not much older than Robbie.


  He was physically attractive, like his sister, but the cold hostility in his steely blue eyes stripped all that beauty away.


  ‘Hello, Miranda,’ he said, staring down at me through a fringe of thick, black lashes. His voice was formal and without warmth.


  I remained silent and rigid, hardly breathing.


  ‘Are you comfortable? Is there anything you need?’


  Yeah. I need to get the hell out of here…I need to sort things out with my sister…I need to sort my entire shitty life out.


  When I didn’t answer, Marko sighed angrily and whipped around to face Robbie.


  ‘Can she talk?’


  ‘She’s frightened,’ said Robbie.


  Marko turned back to me, his frosty blue eyes thawing a little.


  ‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to lay a single hand on you.’


  Relief hissed through my teeth.


  ‘I’m glad,’ I muttered, before averting my gaze to the nearest bed post and concentrating on the intricate mermaid and merman carvings, hoping he’d just go away.


  Marko laughed bitterly, shocking me. ‘No more than I am, believe me,’ he said, before pushing himself away from the bed.


  His response didn’t make sense. If he, the king—not that I believed he was a real one—didn’t want me here, then who did? Why was I here at all?


  


  ‘She’s not my type,’ he muttered to Robbie before marching out the door.


  Heat flooded my face.


  Sylvia hurried after her brother, jabbering on about my ‘pretty eyes’ and my—gag!—‘good, sturdy frame’ until her voice and their footsteps died away.


  I shuddered. She was trying to convince Marko to like me, selling me as though I were a car in a sales yard. What kind of kidnapping was this when the guy in charge didn’t appear to want me here at all?


  Butterfly wings kissed my insides. Maybe Marko would send me back, like I had some kind of defect. Maybe, for once, my appearance had served a good purpose.


  Robbie retreated to his corner while I stuffed my face into my pillow and prayed Marko would set me free soon. A minute later, a sound, something soft and darkly beautiful drifted into the room through the cracks beneath the door.


  Music, classical music. Someone was playing the piano—a haunting, melancholy piece.


  I closed my eyes.


  Chopin’s Marche funèbre.


  I recognised the tune because it was the very piece that Mum, budding screenwriter that she was, blared from her stereo whenever she received a rejection in the mail for one of her manuscripts. The sad, beautiful notes drew me a vision of Mum, bent over her laptop at the kitchen table. A sight I’d give anything to see again.


  Tears bit the backs of my eyes, threatening to spill, but I willed myself to focus on the music instead, allowing its sombre tones to engulf me, like the velvet-black wings of a crow, and transport my soul out of the room.


  And for a brief, blissful moment, I was free.


  * * *


  I woke, perhaps hours later, to find myself huddled on the floor with my now-numb ear resting against the metal door. I must have gotten up at some stage and moved closer to the music.


  I glanced around, rubbed my face and saw Robbie still in the chair, his dark eyes fixed on me, his expression one of angst. When I coughed, he shook himself out of his worried trance and straightened his back.


  Slowly, I stood up and brushed my palms against the fabric of my dress to smooth it.


  ‘I need to use a bathroom.’


  Robbie frowned and indicated the ensuite with a nod of his head.


  ‘No. It’s too cramped and…the basin’s too tiny. I need to wash my face properly.’ I rubbed at my eyes again for emphasis.


  Without a word he stood to attention, unlocked the door and held it open for me. If I’d had known getting out of the room was this easy, I would have done it sooner.


  As soon as I stepped out into the cold, stone-bricked passageway, the musty scent of the sea hit my nostrils and cool, damp air whispered over what bare skin of mine wasn’t covered by the tiny dress. The grey ceiling was so high, it appeared almost black, and the dark, narrow corridor stretched endlessly both ways, the walls studded every metre or so by what appeared to be the same glowing crystals as the one in my room.


  I was absolutely stumped. There was no place along the west coast of this magnitude; a place that had the ancient-looking innards of a castle.


  Robbie gripped my arm and steered me left. I stumbled along, wincing at the cold shooting up my feet as I padded the icy floor. I wished now that I’d slipped on the golden sandals that Sylvia had given me earlier.


  


  As we moved towards a cross-section, distant noises grew louder and sharper, echoing from around the corner. Pots and pans clanged and cutlery clanked against plates while people talked and laughed. They sounded like normal people—people who might help me.


  ‘If you haven’t already guessed, the kitchen is down there,’ Robbie said, gesturing with a flick of his head as we passed. I didn’t say a word. I was too busy scheming up an escape plan.


  As though he had ESP, Robbie’s fingers tightened around my arm and he drew me in closer; so close our sides touched.


  I jerked away, but he didn’t release me until we arrived at a metal door that made an almost human-like shriek when he opened it. Without hesitation, I ran inside and closed the door behind me.


  The bathroom was roomy and modern, but I swore aloud at the lack of windows. A useless vent, identical to the one in my room, lay in the far left-hand corner near a shiny cream claw-footed tub. I’d always wanted to bathe in a tub like it—but not here; not like this.


  Desperate, I yanked cabinet doors and tugged open draws, searching for something—another possible weapon—but they were filled to the brim with useless crap like scented soaps, bath salts and cosmetics. I was hardly going to threaten Robbie with eyeliner. I slammed the doors and drawers shut.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ he called from the other side of the door.


  ‘Fine, just fine. I’m coming,’ I said, before stomping out.


  ‘Let’s move quickly,’ said Robbie, glancing over my shoulder anxiously and jerking on my forearm, giving me the impression that something or someone was following us.


  


  As we neared the cross-section again, my chest swelled at the sound of cheerful voices from the kitchen. Surely there was at least one person in this place who thought that holding a minor against her will was wrong.


  My gut clenched as I eyed Robbie walking beside me, deathly close now, but with a loosened grip on my arm. If I yanked hard enough, it would probably come free.


  This was it.


  If there was ever a moment to escape, it was now.


  A shot of blood whooshed through my veins, flooding every muscle in my body. I sucked in a deep breath, the air sinking like lead to the pit of my belly. In a whisper, I willed Mum and Dad to help me, to somehow cross the veil that divided us.


  And then I ran.


  CHAPTER SIX


  COOL, CRISP AIR stung my face as I bolted down the corridor, my bare feet pounding against the stone floor. My muscles burned as though I were being stabbed with hot needles.


  Robbie’s breathing, loud and aggressive, came at me from behind. His fingers grazed my right arm, but he failed to grab hold.


  ‘Miranda,’ Robbie said. ‘Stop.’


  I was going so fast by then that if I’d tripped and fallen I would probably have lost the skin off my kneecaps, or even my face.


  Bright, enticing light peeked out from the crack beneath the kitchen door. I was so close. The aroma of good food tickled my nose, the smell vaguely familiar, like something Nana had cooked in the past.


  ‘Help me, help me, please!’ In my breathlessness, my words came out as whispers.


  When I got close enough to reach out and touch the brass door handle, a cry tore out of my throat. A strong arm had encircled my waist and in one swift sweep, I was off my feet, kicking the air.


  


  I threw my head back to let out a piercing scream, but a hand clamped over my mouth. The faint, vinegary hospital-smell of antiseptic clung to Robbie’s fingers.


  ‘There’s no use causing a scene. Everyone here is involved in this,’ Robbie whispered harshly in my ear, his voice rough and his breath hot. ‘Just stop. Please.’


  But I continued to struggle, kicking out in all directions until I got him in the groin with the heel of my foot. He gasped and doubled over, dropping to the ground but still holding me by my waist. Beneath his weight, I bucked and twisted my body, my hips grinding against the floor painfully until he rolled me over to face him.


  I opened my mouth to shout for help but he covered it with his hand again, pressing himself against me, trapping my fighting body with his until I finally gave in because I needed to breathe. When I ceased thrashing, he raised himself an inch. Being this close, it was difficult to discern the wild thrum of my heart from his.


  Catching my breath through my nose, I could smell fresh sweat and salt from his heated body.


  ‘That was really stupid,’ he said between breaths, his hand still over my mouth. ‘If another guard had caught you before I did, you could’ve been in serious trouble.’


  He hoisted me to my feet.


  ‘You’d run if you were me,’ I said, the words catching in my throat. ‘And why would another guard be any worse than you?’


  Footsteps drew near, from the outer corridor.


  Robbie placed a finger to my lips to shush me and cocked his head, his breath trapped inside his raised chest while he listened.


  ‘You’re about to find out why,’ he warned in a whisper, his eyes as black as night.


  


  Two guards rounded the corner and stopped directly in front of us, blocking our path. They were dressed in head-to-toe black with identical boots to Robbie’s, their silver-dagger hilts peeking out from their sheaths.


  ‘Hey, Rob,’ the young blond guard said, his curious hazel eyes resting on me. He offered a tentative smile, his cheeks turning a deep pink.


  ‘Andy,’ said Robbie with a curt nod.


  ‘So, this is the little woman who’s here to save our dwindling population,’ said the older guard, who had huge barrel arms and grey-flecked hair. ‘She’s got good solid hips, but she’s a little ordinary looking, don’t you think? Marko should have sent me looking.’


  I dropped my eyes to the ground, my stomach churning at the sickening implication of the man’s words. My palm itched to slap his face. But I heeded Robbie’s warning and remained as silent as the stone walls.


  We were still catching our breath from the run, and the older guard noticed.


  ‘Has the captive been running away from you, boy? Maybe you’re too young to keep a handle on her,’ the man said, a smirk twisting his thin lips. ‘This precious girl needs a more experienced guard to protect her against Damir and his sort.’


  So, I’d gone from ordinary to precious in the space of about ten seconds. Everything was so confusing about this place. And it was hard to keep track of all the names everyone kept dropping.


  I coughed and all eyes swung to me.


  ‘Who’s Damir?’ I asked, breaking my silence.


  The big man laughed, revealing gold fillings and a dry, cracked tongue.


  ‘Believe me, girl, you wouldn’t want to know.’


  


  Robbie moved to block me from the man’s view.


  ‘She’s not being held captive. She’s the king’s guest.’ He stepped forward and stopped only inches away from the bulky man. ‘And we were just on our way back to her room—Marko’s orders.’


  I wanted to protest that I was a captive, but the older guard was giving me the creeps and I wanted to put as large a distance between us as possible.


  Andy, the blond, nodded his head and stepped aside to allow us through. ‘See you around, Robbie.’ He nodded at me. ‘Miss. We’re all honoured to have you here.’


  The older guard stepped around Robbie to glare at me with slit eyes.


  ‘You want to watch yourself around here, little girl. Even if they tell you different, I know that Damir has men inside the castle working for him.’


  Castle?


  That could only mean I was overseas, because Australia didn’t have castles. How did they fake my passport? Why go to all that trouble for a seventeen-year-old suburban girl? This whole situation was getting more insane by the minute.


  A wave of dizziness washed over me, making my head spin. I leaned an arm against the nearest wall to steady myself. For a moment the men ignored me. They were too busy eyeballing each other.


  ‘Is that right?’ Robbie straightened his back so that he stood an inch or so taller than the older man. Though he was much younger, Robbie had a solid, muscular build and looked as though he could tear out a limb if he wanted to. ‘Maybe you’re one of them, since you know so much about Damir.’


  ‘Let’s go,’ I muttered, moving to Robbie’s side and offering my arm. I was drowning in testosterone. For a few seconds Robbie seemed taken aback that I was being so cooperative, but he quickly closed his fingers around my upper arm.


  The older guard stood in front of us when we stepped forward, and proceeded to match our steps and block us.


  ‘Move,’ Robbie said, his voice low and gravelly, ‘or I will have you stood down.’


  ‘William,’ said Andy, frowning. ‘Step aside.’


  After a ten-second stare-out with Robbie, William finally obliged. It puzzled me why Robbie held so much weight in this place, seeing as he was so young. But I wasn’t going to stop and question it. All I wanted was to get out of there.


  We hurried around the bend and crossed the hall to the door of my room, Robbie’s grip on my arm eased a tad. He seemed to be lost in thought, his hair falling over his eyes so that I couldn’t see them. He unlocked the door but stopped before going in, to catch his breath. The altercation with the guards had clearly rattled him.


  ‘Who’s Damir? And what exactly did that man mean about me saving a dwindling civilisation?’ Robbie didn’t answer; instead, his cheeks reddened slightly. He brushed the hair away from his eyes and stared at the door.


  ‘I have a right to some answers.’


  He looked at me then. ‘Of course you do,’ he sighed. ‘Damir is Marko’s brother; Sylvia’s twin. He lives in the underworld and is Marko’s—and Marin’s—biggest threat. If Marko doesn’t produce an heir soon, Damir threatens to claim the throne.’


  Underworld? So these people were members of a big-time mafia? A weird, underworld mob with kings and a throne?


  ‘So why doesn’t he just produce an heir with someone he knows?’ My cheeks burned, but I needed to know the point of my kidnapping. ‘Why take me?’


  


  Robbie sighed. ‘No babies have been born in Marin for over eighteen years. That’s why I brought you here. Sylvia ordered me to.’


  He spat out the last sentence as though he despised my situation as much as I did, and finally met my eyes.


  ‘You’re here to help Marko—just Marko—sire an heir.’


  I stepped back, my mouth hanging open in disbelief, then pushed open the heavy steel door and raced into the room.


  Robbie followed.


  ‘Get away from me!’ I shouted between heaving breaths, before diving beneath the covers.


  ‘You need to understand how dangerous it is out there for you. If you try to escape again, and one of Damir’s men gets hold of you—’


  ‘You’re holding me against my will, and you’re warning me about dangers? Get out! I want to be left alone!’


  ‘Alright, I’ll go. The drugs are most likely out of your system anyway, so I’ll stay outside your door from now on. Call out if you need anything or feel unwell.’


  When I peeked over the blankets, Robbie caught my gaze and grimaced apologetically.


  ‘There are some crosswords in the bedside drawer— tricky ones. I put them there myself. And there’s a pack of cards. I could teach you how to play War, if you like? Unless you know it already.’


  I dropped the sheets and gaped at him, anger rocketing up my spine.


  ‘You think I want to just sit around all day doing your stupid crossword puzzles? While my family are out there worried sick?’


  Half-way through my second sentence, Robbie flinched and stormed out the door, slamming it shut behind him.


  While he fiddled with the lock on the other side, I flopped against the pillow, too numb to even cry.


  


  Minutes later, despite everything that had happened, a yawn escaped my lips and my eyelids turned to lead. Every muscle in my body screamed with exhaustion.


  Perhaps my only way out of this crazy hell-hole was sleep. Maybe I could dream my way home.


  I woke up sometime later, when a middle-aged woman with a handkerchief tied around her head entered the room carrying a tray. There was a plate of grilled white fish and potatoes still in their skins, a bread roll and a glass of water balanced on it. Curling steam rose from the food. My stomached growled like a pack of starving wolves.


  ‘Guten morgen,’ the woman said.


  I understood her, because my grandmother was a quarter German and sometimes threw in the occasional phrase or word to spice up an English sentence, like: ‘What a lovely morning for a spaziergang’, meaning she wanted to take a walk.


  ‘Is it…er…morgen?’ I asked. The question, or perhaps my pathetic language skills, made her smile.


  ‘Morning, night—it’s all the same down here. But, yes, up there,’ she pointed to the ceiling, ‘it is morning.’ She set a knife and fork down beside the plate. ‘We do try to keep a cycle though. It is healthy for your state of mind,’ she said, in perfect English now.


  ‘Are we in Germany? Or are we still in Australia?’ I asked, reaching for the still-warm bread roll. It smelled like the inside of a bakery. My teeth broke the crust before sinking into the roll’s soft, buttery centre. It tasted good, even if it was a little on the salty side.


  Next, I reached for the tall glass of cool water and skolled half of it down in one go. It left a metallic taste in my mouth, but I was thirsty and wanted to keep my body in good order, ready for when I had a chance to escape.


  


  The maid chuckled heartily at my question as though I was an overimaginative child who had just announced that the Tooth Fairy and Father Christmas were real and lived together in a gingerbread house beside a flowing river full of lemonade.


  ‘No, my dear, we are not in your Australia anymore, nor Germany.’


  I dropped my glass, flooding my fish and potatoes.


  ‘Then where are we?’


  She frowned and shook her head, her eyes brimming over with pity as she gazed down at me.


  ‘They should have told you by now.’


  ‘Told me what?’


  ‘We are at the bottom of the deep blue sea, my darling.’


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  AFTER THE MAID left I sat in a silent stupor for a very long time, trying to make sense of what she had said. But I couldn’t. Everyone here was insane. It was as simple as that. And the quicker I got out the better. Maybe if I complained louder they’d listen.


  So I threw a fit. I pounded at the door with my fists and my knees until they throbbed. I shouted the filthiest expletives I could think up. I demanded my freedom.


  Nobody came, not even Robbie. But I knew he was there. I could hear him breathing.


  God, was the guy not human?


  I paced the room. And how could he guard me continuously for days in a row? Wasn’t he tired by now? Didn’t he need to eat and sleep and relieve himself?


  Over and over, I repeated the maid’s words inside my head.


  Bottom of the deep blue sea? How was that even possible? Were we in some kind of gigantic submarine?


  Hours passed and, to stem the boredom, I hummed— tunes from my iPod, songs Dad used to crank up on the stereo, the music Lauren played while she got ready for parties, even nursery rhymes—until I couldn’t think of anything else to hum.


  After a lunch of grilled octopus and zucchini pasta, delivered by the German maid, which tasted quite good, I tried to kill time by recalling passages from my favourite novels; but the words jumbled into awkward prose. When I started to have conversations with Mum and Dad, I knew I was in serious danger of losing my mind.


  Part of me wished I was still knocked out.


  I started groping the walls for secret passageways, taking care to cover every square inch.


  After what felt like hours of this, with no result, footsteps approached my door.


  A quiet knock followed, and then a small, rectangular object slid through the gap beneath the door. I rushed over. It was a book; a well-worn, well-thumbed, dog-eared book. I picked it up and sat on the bed.


  Was this Robbie’s idea of an apology? Sorry I kidnapped you. But, hey, here’s one of my favourite reads—it’s got a killer plot and the character arc is huge.


  Or had somebody else slipped the book in; someone here who did not agree with my kidnapping.


  I dusted the cover, smoothed out the rumpled edges and pressed it to my chest. This was a good thing. The book meant somebody actually cared—and I now had a means of virtual escape.


  I got comfortable, stuffing two pillows behind my back, and held the book out in front of me.


  ‘Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck,’ I read aloud, with reverence, stroking the wrinkled spine with shaking fingers, and wondering who had loved this book so much to have worn it so. And how did they know my reading preferences?


  


  When I opened the book, something pale and rectangular dropped onto my lap, something totally unexpected.


  The air around me crackled with an energy that prickled the skin on my arms and legs.


  It was a letter.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  I TORE OPEN the envelope and took out a folded piece of thick, cream-coloured paper. The writing was lavish, stylish swirls of glossy black ink.


  Dear Miranda,


  Happy Birthday.


  I’d like to apologise for my rudeness yesterday and make it up to you with dinner tonight.


  Yours,


  Marko


  The letter quivered in my hands.


  So today was January the thirteenth. My birthday was the reason Nana and Pop had insisted on the getaway to Bob’s Bay. As though a trip to the seaside would make us all forget that Mum and Dad had died exactly a year ago and forever entwined the day of my birth with the day of their death.


  


  And Marko expected me to celebrate my birthday with him, my captor. Sitting at his table and eating his food.


  My throat closed up. A single tear rolled down my face and fell onto the letter, bleeding into the fibres of the paper to form the shape of a tiny blazing sun—something I hadn’t seen for an entire week and didn’t know when I’d get to see next.


  In a fit of rage I hurled both book and note across the room, but five minutes later, after I’d calmed down, retrieved the book and stuffed it under my pillow. I could never hate a book by Steinbeck. The note, however, after being torn into as many shreds as possible, was sent down the vent hole to live with the creepy mermaid painting.


  Sometime later, Sylvia and a woman with the same hair colour my mother had had—chestnut brown—paid me a visit. After wishing me a happy birthday they escorted me down the hallway and into the bathroom, where rose-scented steam warmed the air and clouded the mirrors. The deep claw-foot tub was filled fill with bubbly, pinkish water.


  There was no need for prodding. I hadn’t washed in a week and I stank like a mosh pit. I peeled the dress and bathers off and, one foot at a time, stepped into the luxuriously warm bath. When I lay back, the water came up to my neck. A deep sigh escaped my lips.


  It wasn’t a private affair, but I didn’t really care. It felt so good to lose the bathers that had been chafing my skin raw, and to wash the salt from my stiff hair.


  After I’d dried off with a thick, fluffy white towel, the two women, without a word, led me back down the hallway and through the next door on the left.


  Inside the spacious room, a large, faded-red rug smothered most of the stone floor. It felt like velvet against my bare soles. Apart from the rug, a wall mirror and a small table laden with makeup and jewellery, the room was mostly bare. The oval-shaped mirror, decorated elaborately with a pearl-studded frame, reflected back to me my own image, and for a moment I stopped breathing.


  The girl in the mirror had wild, frightened eyes and wet hair stuck to her face. She looked so vulnerable, and I couldn’t help but reach out and touch fingertips with her.


  Without complaint I allowed the two women to dress me in a peach-coloured dress and, after vigorously attacking my long, wavy brown hair with a towel, to style it so that part of it was braided around my head like a crown. I stood patiently while they wove a string of pearls in and out of the braid.


  The motivation behind my compliance was the possibility that Marko, who seemed to have taken an instant dislike to me, would send me home after an evening in my company. I wasn’t sure which approach to take: behave appallingly to increase the animosity, or toss my heart on the table and plead for my freedom.


  Looking at myself in the mirror, post-makeover, my appearance surprised me. It wasn’t like I’d been magically transformed into a beauty queen or anything, but I looked okay.


  My lips appeared fuller, wearing the rose-coloured lipstick Sylvia had painted on with a brush, and my dark eyes deeper and wider, with black mascara lengthening my lashes. My skin, the one aspect of my appearance I’d always had going for me, glowed almost golden against the pallor of Sylvia’s and the maid’s milky-white complexions, making me feel even more alien than I already did. If only I was back home, getting ready for a night out with Lauren, gossiping about the boys we liked. Not that we would have spent my birthday together—I was clearly romanticising our relationship. But it gave me a nicer picture than my current reality.


  I sighed, gauging the entire look from head to toe, my hands automatically hovering over my cleavage. Normally, at home, I wore high-necked tops to cover myself up because, although I was okay with boys my own age looking there, it gave me the creeps when older men snuck a perve.


  ‘Marko is looking forward to getting to know you,’ said Sylvia, standing back to admire her handiwork.


  I doubted it. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if the letter and tonight’s dinner was all Sylvia’s idea. There was no denying the hostility he gave off when he first saw me.


  A slow shiver snaked down my spine as I recalled the frost in his eyes.


  But hostility was a good thing—I could only hope he wanted me gone as much as I wanted to be gone.


  For once I was glad I didn’t look like Lauren, who had a cute, doll-like face stuck on top of an equally Barbie-like body that few boys could resist.


  Boys like Aiden.


  I let out a shuddery sigh. Just thinking about him made my eyes prickle. Over three years had passed since he drowned, but the pain was still as fresh as if it had happened yesterday, more so in this strange place.


  If only I hadn’t told him how I felt—that I had thought of him as more than just a friend—he’d still be alive today. I shouldn’t have been so surprised when he’d confessed he was in love with Lauren, and told me that I was like a little sister to him. I shouldn’t have lashed out in a fit of jealousy and told him I hated him and that Lauren hated him—she didn’t—and that our friendship was over. We’d known each other since we were little; since my first trip to the shacks as a toddler. I shouldn’t have let a stupid crush get in the way of a friendship like ours.


  After sweeping my lashes with an extra coat of mascara, Sylvia drew back a fraction then frowned.


  ‘Oh, stop it with the wet eyes. There’s nothing to worry about. Marko’s a good boy. A bit moody and serious for a nineteen-year-old, but he has his charms. Nearly every woman in Marin is in love with him, so you should think yourself lucky,’ she sighed.


  ‘It may seem, at first, as though he doesn’t want anything to do with you, but don’t worry. Deep down, he understands his responsibility to Marin, and he also understands the great sacrifice that you have made.’ Her full red lips widened into a smile. ‘See? You both have something in common already.’


  My face burned with humiliation and outrage. A million words scrambled up my throat at once, but all I could manage was a choking sound.


  Sylvia winked at me, coyly, as if I were a blushing young bride with cold feet.


  ‘You’re nervous—how sweet.’ She took a step closer, her green eyes unblinking. ‘You probably have lots of questions you want to ask.’


  I drew my head right back. Her perfume was so spicy I wanted to gag.


  ‘If you think I’m about to sacrifice myself for a bunch of strangers then you are seriously—’


  ‘Don’t be melodramatic,’ she said, rolling her eyes and clicking her fingers. ‘Now. Questions. You may ask me a couple right now before dinner, to better acquaint yourself with our king and our city.’


  I swallowed and tried to concentrate on the most important questions.


  


  ‘Are we truly underwater, and, if so, how?’


  Sylvia smiled at me indulgently, as if I’d just asked the dumbest thing, and began dusting my shoulders and arms with shimmering powder.


  I felt like swatting her hand away, but resisted. The air of unpredictability surrounding Sylvia and her moods helped to restrain my impulses.


  ‘Marin is an underwater civilisation founded by my late grandfather, Frano Tollin, who was a deep-sea explorer. He came upon this beautiful city whilst out searching for the ever-elusive mermaid.’


  ‘Mermaids?’


  Sylvia cocked one eyebrow.


  ‘As I said, he was searching for the elusive mermaid, but instead discovered his very own utopia. He said he found a pod at the end of a travelling chute and, not knowing what it was, strapped himself in for a bit of fun, but ended up getting sucked from the ocean and spat out in an underwater city. Can you imagine? Marin was empty then, but full now, thanks to my grandfather. We have our own monarchy and exist separately from the rest of the world, apart from trade, of course.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘There are some things we simply cannot produce down here. Marko ventures to the land above, your world, once a month to trade. I’m amazed at how much you people are willing to pay for our pearls.’


  I shook my head. ‘I would’ve heard about it on the news.’


  Sylvia snorted. ‘My grandfather was an intelligent and powerful man, with lots of money behind him. He was also highly secretive and incredibly discreet. All who chose to join him down here knew that they’d be punished if they were to jeopardise his new world. He made them sign contracts—breakable only by death.’


  


  She smiled suddenly and winked at me. ‘You’d be surprised by how well-known some of Marin’s residents were—and still are—in your world; extremely famous people.’


  James Dean, Elvis and every other famous dead person I could think of, gathered inside my head all at once, like the posters you see in music stores where they’re all slumped in some booth at a fifties’ cafe. But I shook them free. This was all getting a little too crazy. The weirdest thing was, Sylvia wasn’t showing any of the tell-tale signs of lying, and I was normally pretty good at spotting lies, having Lauren, the expert, for a sister.


  ‘Any more questions?’ Sylvia asked, arching one immaculate eyebrow.


  I had loads more questions. But instead, I narrowed them down to the most important.


  ‘What if I refuse to do this…thing? The thing you all want from me,’ I said, my cheeks burning up. ‘Will Marko send me home?’


  ‘Sharks,’ she said without blinking. ‘You’ll end up as their food, in the Colosseum.’


  The Colosseum? My reflection in the mirror turned almost as pale as Sylvia’s skin.


  A smirk twisted her full lips, as though she was enjoying my discomfort.


  ‘Well, it’s not really a Colosseum; that’s just a pet name my grandfather gave it. It’s a giant, arena-sized water tank with tiers of seats wrapped around it so that thousands of people can watch when someone is thrown to the sharks.’ She licked her lips and smiled, revealing her bright, toothpaste-advert teeth. ‘Nobody has been naughty for a long time, so the sharks are getting hungry.’


  I swallowed thickly. She had to be lying; a scare tactic, perhaps. But with each passing moment in these unfamiliar surroundings with all these strange people, and after eating all of those fish meals, I almost started believing that we were actually underwater. It was impossible, though; completely impossible.


  I focused on my reflection in the mirror. Over and over again, inside my head, I repeated: Wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, wake up, until a loud bang on the door broke my mantra.


  ‘It’s time,’ Sylvia announced.


  My stomach churned and my mouth turned dry.


  The other woman stayed behind, stowing cosmetics into a large makeup case, while I followed Sylvia out into the narrow and never-ending hallway where Robbie stood waiting.


  He wore a black T-shirt that stretched tight across his chest, and fitted black jeans. A shark tooth hung from a leather strap around his neck and his hair was slightly damp. He smelled of shampoo and soap.


  When his dark eyes met mine, his face softened into a fleeting smile, the sort mourners had given me at my parents’ funeral. My eyes skipped to Sylvia, who was glaring pointedly at him.


  ‘Let’s not keep my baby brother waiting. Patience is not his virtue, and he’s broken enough crystal for the week already.’


  I shivered. Great. I was having dinner with a psycho brat.


  They escorted me down the corridor, past my room and onward. Several male and female guards nodded as we passed, their strong, toned bodies swathed in tight black uniforms, their boot daggers at the ready.


  It baffled me. I just couldn’t fathom that all these people had agreed to congregate at some warehouse or old building together and participate in this kooky farce. They had to belong to a cult; a very odd cult. It was the only explanation. The males stared at me with a funny sort of light in their eyes, as if I was something precious or even beautiful. It was the kind of attention normally lavished on my sister, not me. Maybe this place really was some kind of utopia—a parallel universe.


  We reached a large set of double iron doors, where Sylvia ordered me to wait, which was unnecessary seeing as I wasn’t exactly dying to get in there.


  My stomach churned.


  The centre of each door bore an emblem: a golden mermaid with wavy hair down to her tail, and a merman with an equally long beard, entwined in a kiss. Above them, a crystal moon and sun sent rays of light over them.


  Sweat coated my palms. I wanted to run, but reminded myself of my plans.


  There was a good chance Marko might dislike me so much—or even take enough pity on me—that he would send me home. After all, he had slipped me the Steinbeck book to read. Surely this meant that he had a beating heart.


  Robbie knocked twice and I held my breath until a very tired-sounding voice said, ‘Come in,’ after which I exhaled noisily.


  Sylvia rolled her eyes at me.


  My belly swirled in a sea of nerves. Sylvia’s earlier comment about the smashed crystal paralysed me, but someone—I was too busy freaking out to notice who— gently pressed the small of my back to usher me through the door.


  The temperature burst onto my skin like warm honey. I shivered, despite the heat, while my eyes darted around the room, which was sectioned off into two parts.


  


  To my left, the area was expansive: richly decorated with polished wooden furniture; an oval dining table and chairs with golden cushions.


  A large, lush golden carpet lay beneath the table and another smaller one was spread out in front of a ruby-red velvet chaise.


  Neat stacks of books rested on top of a dark wooden coffee table. I had to suppress the urge to flick through them.


  The incredibly high ceilings dripped with glowing star-and diamond-shaped crystals, suspended above me like a glittering shower of rain.


  Then there was the other half of the room—the dark side.


  ‘Come forward,’ said a smooth, low voice from the black shadows in the far corner of the room. I didn’t move an inch.


  ‘Do you want us to stay, Marko?’ enquired Sylvia casually. My eyes bulged at her and Robbie.


  Stay. Stay. Stay.


  But Robbie gave me his funeral eyes, which didn’t exactly help, and Sylvia merely smiled as though she thought I was being cute.


  ‘No, leave us,’ said Marko and I trembled so hard my teeth knocked together.


  Robbie and Sylvia let themselves out but, before the door closed, I caught Robbie’s dark eyes again, saw the hesitation in them. Maybe he knew something terrible about Marko.


  Yeah. He likes to smash crystal and kidnaps girls to save dwindling populations.


  I swallowed thickly when I heard the lock on the doors bolt shut behind me, and the fading footsteps. Were they only Sylvia’s? Had Robbie remained outside the door?


  Would anybody come if I screamed for help?


  CHAPTER NINE


  MY EYES ADJUSTED, and the silhouette of Marko emerged beneath the shadows of a large four-poster bed, much like the one in my room only bigger. The elegant figure of a piano rested to his left.


  ‘You’re not running, Miranda. I’m impressed by your bravery.’


  ‘The door’s locked.’


  He made a sound in his throat, like a stifled laugh.


  After a minute or so of excruciating silence, he suddenly leapt off the bed and approached me like a prowling lion. When he stopped, centimetres in front of me, I took several steps back.


  He shook his handsome head while he stared down at me, his grey-blue eyes sweeping from my face, down my body and back up.


  How could a monster like him look so…so good? It was just wrong.


  ‘Let’s get this over with, shall we?’ he said grimly.


  I gasped. He wanted to do…the thing…now?


  My right hand curled into a tight fist, which I raised, ready to use in self-defence, but Marko regarded my fist as though it were a cute teddy bear.


  ‘I meant dinner, Miranda,’ he said, a wry smile on his lips.


  My palm throbbed. One of the deeper cuts had reopened when I’d made the fist. But it didn’t bother me. Marko only wanted dinner.


  He left me standing there like a stunned mullet and strutted his way across the stone floor, his long black boots clacking until they reached the carpet, on which the large, heavily laden dining table sat waiting. Crystal decanters of wine and water sparkled as though they contained liquid rubies and diamonds. A mound of golden bread rolls lay surrounded by a vast array of brightly coloured dishes— one of them piled high with whole, steaming lobsters, their shiny, reddish-orange shells gleaming.


  ‘Please.’ He held out a chair in a gentlemanly fashion, as if he were a waiter in a restaurant, and, after a moment’s hesitation, I allowed him to seat me as though I were a patron. I stiffened when he leaned over me, his subtle aftershave clouding my head, but he was merely dropping a crisp, white napkin across my lap.


  ‘You look…pleasant,’ he said, as though surprised, his eyes taking in my hair and dress before lingering on my face.


  Heat flushed my neck and cheeks, burning my skin. He must have noticed, because he had the decency to look away and let me recover.


  I reached for the water, but he got to it first and poured me a glass, his long, elegant piano-fingers wrapping around the neck of the crystal carafe.


  Crystal. I wondered how long that piece would last.


  He sat down and raised a wine-filled goblet to his lips and took a long drink before sighing. ‘Look, Miranda,’ he said, fixing me with icy-blue eyes of contempt. ‘You look like you want to do this about as much as I do, which, quite frankly, is not at all.’


  


  ‘Yes.’ I gasped with relief. ‘I just want to go home, my grand—’


  Marko raised a hand before I could finish my sentence.


  ‘The problem is, this isn’t about what we want, as individuals, it’s about what’s required of us.’


  I swallowed thickly. ‘What exactly are you saying?’


  His eyes shifted down to his gold-trimmed plate. ‘Let’s eat first. We can discuss the…’ he paused a moment and cleared his throat, ‘arrangements afterwards.’


  I pushed my chair back.


  ‘I don’t want to eat.’ At that exact moment, my stomach chose to growl for at least ten seconds.


  Slowly, Marko’s lips curved into a half-smile.


  ‘Are you sure about that?’ The frost in his eyes suddenly melted away to reveal a sparkle of amusement.


  ‘I’m sure.’


  My cheeks burned with humiliation as my belly roared again. In a bid to shut it up, I folded my arms across my stomach.


  ‘I don’t want to eat. I want to know where I am, geographically. And I want to know when I’ll be going home.’ My chest rose and fell in great breaths while I waited for his answer.


  ‘We’re inside a castle, within the city of Marin, which lies deep in the heart of the Pacific Ocean,’ he said tiredly, as though bored by our conversation already. ‘But there’s no point in me convincing you of the fact, because it will take you a while to believe it. Now, let’s eat. I’m starving and you owe your poor stomach a meal.’


  He reached across the table and snatched a bread roll out of the basket before ripping it in two and stuffing one half in his mouth. He groaned in satisfaction while he chewed and held the basket out in front of me.


  


  I shook my head and snorted.


  ‘You know, you have shocking manners for a king, if that’s what you really are.’


  Marko swallowed the bread down and grinned.


  He reached for another dish.


  ‘Cherry tomatoes and asparagus,’ he announced brightly, placing the grilled vegetables in front of me.


  I held back from ravishing the entire dish and waved it away with a flick of my wrist. Did he think he could bring me to my knees with food, like Superman’s kryptonite?


  ‘They’re grown hydroponically. My late father introduced this method of growing vegetables, to Marin fifteen years ago, and now we don’t have to trade for them. We grow a variety of produce in the fields, also.’


  Ignoring all the vegetable talk, I stood up and took a deep breath. My hands shook with rage, so to steady them I gripped the edge of the table.


  Marko stared up at me with unblinking eyes, his expression hard to read.


  ‘I don’t know if what you’re saying about this being an underwater world is true or not. But I don’t belong here. What you’ve done is wrong and is against the law.’


  Marko set the dish he’d been holding down with a loud clunk.


  ‘I understand, Miranda. When Sylvia devised this plan, I was against it at first. But when I realised how imperative it was to Marin’s survival, I agreed—reluctantly, yes; but I agreed.’ His steely eyes bored up into mine. ‘After you hear the full story, about the danger Marin is in, I’m sure you will too.’


  ‘They aren’t my dangers.’


  Marko shook his head and snorted. ‘Oh, but they are, Miranda. If my brother, Damir, and his followers were to overtake the castle, they’d have the only possible access from Marin to the outside world—your world. The results would be disastrous for us all.’


  ‘So why doesn’t he just take the throne?’


  Marko threw the remaining half of his bread roll at the cherry tomatoes and asparagus, and rose, kicking his chair back as he did so. I cowered beneath his height and inched my fingers towards the dinner knife, just in case I needed to use it.


  ‘Damir is banished from the castle and has a death warrant on his head, but being my older brother he still has legal rights to the throne after I die—unless I have an heir.’ He sighed and leaned forward against the table. ‘After three generations in Marin, the women have all become barren. I believe it’s something to do with the lack of sunlight or moon cycles.’ He drained his wine goblet and swallowed, his eyes fixed on mine. ‘That’s why I need you.’


  I shook my head. ‘I won’t do it.’


  He watched me for a moment before he sighed and collapsed into his chair.


  ‘Nobody is going to force you to do anything right now. I understand you’re not yet eighteen. I’m happy to wait until you give permission.’ He poured himself more wine and took a sip. ‘But the longer you wait, the more danger we’ll all be in.’


  I shook my head from side to side and backed into the wall.


  ‘You’ll die waiting, then, because I’m not going to be doing anything with you—ever.’


  Marko cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck.


  ‘With all due respect, Miranda, you and I won’t be doing anything at all. It will be done artificially.’ He paused to stare up at me with raised brows, his eyes inquisitive. ‘Unless you want—’


  


  ‘Of course not!’ I interjected.


  Heat flooded my cheeks and I pressed my cool palms against them.


  ‘One more thing I forgot to mention.’ Marko raked a hand through his hair and avoided my eyes. ‘The people of Marin are traditional. No babies born out of wedlock. So, unfortunately, there has to be a wedding.’ He sighed and leaned back in his chair. ‘Sylvia says that, if we get to know each other, become friends first, then none of this will seem so bad.’ He looked up at me to gauge my reaction.


  ‘You don’t behave very much like a king,’ I said, in a flash of anger. ‘Sylvia seems to run the show and you just do whatever she wants.’ The way Marko’s face changed so swiftly from benevolent to hostile, then and there, had me shaking in my golden sandals. ‘That’s just how it looks to me,’ I tacked on, meekly.


  ‘You don’t know a thing about what it’s like to be a young king,’ he snapped, his eyes blazing.


  ‘And you don’t know what it’s like to be a young captive.’


  Marko held my gaze for a long time before he swore and dropped his head in his hands, running long fingers through his thick, dark hair.


  ‘This is going nowhere,’ he groaned, standing up and marching across the room.


  He rapped his knuckles against the door. Robbie opened it.


  ‘It’s time for Miranda to leave,’ Marko said, his voice tight.


  I rushed through the door, and glanced back to see Marko fixing me with pensive eyes. The dinner obviously hadn’t panned out as he had expected. It hadn’t for me, either. If anything, I’d possibly made my situation worse. Why couldn’t I have appealed to the side of him that hated this idea as much as I did?


  ‘If she’s feeling up to it, give her a tour of the castle. It will help her to adjust.’ Marko clapped a hand against Robbie’s shoulder and gripped it at the same time—an intimate gesture. It was obvious they were close.


  ‘I’ve ordered the gardens to be cleared; however, be on guard. And tomorrow, take her to the sorting room after breakfast. She’ll work like everybody else.’ He spoke like I wasn’t there, and I was too numb to care.


  Robbie nodded his head.


  We walked in silence, our brisk footsteps the only sound. But halfway back to my room the intense strains of the piano, a complex, dark piece, drifted over my shoulders like invisible fingers. I pictured Marko, bent over the keys, venting out his frustrations, and shivered before turning my thoughts to my grandparents and Lauren.


  What were they doing right now, on the night of my birthday, without me? The thought tightened around my throat and chest like an iron clamp and stopped me in my tracks. I leaned against the wall to steady myself, to catch my breath, the cool, rough stone beneath my flattened palms. Tears blurred my vision.


  ‘Are you alright?’ Robbie asked. Out of the corner of my eye I could see him shift his weight from one foot to another and flex his hands open and shut.


  ‘Did…did Marko hurt you?


  I blinked away my tears and met his dark, shining eyes.


  ‘No.’ I exhaled a wobbly breath. ‘It’s my birthday today.’ I wiped my runny nose with the back of my hand. ‘Right now, my sister and my grandparents probably think I’m dead.’ I curled my hands into fists and smashed them hard against the wall.


  Robbie winced and inhaled sharply, looking about ready to punch a wall himself—as though he cared. Was this some kind of act? Or did he actually feel bad about bringing me here?


  Sucking in a deep, shuddery breath, I threw him a glare so hateful I hoped it would tear open his chest and punch his heart. He visibly paled, to a shade paler than usual, and cleared his throat as though he was choking up. I looked away and continued on towards my room with mixed feelings. Sure, I hated the guy. But I was starting to believe he was suffering a bit too. Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe his guilt was my ticket out of here. It was definitely food for thought.


  ‘Let me show you the city, Miranda. It will help take your mind off things,’ he said, as he opened the door. ‘But bring a jacket. It’s cooler outside at night, when the light crystals burn low.’


  I was about to ask where I’d find a jacket when I saw that Robbie’s chair had been replaced with a wardrobe.


  He strode over to it and pulled out a furry brown cardigan. I slipped it on, my fingers trembling over the buttons.


  I was finally going to see this city everybody was talking about.


  There was no denying the curiosity that swarmed my insides. Part of me wanted to believe that an underwater city existed. Because, if Marin didn’t exist, it would mean that all of these people here, my captors, were clinically insane. And I did not want to be at the mercy of crazy people.


  I followed Robbie out of the room, and he ordered me to stand still with my eyes shut. A strip of cloth covered my eyes.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said, his breath warm at the base of my neck, when a strand of hair got caught in the knot he’d tied.


  He ushered me in a direction I had no hope of committing to memory—if I ever had the fortune of outrunning all the guards and attempting a proper escape. We walked most of the way in relative silence, apart from me stubbing my toe and slipping along the stone floor in my sandals twice. A few minutes later, Robbie gripped my arm tighter and drew me to a stop.


  A husky female voice said something in another language and Robbie answered fluently in what I recognised as French. What was she saying and what was with all the languages in this place?


  ‘What did you just say?’ I asked, but he didn’t answer. I wished I had taken more notice when Mum was trying to teach Lauren and me French, using a CD set from the library. It was titled, Learn the Language of Love, but the only phrase that managed to stick inside my brain was les haricots, which means ‘the beans.’


  Something creaked and scraped—a door, presumably— before a blast of cool air lifted my hair and sprayed it across my face. I tilted my head back and sucked in a deep lungful. The air smelled fresh, like spring blossoms and grass and earth. I took several gulps of it.


  We took more steps—slower, more careful steps. The cold air enveloped me more softly now and I began to hear an avalanche of sounds. I heard, weirdly enough, birds flapping and screeching, as well as distant voices and people laughing. It was the sweet hum of civilisation.


  My stomach did a summersault. I wanted to rip off the blindfold. I wanted to see.


  ‘Here. Rest your hands here,’ said Robbie, placing my palms on a rough, cold surface.


  His voice was full of excitement, like that of a little boy ready to present his parents with the latest picture he’d drawn at kindergarten. He fumbled with the blindfold before it slipped away and I blinked rapidly.


  Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw in front of me.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  ‘THIS IS MARIN,’ Robbie announced, his voice deep with reverence.


  I gasped and swayed on my feet as I looked out over the balcony, at the glittering sea of lights below that resembled nothing remotely close to Bob’s Bay. The tiny lights formed several rings, concentric circles, which appeared to be the base structure of the entire city. They reminded me of those geometric patterns that randomly appear stamped into cornfields all over the world—except these were solid shapes that rose up into ascending tiers. Each of these tiers bore rows and rows of houses and buildings. Those I could see were painted white and studded with more tiny lights. The streets were crammed with people—hundreds of them, maybe more.


  The sharp ridges of the stone balcony dug into my cut fingertips as I gripped it to steady myself.


  ‘Where is the water?’ I asked, my voice barely a whisper.


  ‘Down there.’ Robbie pointed to the wide channels of glossy water separating each circle of land, and to the gondola-shaped boats bobbing on the water’s slick surface, appearing miniature in the distance.


  


  ‘No, I mean the ocean. If we’re in an underwater city, then where is all the water?’


  He pointed to the sky, at what I believed to be the deep black of a starless night; but something about the colour, the density of it, made my chest tighten as though I’d just dived into a river of ice. A sense of vertigo descended upon me, as though all the blood from my head had drained to my feet, and I swayed.


  Robbie reached out and circled an arm around my waist to steady me, but I shrugged him off and leaned against the balcony wall instead. It was my first time beneath an ocean sky, and the first time a boy had put his arm around me. This moment could not have gotten any weirder.


  ‘You okay?’


  I nodded my head and kept my eyes down. It was safer to focus on the city, on the land—which extended as far as my eyes could see until darkness swallowed the farther regions, which I guessed was where Damir was hiding—rather than the false sky.


  ‘It’s huge. I mean, unbelievably huge.’ I shook my head.’I just can’t believe it.’


  ‘Shall I pinch you?’


  I heard the smile in his voice and stared up at him. For a fleeting moment I found myself smiling back.


  ‘I’ll do my own pinching, thanks.’ Using my thumb and forefinger, I pinched the underside of my arm, hard, until I flinched and pain flooded the point.


  I was still here. This incredible place was very real.


  ‘You’re not dreaming, Miranda,’ he said with a now-solemn face. ‘This beautiful place is your home now.’


  His words sent goosebumps prickling down my arms.


  ‘It’s beautiful, yes,’ I said, widening my eyes for emphasis. ‘But it’s not my home.’


  


  His brown eyes shone, reflecting the city’s light. He could easily have been a boy who’d taken his girlfriend up to the top of the Eiffel Tower. But he wasn’t. He was the guy who had taken me from my world—however crappy it had been—and brought me to this strange place, where I was expected to save a bunch of strangers, whom I already hated, from their dark fate.


  ‘With enough time you’ll grow to like it.’


  Without answering, I leaned forward and lost myself in the white noise of the city. People chatted and laughed down below. The faint strum of a guitar jangled from somewhere deep to the far left, and a woman’s soulful, melancholic singing voice drifted across the city from the right.


  A sudden urge to run screaming from Robbie, to escape into the city crowds, overtook me, but before I even got the chance Robbie moved closer, so close that the hard muscles of his arm brushed against mine. It was a gentle threat. I am close.


  ‘The weekend is my favourite time in the city,’ he said, before turning away from the view to lean against the wall and face the castle. He still remained within an inch of me, his bare arm warming my side.


  I got the vibe that he wanted to make small talk—maybe to calm me down, more than anything.


  ‘Do you ever leave the castle and just hang out?’


  Robbie chewed on my question for a while before he answered.


  ‘I’m Marko’s personal guard, so I don’t really get the opportunity to “hang out.” But, occasionally, while he’s at a meeting, or the rare times I’m off duty, I like to go to the main square. I usually sit beneath the fountain and listen to the musicians.’


  I nodded my head and wondered if I would get to do that sort of thing while I was here. It sounded a thousand times better than being stuck between four walls.


  


  I turned to inspect my prison from the outside, and gasped at the enormity of the huge white castle. Even tilting my head right back I couldn’t quite grasp its entirety. It wasn’t your typical European-style castle, like the ones in fairytales or Disney films. It was more Zen, with neat, even lines and, from what I could tell, a lack of turrets. The walls shimmered with crystals so bright they hurt my eyes.


  My gaze wandered across the castle grounds and I gasped at my first glimpse of greenery.


  ‘A garden,’ I whispered.


  There were trees, shrubs and an exotic array of flowers, all lit up by the same glowing crystals that seemed the primary power source around here. I left the balcony and walked, trance-like, towards the garden, kicking off the golden sandals and allowing my feet to caress the green grass.


  To my left a bird shrieked, the sound drawing me to pair of toucans sharing a perch in a large, gilded cage. I rushed up and with a surge of affection gave them names: Fruit and Loop. One of them had a scar above its right eye and instantly became my favourite. Other cages dangled from various tree branches, and I darted to each one, greeting an assortment of twittering birds, my fellow captives, wishing I could release them all. Then I collapsed onto the lawn and pressed my face into the grass, drawing in its strong earthy scent. The smell of wet dirt, of crisp green lawn, cleared my head and made my heart yearn. I wanted to be home again, despite the amazing discovery of an underwater city. I wanted sunlight. And most of all, I wanted my family.


  On impulse I jumped up and touched one of the glowing crystals, allowing the dull heat to compensate for the warmth of the sun.


  ‘Light crystal,’ Robbie said over my shoulder, and I spun around, surprised I hadn’t heard him approach. He was ninja-like. I’d have to remember that.


  


  ‘It’s a poor substitute for the sun, but it does its job.’ He shrugged and skipped his eyes away from mine as though he was embarrassed by Marin’s lack of a real sun. ‘It provides us with virtual daylight, keeps us warm, helps ward off vitamin D deficiencies and gives off just enough light to help the plants grow.’


  He reached out to stroke the peach-coloured petals of a rose. ‘The crystals were already here when Marko’s grandfather discovered this place.’


  ‘Where does the oxygen come from?’ I asked, still skeptical despite all I’d seen. ‘People need oxygen to breathe—more than this garden can provide. That is,’ I narrowed my gaze at him, ‘those of us here who are human.’


  Robbie’s lips curved into a soft smile, revealing straight white teeth, and he shook his head slightly, his eyes warm with humour. ‘I can assure you that everyone here is human—me included.’ He waved a hand over the expanse of the city. ‘There are hundreds of oxygen chutes running underground, beneath this city. They all end at various points above sea level, on land, in different parts of the world.’


  My eyes shot to the black nether above and I trembled all over. ‘Just how deep are we?’


  ‘We’re miles below sea level. If we were to go out there, right now, our rib cages would crush like matchsticks.’


  Bile stirred in my gut. ‘So how did you bring me here, then, without my ribcage exploding?’


  He smiled again. ‘Light-crystal channels. They span the entire globe, an entire network, just like the oxygen chutes. It’s why Marin is such a cosmopolitan melting pot. Sylvia once told me Frano discretely invited a select number of people from multiple nations…’


  Robbie’s voice faded, as though he were speaking to me through a bubble. Everything—the city, the castle, the garden—began to spin around my head until my legs gave way and I was falling.


  The next minute Robbie was kneeling on the grass beside me, cradling my limp form.


  ‘Let me go,’ I whispered, even as my head rested against his warm chest. I couldn’t find the muscles in my neck.


  ‘Your reaction is perfectly normal.’ Robbie spoke in a low voice. The vibrations of his words hummed through his chest against my cheek.


  I raised my eyes to the blue-black heavens and the enormity of it all overwhelmed me.


  An underwater city…I am in this city…underwater…


  ‘Just breathe,’ Robbie instructed, gently rubbing my back.


  ‘When I was first brought here I was only a little boy, and ran around screaming for hours, demanding to be taken home.’ He smiled down at me, his eyes soft. ‘You’re doing really well for a beginner.’


  His admission confused me.


  ‘Where are you from?’ I whispered, attempting to raise myself into a sitting position using my elbows. I ended up collapsing against Robbie’s arm. He smelled of pine and sea salt.


  ‘Cornwall, England. I hardly remember it now.’ He raised his head as though he could see his homeland floating in the sky.


  I followed his eyes skyward—well, seaward—swallowing the bile that persisted in climbing up my throat.


  ‘What keeps all the water out?’


  He looked down at me and frowned. ‘You sure you want to know all of this right now?’


  I nodded.


  ‘This city was apparently built around twenty thousand years before the Egyptian pyramids. The entire dome above us, which encloses the city, is made up of light crystal so thin you can see through it, but also indestructible and capable of withstanding the natural compression of these deep-sea depths. You can’t actually see the dome, though, because of its transparency and distance.’


  Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. I concentrated on breathing in and out and focused my eyes on the grass instead, but the colour made my stomach churn, so my eyes returned to the blackness above us. I imagined a faint outline of the crystal dome even though I couldn’t see it.


  ‘Why did Marko’s grandfather want to live here? Who would want to live in the dark like this, like mole people?’


  Robbie rubbed my arms, firmly, perhaps to keep me alert, and called out to one of the nearby guards before answering my question.


  ‘They say the threat of nuclear warfare from the Cold War frightened him. He believed the world would eventually destroy itself. At first he began storing food and supplies down here, but he became so obsessed with the place that he decided to live here, invite others to join him and create his own paradise.’


  My forehead prickled with sweat and, before I could even do anything to stop it, my stomach rose and heaved its contents all over my lap, Robbie’s shirt and the manicured lawn.


  In an instant several guards were upon us, all females, tall and strong, barking out orders while they hauled me to my feet with the kind of force a prison guard would use on a criminal. From out of nowhere several handkerchief-headed women materialised and wiped us down with wet cloths. Robbie kept asking me if I was alright, but I was too numb to speak, and the acid from the vomit was burning my throat.


  


  The next thing I knew I was in a warm bath, getting washed down with a soft flannel by the German maid. She dressed me in some flannelette pyjamas and helped me to my room before tucking me into bed. I heard Robbie’s voice and Sylvia’s, but their murmurings soon faded as I dozed.


  The sleep was restless, and plagued by a single nightmare: my sixteenth birthday all over again.


  Mum and Dad stand at the front door, wearing guilty faces. I smile and tell them that it’s fine, to go ahead and enjoy their night. They are off to a fiftieth birthday party for Dad’s boss. It happens to fall on my sixteenth birthday and, although I completely understand why they have to go, I can’t help but feel a little let down.


  Lauren smiles sweetly and reassures them that she’s hired Ryan Gosling DVDs and will make popcorn for us, and that she’ll even bring out an ice-cream cake with candles on it for me later.


  Five minutes after Mum and Dad leave, I’m getting into my PJs, kind of excited that my older sister has sacrificed a huge party at her boyfriend Jackson’s house just to keep me company on my birthday. I feel special. We haven’t spent any time together, one-on-one, since Aiden died, so I hope tonight is the night we settle our differences and be proper sisters again.


  I rush to the kitchen where I left her, the buttery smell of popcorn permeating the air, but she’s not there. So I check the lounge room— no Lauren. After I call her name a few times, to no avail, I search the bedrooms and bathroom—nothing.


  But before I walk away, something catches my eye. Lauren’s clothes, the ones she’d been wearing a minute ago, crumpled in a pile on the bathroom tiles. The countertop is littered with the contents of her makeup bag.


  And then it hits me like a kick in the guts. She’s gone out. She’s left me alone on my sixteenth birthday.


  I return to the kitchen and pick up the phone. I know I should ring my friend Zoe, who couldn’t come tonight because she has gastro, and vent it all out to her sympathetic ear. But I don’t. Instead I punch in another number and wait while the line on the other end rings…


  I woke up screaming.


  Robbie rushed in and hovered above me, but I screamed louder and scrambled to the other side of the bed.


  He took several steps back and waited until I rode it out, until everything came crashing back to me—the midnight swim, kidnapping, Marko, the city—and I eventually let go and flopped against the mattress like a dead fish.


  ‘Can you bring me a clock or a watch, please?’ I asked, after I’d caught my breath. ‘I need to know the time so I can at least guess what my family are doing.’


  ‘Shouldn’t be a problem,’ he said, avoiding my welling eyes and raking a hand through his hair. ‘Marko wants you to be as comfortable as possible.’


  ‘Gosh, he’s so generous,’ I said with snark, before sitting up. ‘By the way, how did he know that Steinbeck is my favourite author? Did he do a profile check or did you stalk me a while before you took me?’


  ‘You were entirely random, Miranda. I’ve been reading a bit of Tim Winton lately and decided to use one of the many chutes leading to Australia,’ he said, his eyes dark with guilt.


  Great, so a literary genius was to blame for my kidnapping.


  ‘That still doesn’t explain Steinbeck.’


  Colour spread across Robbie’s cheekbones.


  ‘After you first arrived, while still under the influence of the drugs, you dreamed a lot and, once,’ he swallowed thickly and shrugged, ‘once you muttered the author’s name. I mentioned this to Marko while I was reporting on your health.’


  


  I almost laughed out loud. Lauren would find this hysterical; the fact that I’d muttered an old, dead writer’s name in my sleep. I smiled just to think of her reaction.


  ‘Here.’ He offered me a glass of wine, seemingly disturbed by the wide smile on my face. ‘It’ll help you to sleep. Red wine has a sedative effect.’


  I snorted.


  ‘Trust me, I know,’ I sighed, recalling how I used to save my school lunch money and go buy a cheap box of goon every Friday after Mum and Dad died.


  Robbie looked at me with a thousand unspoken questions in his eyes, but he said nothing and placed the goblet in my hand.


  The drink slid down my throat like liquid fire, and in one long gulp the glass was empty. I handed it back to Robbie, all the while thinking about Pop and the way he too had turned to alcohol last year.


  ‘Get some rest,’ Robbie said softly, and I allowed him to tuck me into bed like I was a small child. It hit me then that I didn’t want to be left alone in this room, to dream about the night I lost my parents, even if it meant asking him to stay. I couldn’t bear to shut my eyes again and live through the worst night of my life all over again.


  ‘Can you stay and talk a bit?’ I asked and propped myself up onto one elbow, ‘About how you came to live here?’


  Robbie stared at the door for a long time, as though expecting Marko to come bursting in, before settling himself on the farthest corner of my bed, his broad back resting against a bedpost. I studied him while the wine spread through me, unknotting my nerves, thinking how odd it was that out of everybody here he was the one chasing my nightmares away.


  


  ‘What do you want to know first?’ he asked in a quiet voice, his forearms resting on his knees, his eyes holding mine.


  ‘Everything,’ I sighed. ‘Especially the times you tried to escape, if you ever did.’


  He half-smiled, his large shoulders visibly relaxing beneath the fresh black shirt he’d changed into after the vomiting incident.


  ‘I came here when I was about eight. I don’t remember much of my previous life except I know I lived with my grandfather. But I’m unsure as to the reason why I did, or what happened to my parents. I have vague memories of a little girl.’ A smile briefly curved his lips before it was gone. ‘Sometimes I wonder if she was my little sister. She had the same chocolate-coloured hair as you—only shorter.’ He swallowed thickly. ‘I was diving for mussels when the rope attached to my bucket got caught around my throat. I panicked and started sinking and swallowing water before I blacked out. It was Marko who saved me. He was only ten at the time.


  ‘He brought me back to Marin, where I learned that an entire civilisation existed underwater. It was crazy,’ he shook his head at the memory and met my eyes. ‘I went into shock, like you.’


  ‘Wow,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘So you were taken, like me?’


  ‘Saved, not taken. I would have otherwise died there in the water.’


  ‘But he could have laid you on the beach after he saved you.’


  Robbie contemplated my words for a few seconds. ‘Marko told me he was lonely when he took me. He was just a boy, and his older brother, Damir, had taken to beating him repeatedly. Damir was jealous of his father’s affections towards his younger brother. You wouldn’t know it, but Marko has permanently lost hearing in his right ear because of Damir’s beatings.’ Robbie fixed his eyes on me and sighed. ‘So there you have it. We’ve been like brothers ever since.’


  His story bothered me—and not just the Damir beating Marko up part. I didn’t like the idea of somebody getting so comfortable down here they forgot their own family.


  ‘You really see him as a brother? Even though he stole you from your family?’


  He shifted slightly and dipped his head. ‘I took you, even though I didn’t want to,’ he said in a voice so quiet it was almost whisper. ‘If that’s not brotherly loyalty, then I don’t know what is.’


  I sat up with a jolt. Robbie was staring down at the bed cover, picking at a loose piece of thread, attacking it with his fingers.


  ‘Why didn’t you just say no if you really didn’t want to do it? If Marko is such a brother figure, he would’ve listened.’


  Robbie sighed.


  ‘It’s done now.’ He shook his head and fixed me with an intense stare. ‘If I could take you home right now, Miranda, I probably would consider it; but there’s nothing I can do. The journey would be too dangerous to repeat again so soon after you’ve arrived.’


  ‘But you can take me back?’ I said, rising to my knees, my belly fluttering with hope. ‘At some stage?’


  ‘No.’ Robbie’s eyes widened. ‘By the time Marko allows you to go home, you won’t want to leave Marin. It’s just what happens.’ He raised his hands in a helpless gesture. ‘There’s this…compulsion to stay. Something in the light-crystals that draws you in like a magnet. Frano Tollin, Marko’s grandfather, apparently did some heavy research on it.’


  


  I collapsed back onto my bottom, the mattress squeaking in protest.


  ‘I’ll never want to stay here.’


  ‘You will, and you won’t be able to help it.’ Robbie stared off into the distance, his face pensive. ‘I should go. You must be tired and Marko wants you to start work in the sorting room tomorrow morning.’ He leapt off the bed and landed on his feet in one fluid movement.


  ‘Goodnight, Miranda,’ he muttered, before locking the huge door behind him.


  I fell back against the pillows.


  Goodnight? I almost laughed out loud. Although the city had been beautiful, there was nothing good about this night, nothing good about being trapped beneath tonnes of ocean, nothing good about having to get married to a stranger and have his babies, nothing good about the threat of a psychopath—who enjoys beating little brothers around the ears until they turn partially deaf—lurking around the city; nothing good about starting to sympathise with the guy who stole me.


  Nothing good at all.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING, after a breakfast that consisted of a warm, donut-like cake with jam in the centre and a tiny cup of thick, sweet black coffee, I got dressed in a green top with tiny black robins on it and some fitted jeans that actually made my butt look good for once. The night before, after trying to sleep and failing, I’d picked the outfit out after spending a good couple of hours sifting through all the clothes in the wardrobe.


  Shortly after I had dressed, Robbie unlocked my door and entered my room.


  ‘Good. You’re ready.’


  ‘Ah…yeah,’ I said, with a shiver. The shiver wasn’t fear. It was a combination of excitement and nerves. I was looking forward to working and hopefully meeting others—maybe even others in my situation. Anywhere else had to be better than being holed up in my room. But I didn’t have a clue what ‘sorting’ involved, or who it would involve, and whether or not I’d like it.


  Robbie led me down the main corridor. This time I made sure I memorised where each guard was stationed and how many doors we passed.


  


  Though I now knew escaping an underwater world was impossible without Robbie or Marko or someone from this place, there was no harm in understanding the castle layout should I ever require somewhere safe to hide.


  We made a left, in the opposite direction to Marko’s room—thank God, I thought—and took a darker, narrower hallway until we came to the top of a staircase. I peered down its coiled length and breathed in a pungent, musty, briny scent.


  The metal rails of the staircase felt cool and smooth beneath my fingers; yet the air around me was warm, presumably because light crystal was embedded every half-metre or so in the walls. As we descended, the sound of muffled chatter and the scraping of chairs grew louder. We stopped before a metal door much like the one to my room. Robbie turned to face me.


  ‘Marko wants you to be a part of everyday life here in Marin, so this is where you’ll spend most mornings, except for weekends. It’s where pearls are extracted and then sorted, according to size and quality.’


  ‘Sounds like lots of people in there,’ I said. My belly stirred. Perhaps I’d make a friend, an ally, someone whom I could trust to shed some light on this strange, sunless civilisation.


  We entered. The noisy room was large and spacious, lined with rows and rows of narrow, metal tables around which people of all ages sat. Everyone wore casual stuff, like jeans and T-shirts, with the odd jacket and the occasional dress. I’d half expected the citizens of an underwater world to be wearing otherworldly, floaty dresses or even Grecian style robes. The normalcy here surprised and somewhat disappointed me.


  Gleaming piles of silvery-black oyster shells crowded the centres of the tables. Knives glinted as the sorters pried open the shells and extracted creamy, shiny balls—pearls—which filled the many waiting silver bowls.


  Robbie ushered me towards the nearest table. It had one vacant seat.


  To my mortification, everyone stopped what they were doing to openly assess me, all except a large, dark-skinned guy—slightly paler than Aiden had been—in the seat beside mine. He kept his head down and continued working, as though I wasn’t there, stabbing his knife into the crevice of an oyster with, it seemed, extra intensity. The way he hunched his shoulders and scooted his chair away from mine told me he had taken an instant dislike to me without even having met me yet.


  The others, however, were a different story. When I slipped into the chair, they all leaned forward and craned their necks so that they could see me better, their hands waving about in front of me, waiting to be shaken. It was oddly formal to be shaking hands like this; it felt like I’d stepped back in time.


  ‘Hello, I’m Poh, as in P-O-H,’ said a small girl with a round face and sparkling brown moon-crescent eyes. When I took the girl’s delicate hand into my own and shook it, a wide smile spread across her face, revealing tiny, perfect teeth.


  ‘I’m Miranda,’ I said, raising my voice, because the room had returned to its former shucking noisiness.


  Poh, who was seated directly opposite me, swatted at the air in front of her and rolled her eyes. ‘I know who you are; everybody does,’ she said, before leaning forward to whisper. ‘Stick with me and you’ll be okay.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You have to be careful who you place your trust in around here.’


  ‘Thanks.’ A nervous smile twitched at my lips. My eyes shifted from face to face, wondering how I was going to be able to tell who was trustworthy or not.


  


  ‘Don’t believe a word she says. Poh’s a conspiracy theorist and thinks every second person is a spy for Damir,’ said a blonde girl with a large nose. ‘Everyone knows Damir lives far away in the underground,’ she snorted. ‘He’s about as harmful as a worm while we’re safe within these walls. My brother says so, and he’s a royal guard.’


  ‘Don’t listen to her. We should all be concerned,’ said Poh, her eyes fixed on mine. She leaned in and swallowed thickly. ‘Girls go missing from the city all the time. I’ve heard rumours Damir likes to cut them up.’ Poh stood up and propped her leg up on her chair, trailing her knife down the hem of her trousers. Goosebumps prickled my arms. ‘He slices down the insides of their legs, then sews them together to make a mermaid tail.’


  The tense boy beside me dropped his knife to the floor with a clang. Nobody else seemed to notice—they were too busy staring at Poh.


  The blonde girl squeezed between the guy and me so that she blocked him completely from my vision. She had a pimple right at the tip of her nose, giving extra emphasis to it. I tried my best to focus on her eyes.


  ‘I’m Henrietta,’ she said, her pale hand outstretched towards me. ‘Please ignore her. Nobody’s cutting anyone up. Everyone’s nice here. You have nothing to worry about. Poh and I have been here for over ten years already.’ She shrugged. ‘We’re both Drowners—my brother, too. Meaning we nearly drowned,’ she paused and pointed to the ceiling, ‘up there, but were saved and brought back here to live. Before you know it you’ll feel right at home. We’re one big happy family.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, taking her hand and smiling, though I couldn’t believe the way she’d so easily glossed over the fact that she and Poh, and her brother, had been kidnapped. I also couldn’t shake the cold chill snaking down my back at Poh’s imitation of Damir’s favourite kind of butchery.


  Girls go missing all the time…


  ‘A word of advice,’ Poh interrupted. ‘Don’t ask her,’ she jerked her thumb in the direction of Henrietta, ‘about dolphins.’


  Henrietta’s face reddened. ‘I hate you today,’ she muttered under her breath, eyeballing Poh before storming off in a huff.


  My eyes followed Henrietta across the room. She threw her arms around a young male guard who stood tall, legs apart and wearing head-to-toe black.


  The guy could have easily belonged at the door of an exclusive nightclub, but for the two knives attached to the insides of his boots. She whispered something in his ear and he nodded, his head swivelling in my direction. They shared the same features: big noses and pale hair. It was obviously her brother.


  ‘She’s just showing off,’ said Poh, before snapping open an oyster and digging out a pearl with the point of a blade. She held the treasure up high for inspection and nodded her head before dropping it into one of the bigger bowls with a ping. ‘She thinks she’s special because one of her family members is a royal guard.’


  I nodded my head casually, but my brain was in overdrive. Getting to know someone with a guard for a brother would be a good way to extract information on the other guards, the castle, the entrances, the travel chutes. But of course I couldn’t do all of that on my first day in here, so I just enjoyed Poh’s nonsensical ramblings about Henrietta’s obsession with dolphins.


  ‘She claims to speak dolphin,’ said Poh, leaning in close, ‘but it sounds more like a banshee dying—if banshees existed.’ To demonstrate, she made a strange, high-pitched noise from the base of her throat.


  


  While I feigned interest, my eyes rested on Henrietta, who now sat at the other end of the table, absorbed in her task of extracting pearls. She seemed nice. It would be great to have a friend or two while I was here, to while away the time.


  Also, I had to admit, it felt sort of nice to listen to her and Poh, though they were adults, argue about trivial, juvenile things after the skin-crawling Damir talk. Maybe that was what happened in a dying population. Without new babies to care for, people just failed to grow up.


  ‘Miranda.’


  I jumped in my seat at the sound of Robbie’s voice so close to my ear. I’d forgotten all about him.


  He slapped the back of the guy beside me, the unreceptive one.


  ‘I’m putting you in charge of teaching Miranda how to remove the pearls.’


  The guy hunched forward, as though trying to disappear into the oyster he held; but, after a few seconds and some more prodding from Robbie, he grunted something unintelligible and nodded. I sank lower in my seat, my face on fire. I didn’t want this person teaching me if he hated being near me so much, and I was sure Henrietta or Poh could teach me just as well.


  ‘It’s okay. I can watch and learn as I go.’


  Robbie crouched beside me, resting his elbow on my chair and looking up. At this angle, the strong lines of his jaw softened and his eyes appeared a much warmer brown beneath the overhead light-crystals. I could easily see the small boy, out looking for mussels, who was robbed of his will like I had been. I wished I could shake him and make him remember he had a real life, and a home other than this one. Then perhaps we could escape together, and I’d have a reason to forgive him.


  


  ‘There are no other doors in or out of this room except the one you entered. I’ll be on the other side of it. If you need me just shout. There are two guards overseeing things in here, so…’


  He stood up and tapped the table, as if nervous about something, and glanced around.


  I saw Henrietta’s brother nod. Robbie nodded back, and then he was gone. No wonder Marko kept him as his personal guard, I thought. He moved like a ninja. If I was smart I’d get him on my side somehow. Milk the guilt thing.


  But right now I had oysters to shuck.


  I peeked tentatively at the guy next to me and waited for my lesson to begin.


  He must have sensed me staring because, without turning to face me, he snatched an oyster from the pile, split it and removed the pearl, all in about one second. I absorbed nothing of what he did, though; his aversion to me had me so curious. All I could see was the nape of his brown neck and the tops of his hands, his colouring starkly out of place here amongst a table full of bone-white faces.


  I decided to give him a chance, cleared my throat and said, ‘I didn’t catch your name?’


  The guy grunted and stood up, sending his chair into the wall, his head still twisted away from me. He was tall—not as tall as Robbie but as big, muscle-wise.


  ‘I didn’t tell you my name,’ he spat, before storming across the room and disappearing around a corner.


  My breath caught while I replayed his words over and over again. Poh and Henrietta spoke English with a slight American accent; Marko, Sylvia and Robbie spoke in neutral tones. But this guy spoke like me.


  Like Aiden.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  ‘I FOUND OUT the name of the sorter you were asking about last week. His name’s Ryan. He’s spent the past week and a half in the depository, laying stock. That’s why you haven’t seen him around since you met. But he’ll be back in the sorting room tomorrow.’


  Robbie rested against the door frame, about to lock me in for the night. I’d been working in the sorting room for ten days and had not seen the mysterious guy who had sounded like Aiden since that first day.


  I sat on the edge of my bed, gripping the wooden bed post, trying to come to terms with the great disappointment I felt. The last few days I’d gone to sleep imagining Aiden hadn’t drowned. That he was alive and well, living here in Marin. Doubts had nagged at me—this guy was taller, more built and wasn’t quite as dark as Aiden, plus he would have been buzzed to see me, not angry—but with each day my hope had grown.


  Now, finding out it wasn’t him was like having him die all over again. Ryan, not Aiden.


  ‘Miranda?’ Robbie waved his hand in an arc to get my attention. ‘Why are you so interested in this Ryan character? Did he do or say something questionable?’


  


  ‘Oh—no reason,’ I said, quickly brushing the topic aside in the hope of stemming the tears that were already stinging my eyes. ‘Hey, do you want to play another game of War? I’m starting to enjoy it, now that I win most of the time.’


  Robbie’s serious face softened into an uncustomary grin. He’d loosened up around me since we’d started playing War each evening after a day of sorting. I’d begged him to teach me, sick of spending each night alone in my room. I was also purposely laying the foundations of a friendship between us in the hope that I’d eventually convince Robbie to take me home. Escape plans aside, I had to, reluctantly, admit that I enjoyed his company.


  ‘It’s late. I’ll have to beat you tomorrow,’ he said, still grinning, before closing the door behind him.


  Minutes later, footsteps approached my door, followed by a conversation in hushed tones. Perhaps Robbie had changed his mind. I reached for the cards on my bedside table and started to shuffle them. The lock rattled and clicked before the door scraped open.


  Marko, not Robbie, stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.


  ‘Good evening, Miranda,’ he said, coming to stand beside my bed, blocking the light from my crystal lamp.


  Without a word I continued shuffling the cards. The King of Hearts fell out. Marko picked it up, stared at it a moment and then handed it back. I snatched it out of his fingers and shoved it in the pack.


  He sighed and sat down, tapping at the mattress with his fingers as though it were a piano. When he noticed me staring, he stopped.


  ‘I thought I’d visit to ask how your time in the pearling room has been passing.’


  


  When I failed to answer, a flicker of disappointment creased his brow and he stared down at his boots before looking back up.


  ‘Have you made any friends?’ His blue-grey eyes searched mine.


  I shrugged and drew a deep breath. As I inhaled, Marko’s aftershave, mixed in with the grassy, earthy scent that all men seem to have, overwhelmed me, making me light-headed. Though I’d spent many hours alone with Robbie in my room, I’d gotten used to his presence and was almost comfortable with it. Marko, however, seemed to heighten my senses and put me on red alert.


  He watched me fidget with the cuffs of my jeans.


  ‘Would you like to take a walk in the gardens tonight?’ He cleared his throat. ‘With me?’


  I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t completely thrown by this. The last time I’d seen him he couldn’t get me out of his room quick enough. Obviously Sylvia had been in his ear again and had forced him to come here and ‘court’ me.


  Marko swallowed thickly and continued to stare while he waited for my answer. I tried to read his thoughts but sensed a myriad complex, conflicted emotions inside of him.


  He hates this as much as you do.


  This thought was the only thing that gave me hope. The sensible thing for me to do would be to use the walk to my advantage, to plead to Marko’s sense of humanity—if he had any. I just had to find a soft spot in his heart and poke at it until he felt something. But tonight I didn’t have the strength. I just wanted him as far away from me as possible.


  He cleared his throat and offered an arm. ‘Shall we, Miranda?’


  Being asked to go anywhere with a guy was a rarity for me, especially by one so physically beautiful. At home, Lauren had boys lining up to ask her out. Me—I needed an arrow-shaped neon sign to alert guys to my existence. Once, I overheard a group of girls at school in the toilets saying that, although I was pretty enough and had an okay body, next to Lauren, I was nothing. It was the truth. And Marko’s aversion to me was the proof.


  ‘The sorting room really tired me out today,’ I finally answered, looking down into my lap.


  ‘As you wish,’ said Marko, jumping to his feet. I couldn’t be certain if he was disappointed or relieved, but at the door he paused with his broad back to me and added, ‘I don’t suppose we’ll be issuing save-the-date cards anytime soon, then?’


  ‘Definitely not,’ I shot back.


  As he turned and closed the door behind him, I could have sworn I caught him smiling.


  * * *


  Even though I hardly slept that night, the following morning I was ready to traipse back down those stairs to the sorting room. Though Robbie had said the boy’s name was Ryan and not Aiden, I was still burning with curiosity. He was obviously from Australia, and hadn’t been here for very long because of his accent. My plan was to confront him and find out how he came to be here, and also for how long. We could become allies.


  If he’d stop hating me for no reason.


  I said my hellos to Poh and Henrietta and some of the other friendlier sorters, and scanned the room. My insides flipped as my eyes fell on Ryan’s broad back.


  My belly swirled with each step. I sucked in a deep breath of metallic, fishy air and tapped him on the shoulder.


  He spun around.


  


  My mouth fell open and my insides nearly exploded with the instant jolt of happiness.


  ‘Aiden! It is you!’


  Aiden gasped out loud, his mouth and eyes wide open. But, by the time a small crowd had gathered around us, he was shaking his head and frowning.


  ‘Who’s Aiden?’ He stood up and towered over me. His face had lost all of its puppy fat and he was now lean and muscular, his features hardened. Still handsome, but worn somehow, with purple bags beneath his dark eyes.


  I blinked and smiled. ‘What are you talking about?’ I ran my fingers through my hair and then smothered a laugh with my hands. ‘You’re alive! Your parents are going to be so happy. Oh my God, Lauren is going to—’


  ‘Shut up! Shut the hell up.’ He was so close now that our noses almost touched.


  I should have noticed that he had the shucking knife in his hand, but I didn’t, not until the very moment the blade grazed my neck. When I tried to say his name one more time, the blade bit into my skin before the word could even leave my throat.


  Before I could contemplate my next move, a flash of black crashed into Aiden.


  I coughed and spluttered, clutching at my throat, digesting what had just happened. Aiden was flat on his back. Robbie straddled him, pressing one of his boot daggers into Aiden’s brown neck.


  ‘No! Don’t hurt him,’ I shouted, rushing over to wrench Robbie’s arm away.


  Robbie’s eyes widened. I could read the confusion in them, but he lowered his blade.


  The other guards stepped forward and took Aiden by each of his arms. He struggled like a mad pit bull, growling and spitting, glaring at me with hatred and tears in his black eyes.


  This was not happening. Why was he doing this? Did he blame me for that night, like I blamed myself?


  Robbie sheathed his knife before slipping his hand around my waist and pulling me behind him.


  ‘Leave him alone. Please,’ I pleaded, pounding Robbie’s bicep so that he would free me. He eased his grip a tad, so that I could at least move around him enough and make eye contact with the guards. ‘He was just passing me a shucking knife. Weren’t you Aid— Ryan?’


  Aiden shot me a dark glance but forced a brittle smile, his teeth chalk white against his skin.


  ‘It’s true,’ he muttered. ‘I was lending her my knife.’


  ‘Yeah, and you thought you’d pass it to her throat instead of her hand,’ Robbie spat.


  The guards looked to Robbie. He peered down over his shoulder at me with raised brows.


  ‘Just don’t hurt him,’ I whispered. ‘He’s my friend.’


  Robbie sighed and nodded to the guards. ‘Hold him in the dungeons until I speak with Marko. Nobody harms him.’


  The guards led a hissing and spitting Aiden away.


  ‘Let’s go,’ Robbie muttered, taking me by the hand.


  When I turned around, I saw that nearly everybody in the room had left their stations to form an audience. Poh and Henrietta had front-row seats. ‘Tell us everything tomorrow,’ Poh mouthed. Henrietta nodded eagerly.


  All I could think about was Aiden and the hatred in his eyes.


  ‘You alright?’ Robbie squeezed my hand as he led me up the stairs. The concern in his voice made my throat tighten. I couldn’t get a word out, so I just nodded. He stopped me to check the wound on my neck, but thankfully the graze had not drawn blood.


  When we reached my room, I fell into bed and cocooned myself in the bedcovers.


  ‘That boy who threatened you, you know him?’


  I nodded my head and stifled a loud sob.


  Robbie gripped the nearest bedpost so hard that his knuckles whitened.


  ‘Then why did he hurt you like that?’


  I shook my head. ‘I don’t know,’ I said, my words coming out like a croak. But deep inside, I did know.


  He got drunk and dove into a stormy sea because of me.


  Because of those three stupid words I’d said.


  I’m death to everyone I love.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING—which I had expected to spend caged in my room because of yesterday’s altercation with Aiden—Robbie burst in. At first I thought perhaps Marko had ordered my return to the sorting room, but then my imagination ran away with grander ideas.


  ‘I’ve got good news,’ he said, breathing heavily, as though he’d been running.


  I held my breath and after a few seconds threw my hands to my face. I couldn’t believe it. He was going to free me.


  Robbie frowned.


  ‘No. Not that sort of good news.’ He shook his head and his golden-brown hair slipped forward to veil his eyes. He brushed it away with his hand. ‘But it’s pretty good, under the circumstances.’


  I stared at him, unsure of what to expect.


  ‘After what happened yesterday, and because you are the only fertile female in the city, Marko has eliminated all the male guards and employees from inside the castle and replaced them with an all-female crew.’


  ‘The pearling team has been transferred to an outside location and, now that you won’t be sorting anymore, Marko’s worried you’ll succumb to boredom.’


  


  I continued to stare at him in anticipation.


  ‘You’re free to roam the inside the castle as much as you like,’ Robbie said, his face beaming. ‘Without any guards trailing you, and without blindfolds.’


  I should have been happy about the news, but all I could think about was Aiden.


  ‘What happened to Aiden?’


  Robbie sighed. ‘Marko overruled Sylvia’s decision to sentence your friend to the sharks.’


  I made a strangled sound. ‘So they won’t hurt him?’


  ‘No, but he’s to remain in the dungeons.’


  ‘Can I see him?’


  Robbie snorted. ‘I know he was your friend, but unless you have a death wish I wouldn’t be visiting him if I were you. He doesn’t exactly reciprocate your concern.’


  I flinched. Robbie’s words were bullets to my heart.


  I let out a great sigh, and slipped my feet into the golden sandals I kept beneath my bed. ‘I might go for a walk since I’m free now.’


  ‘I’ll show you the library first.’


  I tucked Aiden away into the farthest corner of my heart, threw my arms around myself in a hug and followed Robbie out the door.


  We passed the room in which I’d gotten dressed for my birthday dinner with Marko before we arrived at the cross-section.


  ‘The kitchen is down there, but you already know that,’ he said, avoiding my eyes.


  I blushed, remembering my failed escape attempt and the way he’d pinned me to the floor with the length of his body, then shivered with cold when I remembered the big beefy guard and the nasty glint in his eyes.


  


  ‘You can go in any time and ask for food if you’re hungry. They’re pretty nice in there.’ He shrugged. ‘Though I’m not sure about the new head chef. It used to be a seventy-nine-year-old man named Manu, but he’s been stood down and replaced with a woman named Dina. I’ve only met her once.’


  ‘That’s horrible.’ I said, instantly protective of Manu. He was the same age as my grandad. ‘He must be upset.’ He must hate me.


  ‘Marko has rewarded Manu and his family well. He’s fine.’


  As we followed the corridor I wondered how all the men who had been working in the castle really felt about being stood down. Surely they resented me.


  As soon as we turned right into a narrower passageway, I knew we were close to the library: I could smell the books in all their delicious, woody mustiness.


  I ran ahead of Robbie and saw two doors crafted out of dark wood facing each other on opposite sides of the corridor.


  I decided to try the right one first, but Robbie reached around my waist and, in a flash, covered my hand with his own before directing me to the left door instead.


  ‘No-one’s allowed in that room,’ he said, in a chiding tone. ‘This is the one you want.’ He pressed my hand onto the other handle. My fingers wriggled beneath his.


  He loosened his grip, but his hand still touched mine, lingering for a few seconds before withdrawing. He was smiling at me with affection, the look in his eyes making me blush hard.


  Oh, God…I’m affecting him. I might just get out of this place.


  But then I thought of Aiden, locked away in the dungeons, and wondered if, when the time came—if it ever came—I could leave Marin without him. Full of hate for me or not, he had been my best friend, and I owed him big time.


  ‘That room was Frano Tollin’s study, Marko’s grandfather. Apparently he did some crazy research in there,’ Robbie said, in a low, secretive voice, and when I bent my head to look up, his lips curved into a shy smile. ‘It’s locked. I tried several times when I was a kid. This one’s the library.’


  I turned back to the door, blinked away my tears for Aiden and grinned to myself, imagining Robbie as a young boy sneaking around the castle.


  ‘Go on,’ he said.


  I twisted the knob and opened the door, stepping into a well-lit room that was lined, wall to wall and ceiling to floor, with books.


  My sandalled feet sank into the soft, carpeted floor as I trailed my fingers along the book spines.


  When I looked over my shoulder I caught Robbie watching me, but he quickly reached out and plucked a random book from a nearby shelf. He glanced at its cover and blanched before hastily shoving it back into its slot.


  ‘What book was that?’


  ‘Nothing. I should go now and leave you to it.’


  ‘Where are you going?’ I asked, not hiding my disappointment. ‘I thought we could look around and choose books together.’ It was only after the words escaped my lips that I realised how lame they sounded.


  ‘I’ve got duties,’ he paused. ‘Marko’s ordered me to get some sleep, finally.’ He half smiled and, for the first time, I noticed how dark the shadows beneath his eyes were.


  ‘Oh, okay,’ I said, my eyes downcast. I had to get a grip. The guy couldn’t be around me twenty-four-seven. And anyway, operation-guilt-him-into-taking-me-home was hopefully already in motion. I had to be patient. Thank God I’d have a library to lose myself in until then.


  Robbie stopped at the door and rested a hand on the knob before turning to face me.


  ‘Just so you know, I won’t be guarding you for the next two weeks.’


  I pretended to be checking for titles, my fingers tapping an endless row of spines.


  ‘You won’t?’ Goosebumps prickled my arms, and for the first time I realised I actually wanted Robbie around for more than just possible accomplice–escapee purposes. ‘What about Damir’s men? They could be lurking around the castle,’ I said with a shiver, remembering Poh’s words.


  ‘Marko got rid of all the men, remember? Apart from me, of course…’


  ‘Right.’ I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘So you’ll still be in the building.’


  ‘Sylvia is going to be…’ He paused and pushed the hair out of his eyes. Were his cheeks tinting pink? ‘…training you. So for the next week or so you’ll have a female guard.’ He turned to exit, but I called his name and he stopped in his tracks.


  ‘What sort of training?’ I asked, thinking it had better not be what I was imagining. I recalled the Sex Ed. classes at school where I was called up to the front of the classroom to demonstrate how to put a condom on a banana while everyone looked on, smirking, the boys all wide eyed and grinning from ear to ear. And my condom had of course been the only one in the entire class to fall into the .01 percentile and burst.


  ‘Dancing,’ he said in a formal tone, his jaw stiff.


  ‘Dancing?’ I asked and nearly laughed out loud. The waltz and the foxtrot sprang to mind. I’d always wanted to learn ballroom dancing, and at least it would give me something to do while I was stuck here.


  But Robbie was studying the door frame as if it was the most fascinating piece of architecture he’d come across—ever.


  ‘What kind of dancing, exactly?’


  ‘It’s a pre-wedding fertility dance. Marko wants you to learn it and then perform it, before your engagement.’


  A long silence followed.


  ‘And, what exactly happens in a fertility dance?’ I asked, my face burning just talking about it.


  ‘I’m sure Sylvia will tell you everything you need to know,’ he blurted out quickly before exiting the room.


  I listened to the click of his boots until the sound died away completely.


  After a minute or so of scary mental images of what the fertility dance might involve, I shook my head and inhaled deeply the intoxicating scent of books. It worked.


  I scaled the closest ladder to the highest bookshelf to discover what treasures dwelled there. With each rung I climbed, thoughts of the stupid fertility dance faded until they vanished altogether.


  There was a weird mixture of books up top. I pulled out an interesting-looking one with exotic golden inscriptions running along its spine, but when I opened it, a delicate page slipped out and fluttered to the floor like flakes of golden snow. So I put it right back. A puff of dust rose to cloud my vision and I coughed and gripped the ladder.


  I made a mental note to ask Robbie about the book later—maybe it hinted at who the original inhabitants of this place had been—but then remembered I wouldn’t be seeing him for a fortnight.


  My eyes digested several other ancient-looking books with interest, and I nearly lost my balance when I spotted a book on making animal felties. I tried to picture Marko or Sylvia making little fuzzy bunny rabbits but failed. The next book was a turkey-breeding book, followed by a bodice-ripper called Handled by the Highlander. It was a weird, obscure selection.


  Shaking my head, I gazed out across the room, and decided to set myself the task of sorting through all the books and categorising them. I estimated there to be tens of thousands of books—a big job. But then I figured that, if I hid here long enough, Sylvia might leave me alone and forget the dreaded fertility dance.


  An hour later, however, I abandoned my task when I came across the entire Harry Potter series. It wouldn’t hurt to read it again for the fourth time.


  With my hair full of dust, I found a green chaise tucked in a warmly lit corner, and threw myself on it.


  I ended up reading the entire book in one go. Hours passed, who knew how many, and when I turned the last page, my hands felt like they were about to drop off. All the sensation in my bottom was gone, and when I moved, pins and needles prickled my skin.


  I yawned, stretched out my limbs and wondered if anyone had noticed my absence. It was weird not having my every move monitored. It blurred the lines of my captivity.


  I rolled over onto my side and, using the book as a pillow, closed my eyes and tried to sleep. Mercifully, I drifted off. But I dreamed of my parents and woke up in a cold sweat when they told me that I deserved to be eaten by the sharks in the Colosseum for what I did to them.


  I must have cried out, because a middle-aged maid bustled in sweating and panting, her grey-blonde hair scraped back into a loose bun.


  ‘I was looking everywhere for you. You’ve missed your lunch and it’s past dinner time now.’ She frowned and shifted her weight from one leg to the other. ‘I’ve left the meal in your room. You must eat before Sylvia arrives or else I’ll get the blame.’


  ‘Can I eat in the kitchens?’ I wanted to avoid Sylvia as long as possible.


  The furrows in the maid’s brow grew deeper.


  ‘The new cook doesn’t like people coming into her kitchen, but,’ she shrugged her shoulders and added, ‘Marko himself told us you’re allowed to come in as you like, so I guess you’re welcome. Although I can’t think why you’d want to; it’s steaming hot in there.’


  I stared at her flushed cheeks and shivered convulsively in the icy library air. ‘Sounds perfect,’ I said and hurriedly returned all the books I’d taken from the shelves. I planned on coming back later and reading more.


  I fell into step with the maid, who told me to call her Pat, first to retrieve my dinner from my room and then to the kitchen. She was a bit of a babbler, providing me with background information on the kitchen staff all along the way.


  ‘Young Anne is sweet and everything, but she always leaves bits of food stuck to the dishes when she washes. She’s been spoilt, you see. At eighteen, she’s one of the last children to have been born here, and I don’t reckon she lifted a finger at home before she came to work here for the king. She’s been babied all her life. All of the young ones have.’


  ‘Now, Thelma’s lovely; she’s got a quiet nature and a heart of gold. Doesn’t say much—doesn’t smile much either.’ She glanced over her shoulder before she continued in a whispery voice, ‘she’s one of the many women here who were born barren, but like countless others never accepted it.’


  I watched as Pat brought a coiled hand to her lips, repeatedly, to indicate drinking of an alcoholic nature. ‘I don’t think the poor woman will ever get over it.’


  


  ‘Then there’s Dina. She’s our new cook.’ Pat nodded her head. ‘Good worker, does everything right, but,’ she glanced around again before lowering her voice to barely audible tones, ‘but she’s a bit—’


  Pat opened the kitchen door and a blast of heat slapped my face. She wasn’t joking when she’d said the place was hot. Ovens, similar in style to the old wood-fire ones we had in the shack at Bob’s Bay, the kind made in the forties or something, lined the walls.


  On top of these were pots and pans brimming with a variety of sweet-and savoury-scented dishes simmering, boiling and frying. My stomach growled as if it had awoken from three months of hibernation.


  A tall, skinny woman stood at the heart of the kitchen, like a commander-in-chief, overseeing everything with a large wooden spoon in one hand and an oven mitt on the other.


  ‘What’s she doing here?’ the woman, whom I assumed was Dina, barked at Pat.


  ‘I’m Miranda.’ Remembering how everybody had greeted me in the sorting room, I extended my right hand, but pulled it back when Dina started tapping her wooden spoon hard against one of the oven tops.


  ‘She’s supposed to eat in her room, Pat,’ she said, her eyes so narrow I couldn’t even make out the colour of them.


  I flicked a glance at Pat, who was holding the silver tray in her trembling hands.


  ‘Miranda wants to eat in here with us. Marko himself has allowed it.’ She finished her sentence with a self-satisfied nod of her head, patches of red flaming her cheeks, and motioned for me to follow her past the ovens and around the corner to where a small stone table stood, surrounded by little wooden stools.


  


  The German-speaking maid was sitting there, eating soup and a bread roll.


  ‘Miranda,’ she mumbled, covering her mouth while she finished chewing her food. She tapped at the chair beside her with a free hand. I sat down, but when Pat did the same the woman raised a hand, dismissing her from the conversation.


  ‘Get back to work, Pat, and cover your ears, too,’ the woman said with a wave of a faded-blue tea towel.


  ‘Thanks for bringing me here, Pat. I appreciate it.’


  Pat set down the tray of soup in front of me and winked, before disappearing into the kitchen.


  ‘Pat talks too much, but she’s good at heart,’ the lady beside me chuckled, her blue eyes twinkling. ‘Kris is my name,’ she said, before inclining her head towards the cooking area, ‘Dina’s a little bit cold. She’ll probably take a while to warm to you,’ she frowned. ‘Actually, a lot of the women here will take a while to warm up,’ she said, smiling with pity. ‘It’s only because they see in you what they themselves want but can’t have.’


  My spoon stopped halfway to my mouth.


  ‘They want to be held against their will?’ I protested, before spooning soup into my mouth. It tasted amazing, and was filled with mouth-watering chunks of white fish. I had to restrain myself from throwing my head back and tipping the bowl’s entire contents down my throat all at once.


  ‘They want children,’ responded Kris in a soothing voice.


  I swallowed down another mouthful of soup and grimaced.


  ‘Not to disrespect anybody here, but I don’t want children.’


  To inflict my touch of death on innocent souls would just be plain cruel.


  


  ‘Most people want what they can’t have. It’s human nature.’


  ‘Were you born here?’ I asked, changing the subject.


  Kris set her spoon down.


  ‘Yes. My parents were part of the pioneer group. They’d had enough of their ordinary existence back home.’


  I put my own spoon to rest in the bowl.


  ‘But in ordinary life they had the sun and freedom. Why would they, or anyone, choose to come here?’


  ‘Children,’ she said, staring at my half-eaten soup. ‘My parents were childless and my father was an employee at one of Frano Tollin’s many pharmaceutical companies he had scattered across Europe. Frano was both a successful businessman and well-known scientist and explorer at the time.’ Kris met my eyes, but she was somewhere far away.


  ‘My mother used to say they knew Frano was telling the truth the instant he’d told them about Marin, and my parents agreed on the spot to become pioneers of this secret underwater civilisation.’


  A gentle smile played on her lips, ‘She said that, if they didn’t survive the journey to Marin, it would at least be a romantic death—forever lost at sea. A hundred times better than to remain where they were, listening to their families and friends pestering them about having children.’


  ‘But if they couldn’t have children, then how—’


  ‘How was I born? In exchange for their commitment to Marin, Frano provided my parents with a drug to assist with my mother’s infertility. A miracle occurred. Just one baby, but for my parents it was enough. And although I was born fertile, as well as most of the others of my generation, my own daughter wasn’t. She’s one of the many women from the third generation who cannot have children. Some say it’s to do with the lack of moon down here.’ Kris sighed again and stood, taking her plate and sweeping the bread crumbs from the table onto it. She looked me firmly in the eye. ‘Others say it was because Frano Tollin had strange ideas about mermaids and conducted cruel scientific experiments on all the first-generation women, somehow altering them forever.’


  ‘You mean he was like Damir?’ I asked, but she was already moving away.


  ‘Eat quickly, Miranda, or Chef will get the grumps,’ she said, chuckling, before she was gone.


  By the time I’d finished my soup and placed my dish in the sink, all the maids had vanished, perhaps returning to their partners or parents. It was strange to think that these people didn’t, and wouldn’t ever, return home to the sound of children’s laughter.


  Even though I shuddered at the idea of bringing children into my already doomed existence, the idea of a childless civilisation left me feeling hollow inside. A world without a sun was bad enough, but a world lacking both the sun and children was all-out bleak.


  A cold shiver rippled through me as I wondered what sort of experiments Frano Tollin had conducted. I pictured Poh tracing her shucking knife down the seam of her trousers.


  I skipped dessert and decided to go straight to the library—to perhaps look up some information on Marin or the Tollin family—deliberately avoiding Sylvia, who, Pat had informed me earlier, was waiting for me in my room. But when I turned down the narrow corridor and spied the door to Frano Tollin’s study, another idea seduced me.


  Standing before the very room that Robbie had warned me was forbidden gave me an adrenaline rush, and placing my hand on the doorknob made the rush intensify.


  


  If only it was unlocked, I mused, as I twisted and turned the knob and rattled it about. Frustrated, I gave it one last jiggle and heard a tiny click.


  My breathing stopped; my pulse drummed in my ears.


  Glancing over my shoulder, I made certain the coast was clear and gave the door a firm push—


  It opened.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  STALE, ICY AIR invaded my lungs. It was dark inside the room and the air so thick with dust that I had to step back out for a coughing fit. I ran into the library, grabbed one of the crystal lamps by its wooden base and returned to the forbidden room.


  The Frano Tollin’s study was sterile, and reminded me of the science room at my high school, except there were about a dozen or so—fourteen, I eventually counted— narrow beds. The medical type you would find in a hospital. I rubbed my hands together as I wandered around the room and explored. The air was bitterly cold.


  One entire wall was lined with bookshelves, each crammed full with medical manuals and journals that stood straight, spine out, and another wall was paved with dozens of square pigeon holes that were filled with neat little stacks of yellowing paper.


  I ran a finger across the sheet covering one of the narrow beds and a centimetre of dust came away to reveal a strip of pure-white cotton. I blew the dust away and watched the little particles dance and swirl in the dim light of the lamp before continuing on to the other side of the room, where a stainless-steel bench ran along the length of the wall.


  


  As soon as I touched its surface, a horrible, dark feeling washed over me, making the hairs of the back of my neck prickle.


  Scalpels, scissors and tiny metal hooks, among other medical instruments, formed a neat row, as if awaiting their next procedure. Out of a small cardboard box a rubber glove dangled, waiting to be plucked. When I touched it, it disintegrated in my hand. A leather-bound file rested at the end of the bench. I opened it, careful not to leave finger marks or disturb the dust so much that anybody would know I had been here.


  It was filled with diagrams. The first was of a female body from head to toe, but as I turned each page the same image was slightly altered until, in the last diagram, the body resembled a mermaid. I gasped and flicked back through the pictures to make sure that my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, but again I saw the metamorphosis of a human female into a mermaid.


  So Poh was telling the truth. Perhaps Damir had been his grandfather’s assistant.


  The images were meticulously hand drawn, and at the bottom corner of each page were messily scrawled notes.


  I narrowed my eyes and tried to read them, but they were as unintelligible as Dr Knoll’s scripts. The only letters I could make out were ‘F.T.’ Frano Tollin.


  After one last glance at the final mermaid picture, I snapped the file shut. Dust rose up to tickle my nostrils, and I sneezed.


  Frano was insane-o, I thought to myself.


  I raised the crystal so that it cast a pale golden light against the walls, and spied painting after painting of mermaids like the ones in my room, each framed with what appeared to be pure gold. The women all had beautiful, childlike faces and smiled down at me with sickly sweet smiles. They gave me the creeps. I shivered and decided I didn’t want to spend another second in their presence.


  Heavy footsteps approached.


  I dashed across the room, hoping to get out before they caught me, but froze when a tall, dark silhouette appeared in the doorway.


  ‘What are you doing in here?’


  I tried to speak but no words came.


  Marko shook his head and charged into the room, seizing the crystal lamp from my fingers and slamming it onto a nearby bench.


  ‘How dare you come into my grandfather’s office? No-one has been in here since the day he died.’ His eyes glowed in the most inhuman way.


  Hot blood coursed through my veins, throbbing in my ears.


  ‘I was—I was looking for the library,’ I stammered.


  His eyes held mine for a long moment before, surprisingly, the cold mask melted and he laughed, transforming his face into something so strikingly beautiful it was hard to look away.


  ‘You’re a terrible liar, Miranda.’ His face reverted back to its original seriousness.


  ‘I was just leaving.’


  He sucked in a deep breath and sighed. The silence between us stretched for what felt like a full minute.


  ‘Will you walk with me later?’ he asked, eyeing the mermaid pictures on the wall as if for the first time. His nose wrinkled in disgust and for a split second a blaze of anger distorted his features, twisting his face and flushing his cheeks. But when his gaze returned to me, his expression softened. ‘I’d like to take you now, but Sylvia is chasing you for dance lessons.’ He cleared his throat. ‘She’s waiting for you in your room as we speak.’


  ‘I’d better go, then,’ I said, purposely sidestepping his offer as I walked towards the door. But he gripped my hand gently and pulled me back towards him, the touch of his fingers, warm against my cold skin, making me tremble for some reason.


  ‘Don’t ignore me,’ he said, his eyes vivid beneath a fringe of black lashes as he stared down into my face.


  There was something both commanding and alluring about his stare. It frightened me that anybody, especially somebody in a position of power over me, could transfix me like this.


  Though the touch of his hand was making my insides tremble with butterflies, I yanked away from his grasp and took a step back. The only other guy who had ever made me feel like this in the past, just by touching me, was Aiden. It shocked me that a person like Marko had the ability to do the same. It wasn’t right. I wasn’t right in the head to be responding this way.


  A puzzled frown appeared on his forehead.


  ‘You don’t like me, do you?’ he asked. ‘And yet, you liked it when I held your hand.’


  I stood there, burning with humiliation.


  He smiled. A spark of interest illuminated his eyes.


  ‘I find that so intriguing.’


  ‘I didn’t like it,’ I said, when I finally found my voice. ‘I hated it.’


  Marko smiled.


  ‘Shall we try it again, then, just to be sure?’


  I was glad for the dimness of the room because I probably looked like a human tomato.


  ‘No!’


  


  ‘Here, take my hand. I’ll escort you back to your room.’


  I tossed my hair over my shoulders and folded my arms across my chest. ‘I’ll escort myself back, thank you.’


  Marko shook his head and stared at me with a sort of wide-eyed wonder.


  ‘What is that scent you’re wearing?’


  ‘I’m not wearing anything,’ I said, regretting my choice of words instantly.


  He half-smiled. ‘Well, whatever it is, I like it.’


  An awkward, statically charged silence followed.


  ‘Sylvia’s waiting for me.’ I turned to leave but Marko called my name and I paused, mid-step, my breathing laboured.


  ‘I understand it will take a while getting used to our forced union, Miranda,’ he said in a quiet, thoughtful voice. ‘But the people of Marin won’t wait forever. Somehow, over time, we have to at least become friendly towards one another.’


  I ignored him and stormed out the door, slamming right into Robbie’s hard chest. My face was still flushed from my encounter with Marko and I found it difficult to meet Robbie’s eyes.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ he asked, frowning, flicking his gaze back and forth between Marko and me. Robbie was behaving somewhat protectively towards me; it gave me hope that he was starting to care. And maybe, if I convinced him to care enough, he’d take me home.


  ‘I’m fine,’ I said, shooting Marko a glare, before heading back to my room.


  When I entered, Sylvia was standing by the wardrobe, sifting through various outfits. I watched as she selected something that resembled a leotard. It was pale, flesh-coloured and paper thin.


  


  ‘We’ve been waiting,’ she said, glaring at me while I hovered around the open doorway. The offensive leotard dangled from one of her razor-sharp, blood-red nails. ‘Get dressed in this.’


  I ignored her, and instead balked at the two dancers lounging about on my bed; one male, one female. The male had beautiful, dark almond-shaped eyes and a delicate face. He was almost feminine, though when my eyes slipped down his torso I couldn’t help but notice his pronounced groin in the skin-coloured tights he was wearing. When my eyes shot back up to his face, I found him smiling, arrogantly. The female was blonde, icy and gorgeous. She wore a pale-blue leotard that left nothing to the imagination. I didn’t know where to look, so I concentrated on anything above the neck. The thought of wearing a leotard like theirs made me want to die.


  The woman eyed me with slight defensiveness, as if she didn’t wish to share her dancing secrets with me.


  ‘Miranda, may I present to you Philippe and Stephanie,’ said Sylvia cordially, and the two dancers slid off the bed and glided towards me like swans on a lake.


  Half way across the floor, Philippe caught Stephanie’s hand and twirled her so that her long golden hair spun like a fan of silk. He finished by tipping and catching her, low to the ground. It was from this pose that they both glared up at me with arrogant, proud smiles.


  ‘Hello, Miranda,’ they said in unison, like freaky dancing robots.


  I merely nodded.


  They swept into a standing position, with Philippe entwining his arm around Stephanie’s waist to bring her closer. Stephanie held my gaze, her eyes narrow as she wrapped her arms around her partner protectively, sending me a silent message that this was her man and she didn’t want me to come anywhere near him. As if I would.


  ‘Philippe is allowed in the castle for the duration of training only,’ Sylvia said pointedly. I glanced at Philippe, but he’d adopted a poker face so I couldn’t quite read what he thought of this.


  I sighed with unease and toed the floor abstractly.


  ‘What if I refuse to learn?’ I said, glancing up at Sylvia.


  ‘Sharks,’ she said, without blinking once. Her lips curved into a grin. ‘As I mentioned once before, they are always hungry.’


  I shook my head and tried to act calm and in control. ‘Marko would not send me to the sharks. Neither would you. I’m too important…to Marin.’


  Sylvia threw her head back and laughed. ‘Have you ever heard the saying, there’s plenty of fish in the sea?’


  She stepped forward, invading my personal space with her artfully made-up face, her glossy hair and her potent perfume. Her eyes became slits. ‘You are dispensable, Miranda. If Marko or I decide we don’t like you, then,’ she snapped her fingers near my ear, making me jump, ‘you are shark food. Remember that. So you’d better start pleasing us.’


  Philippe cleared his throat, which seemed to break Sylvia’s concentration. When she backed off, he flashed me a quick, sympathetic smile.


  The breath I’d been holding eased out slowly. I’d made a friend.


  ‘We’re late for rehearsals. Go to the bathroom and put this on. Now,’ Sylvia ordered, snapping her long, sharp fingernails at me. Her tone was so menacing that I took the offending leotard and left the room just to put some distance between us.


  With trembling hands, I pulled the leotard on, trying to block out the terrifying image of sharks shredding my flesh into ribbons. I’d always assumed that if Marko got sick of me I’d be sent home. But I was dead wrong. Sylvia had just proved that.


  Surely Robbie, with the semi-friendship we had happening between us, wouldn’t let them hurt me. Aiden had escaped the death sentence thanks to Marko’s overruling of Sylvia’s decision. Robbie had to have had something to do with it.


  After taking several deep breaths to calm myself, I stood before the full-length mirror with my eyes screwed shut, unsure if I was ready to see myself in such a hideous scrap of material.


  I opened one eye at a time, and exhaled. It wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. I looked okay.


  I let my hands drop away from my breasts. The creamy colour of the leotard accentuated my femininity. My breasts were highlighted but contained, thankfully. And my legs, though pale, appeared long and slim, because of the high cut of the material. Though you could still see my muffin top, for the first time in my life, I was reasonably okay with what I saw in the mirror.


  Sylvia’s voice echoed along the corridor, complaining about the waiting musicians. I hurriedly scooped up my clothes and shoes and rushed out of the bathroom, crashing into Robbie for the second time that day.


  A tall, blonde female guard, whom I’d seen around several times, had her arm looped through his. Tonight she was off-duty, and wore a white mini dress that clung in all the right places. Her eyes roved up and down my body, her tiny nose wrinkling up at what she saw.


  Robbie’s eyes were practically dripping with pity as he looked me over. Great, I thought. The two of them together had managed to send what little self-esteem doing this dance. Not ever.I had scraped together while in the bathroom into a nosedive.


  I tried to pass them, but my bundle of clothes and shoes fell at their feet. My underwear landed on the hilt of one of Robbie’s daggers, of all places.


  More humiliation.


  I bent to snatch my undies away, and screwed them up into a ball. Robbie knelt beside me and began gathering the rest of my clothes, but I lunged down and snatched them from his grasp. When our eyes met he whispered an almost inaudible ‘sorry’ before rising to his feet.


  ‘We’re running late, Rob,’ the girl said, offering me a pointed glare before dragging Robbie away from me and down the hall.


  Sylvia, Stephanie and Philippe glided around the bend in the corridor, frowns forming when they spotted me, as though they too were disappointed with how I looked.


  ‘Hurry up,’ said Sylvia, tapping the heel of her steel-tipped pumps against the floor.


  I ran back and tossed my bundled clothes at my bed, hating the indignity I felt at having to take Sylvia’s orders, before following her and the dancers down the main corridor.


  Once outside the castle, Robbie and the girl disappeared down the grand steps to the city below. He must have been having one of those rare days off he talked about the night I vomited all over him.


  We, however, veered to the left, to the gardens, where on the perfectly manicured lawn a group of musicians stood waiting patiently. I smiled with genuine pleasure, and for a moment blocked out the past hours, the past days and the past weeks.


  There was a mini orchestra with violins, flutes, a cello, a beautiful golden harp and two bongo drums. They began to play. Weirdly enough, it wasn’t classical music, like I’d expected, but instead a low, sexy beat that flooded my face with heat and fired up my pulse.


  I groaned with disgust at myself when an image of Marko showed up in my brain.


  What is wrong with me? I wondered.


  I shook him from my head and raced to the balcony, to catch my breath and to take a second look at Marin. Although I could still hear the hum of life down below, there was much less street noise than there had been the first time. Fewer lights, too, although the concentric rings remained fully lit.


  Heels clicked and clacked against the pavement, coming to a stop behind me. ‘It’s always a little bit quieter during the working week,’ Sylvia said from over my shoulder, as if she had read my mind.


  She was speaking in softer, much friendlier tones than earlier, and it made me wonder if she had some kind of personality disorder or hormonal issues. I turned around and caught her smiling at me, without malice, as though she hadn’t threatened me with mauling sharks.


  ‘Everyone in Marin has their duties. Just like in the outside world,’ she said, making a point. ‘We are a fully independent civilisation. See there?’ she pointed to a wide, tiled open space. It was a courtyard, beginning at the base of the steps, fringed with brightly lit water fountains. ‘That is where you will be performing, before the entire city, in just under two weeks.’


  ‘Thanks for reminding me,’ I said with a groan. I tried to appease myself by reasoning that I’d be home eventually, one day, and this would all seem like a wacky dream that my sister and I—if she ever forgave me—could laugh about afterwards.


  ‘Follow me.’


  


  I accompanied Sylvia back across the pavement to the lawn where the musicians and dancers had gathered.


  ‘Philippe, Stephanie, please perform the dance so that Miranda may see what she has to learn,’ Sylvia ordered, and turned to face the musicians, who abandoned their current melody and quietened.


  There was silence while the dancers assumed their positions.


  The drum beat began—low and earthy—like a pulse beneath the ground.


  Philippe and Stephanie retreated to opposite sides of the lawn. They bowed to an imaginary audience, slinking along the fringes of the makeshift dance floor and floating across the ground, to dance solo. They were each so stunning to watch that it was hard to choose which one to give my full attention to.


  Then, suddenly, Stephanie whipped onto centre stage, and Philippe disappeared into the shadows. Other instruments joined in, adding more lust to the music. I watched on, with heated cheeks and short breath as Stephanie danced provocatively. Her hips swayed and her strong, lean, dancer legs moved so lightly and so swiftly that she appeared to be floating across the grass. But when my eyes crept up to her face, I saw a painful longing etched into her flawless features. It made me want to look away, as though I’d intruded upon her innermost private thoughts. The whole thing was starting to get seriously creepy.


  The swaying stopped and Stephanie placed her hands over her stomach and crumpled to the floor, dramatically throwing her body about across the grass.


  I am so not going to be doing that, I told myself.


  The music turned chaotic and dangerous now. She was angry, I understood, because of her lack of a child. She thrust her arms above her head and reached out to the heavens, making a silent plea, a prayer, before bringing her hands to her belly again and cradling them there.


  The music softened and Philippe took to the floor. He moved in the same light steps as his partner, as if dancing on air.


  And I watched, fascinated, holding my breath as his dark eyes bore into Stephanie’s kneeling form and he reached down and stroked her golden hair. She raised her head slowly. Upon seeing him, the light returned to her eyes and joy filled her face, but she looked away shyly.


  Circling about her with grace, Philippe managed to coax her into a dance and the music deepened again to take on a low, erotic tone. The two danced together closely, as if their bodies were one and the same. They spun about the dance floor, eyes locked, spinning faster and faster, until they reached a crescendo with the music. Then, abruptly, everything came to a sudden halt. The couple shared a lingering kiss before glancing up towards the heavens. Philippe bent down to lay his face against Stephanie’s stomach, and when he raised himself to his feet again, the two dancers crossed the grass, hand in hand, before bowing.


  Finally, I exhaled.


  Sylvia clapped and I joined her. It truly was one of the most amazing dance performances I’d ever seen, weirdness aside.


  But there was no way I was going to perform this dance in front of the city. My stomach churned with nausea. I wouldn’t even do something so excruciatingly embarrassing in the privacy of my own bedroom at home.


  ‘Stephanie has kindly swapped partners for the week, so from now on you will practice with Philippe as your partner. You will be dancing together on the night of your performance, and Stephanie will be dancing with another. There will be twelve pairs,’ Sylvia announced grandly.


  There was no way I was doing this dance. Not ever.


  Sylvia, perhaps sensing my freak out, brushed a strand of my hair from my face and tucked it behind my ear. I flinched. Only my mother and nana ever tucked my hair behind my ear like that. I wanted to scream in her face.


  ‘It’s only a dance and Philippe will tailor the dance moves to suit your innocence. You’ll simply be dancing, without all the provocation.’ She tilted her head to the side and smiled.


  I squirmed uneasily beneath her vivid-green gaze.


  ‘The people will love you, Miranda. Everybody is beside themselves with excitement to meet the girl who is soon to be their queen and, hopefully, bearer of the first baby in Marin.’


  A glimmer of something—her vulnerability, perhaps her own longing for a baby in Marin—shone in her eyes before she quickly looked away.


  Philippe coughed pointedly from the corner, snapping Sylvia back into business mode, and soon Stephanie was instructing me on the solo part of the dance. We did it, step by step, and the more I focused on the technical side of the dance, the more I completely threw myself into it and found that I enjoyed dancing. It made me feel less like a captive and more like a girl away on some kind of theatre camp. It was even starting to get fun until we got to the part where I had to pretend my womb was empty and plead to the heavens. Stephanie kept getting snarky at me when I didn’t get it right.


  ‘If you hate my dancing so much, then I won’t do it!’ I shouted at her.


  ‘That will be enough for tonight,’ announced Sylvia, just in time. Stephanie caught her breath, and with obvious reluctance offered a hand to help me up from the floor.


  


  ‘Sorry,’ she said, her normally pouty lips a thin line. ‘I can’t help but hate you,’ she muttered under her breath.


  Before I could respond, Philippe came and took Stephanie into a protective hold. He offered me an apologetic smile again, but flames of anger still licked my insides. How ridiculous and presumptuous of Stephanie. Of them all. What if I had some kind of medical problem I didn’t know about yet and couldn’t physically have children? How could she hate me for a capacity that I wasn’t even certain I had yet? By the time I’d worked myself up enough to have a go at them they were already gone, down the steps leading towards the city, leaving me with Sylvia and the musicians, who were deep in discussion.


  At the balcony I took a breather to calm my nerves and enjoy the view.


  My eyes followed Stephanie and Philippe down the steps until they were out of sight, and then drifted across the glimmering water channels to watch the little gondola-like boats glide along the water like tiny twigs.


  Laughter and hushed voices drew my gaze back up the steps where I spied Robbie and his date returning. I hid behind a nearby potted shrub and watched them.


  The woman whispered something in his ear and he laughed in response. When they reached the stop of the steps, she planted a kiss right on his lips. He kissed her back and they stood, whispering and giggling.


  I sighed, the endorphins I’d earned through dancing dropping to my feet. Robbie having a girlfriend just decreased my chances of getting out of here any time soon. How was I ever going to convince him to want to return to his real home when he had a supermodel for a girlfriend here in Marin?


  I waited patiently for them to head into the castle, but they kept standing there, chatting. I was shivering with cold and needed to get inside, but the last thing I wanted was more smirks and pity about how gross I looked in my leotard.


  They started to move in my direction, and I wedged myself into the shrub as deeply as I could go, so that my head was buried in foliage. I nearly gouged out my right eye on a branch.


  ‘Miranda,’ Robbie’s voice was light with amusement. ‘What are you doing in there?’


  I extracted myself from the shrub, cringing, and paused to detangle my hair from the branches. Bits of my leotard were also snagged by twigs. I took care not to tear any holes, not that it mattered: I might as well have been nude in that thing. When I looked up, the girl was smirking and twirling bits of Robbie’s light brown hair around her slender fingers.


  He shirked away from her touch and reached out to pull some random leaves from my hair, like a mother hen, before tossing them over the balcony.


  ‘I miss home and the land and the trees,’ I said dryly, ‘so I was giving this shrub a hug.’


  Robbie half-smiled in a sad sort of way, but the girl gave me daggers.


  I ignored her and stared at Robbie’s handsome face. The hollows beneath his eyes had vanished, and he looked like he’d finally caught up with his sleep. He seemed almost happy—except for the funeral eyes he was giving me.


  He cares already…just keep him caring…


  The endorphins climbed back up. I needed to speak to Robbie alone. Not only did I want to tell him what I had found in Frano Tollin’s room, but, after Sylvia’s shark threat, I needed to convince him right then to take me home. The sooner the better.


  I pretended to yawn, putting a hand over my mouth.


  ‘Oh well, I’m off to bed. All that dancing’s made me tired,’ I said with theatrical sleepiness. ‘But, I might choose a good book from the library first,’ I said, widening my eyes at Robbie for emphasis.


  ‘Good for you,’ the girl said, before tossing her golden hair about needlessly.


  Robbie frowned, ignoring my hint. ‘Goodnight.’


  Hopefully it was all an act, I thought. Hopefully he would come.


  * * *


  After a warm bath that soothed my aching muscles, I threw on a comforting pair of black tracksuit pants and an oversized T-shirt I’d found in my wardrobe.


  While slicking my hair back into a ponytail, I ran to the library, and, once there, took the second Harry Potter book and threw myself at the chaise. My eyes focused on the words, but this time I couldn’t concentrate.


  With a sigh I set the book down across my chest and started to fret. Was this the right thing to do? Asking Robbie to meet me here? Was it too soon to ask for my freedom? Would he keep my request a secret, or would he rush off to inform Marko?


  I banged the book against my forehead. Marko was like a brother to him, so of course he would tell. How could I have been so stupid to think otherwise?


  Sitting up with a start, I remembered the book Robbie had plucked from the shelf earlier—the book I hadn’t gotten to see—and darted across the room. I found it easily: he’d left the spine sticking out a fraction.


  The hairs on the back of my neck prickled at the title.


  The Collector.


  We’d read it in year ten English.


  


  The girl’s name in the story was Miranda, like me. She was taken, like me.


  I shoved the book back into its slot and headed back to my room.


  I was going to make sure my story ended differently.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  I AM HOME again. Mum is sitting on the edge of my bed, stroking my hair.


  ‘Mum!’ I call out to her, my heart contracting with joy at seeing her again. But she frowns and starts to gently shake me by my shoulders.


  ‘Wake up, Miranda,’ she whispers.


  ‘Miranda.’ Mum’s voice sounded deeper.


  ‘Miranda, wake up.’


  My eyes flew open to find Robbie calling my name, his face hovering above mine.


  ‘What are you doing in here?’ I asked, confused for a moment.


  ‘I heard you crying.’


  I brought a hand to my face and found my cheeks were wet.


  ‘Oh. I was dreaming.’ I sighed and rubbed the remaining tears from my eyes. ‘You didn’t show in the library. I needed to tell—’


  ‘Marko needed me to run an important errand.’ He sat on the mattress at the foot of the bed and tapped his feet against the floor. ‘You can tell me now.’


  


  I decided to tell him about Frano Tollin’s room first. His reaction would be a good test of how trustworthy he was—a prelude to the freedom topic. I wasn’t about to risk a swim with the sharks on just anybody.


  ‘Swear not to tell anybody?’


  Robbie stared at me, his eyes brightening with interest. ‘I promise.’


  ‘It’s about Frano Tollin.’


  ‘What about him?’ I could tell by the rise in Robbie’s voice that he was more than a little curious.


  ‘Today, after lunch, I managed to break into his room… sort of accidentally.’


  ‘How is that accidental?’ he asked, a trace of a smile on his lips. ‘So that’s why Marko was locking the room when I saw you this evening.’


  ‘Yes. Anyway, I found something—a book of drawings.’ I made a grimace. ‘Drawings of human females slowly metamorphosing into mermaids.’


  Robbie let out a long whistle and rubbed the back of his neck.


  ‘There have always been rumours…but Marko hates talking about his grandfather, so I’ve never learned the truth.’


  The room felt cold all of a sudden, and I drew the covers up to my neck. ‘Cutting women up to turn them into…half of a fish. What kind of a sicko does that?’


  Robbie stared down at his boots and rubbed his chin.


  ‘I know. It’s sick. The story goes that Frano Tollin started to obsess about mermaids from a young age. Apparently, his father swore he saw one once, in the Adriatic Sea.’ Robbie sighed. ‘Marko thinks Damir takes after his grandfather. That’s why he doesn’t want Damir to rule in his place. He doesn’t want the people of Marin to suffer at his hands.’ Robbie gave me a pointed look. ‘So now you understand why he has to do this…thing.’


  ‘Actually, I do understand. But I still think he’s gone about it the wrong way. He could have taken the time out to go searching for a woman on land himself. Explain his situation somehow…’ My voice trailed off when I realised no woman, no matter how lonely, would say yes to a man who said he was the king of an underwater civilisation. It was too unbelievable to contemplate.


  There was about a minute of heavy silence, during which I could hear my own ragged breaths interrupted every few seconds by Robbie’s deep, lamenting sighs.


  ‘Is there a chance that one of Damir’s men could get into the castle? Or Damir himself?’ I asked, now fully understanding the threat of such a man, should he gain the powerful position of king.


  ‘It’s unlikely, giving the tightened security on the outskirts of the castle, and especially now that Marko’s banned all males from living within the castle walls—except me, of course.’


  ‘Why is that?’ I asked, after another lengthy silence had passed. ‘Why does he trust you so much?’


  ‘He knows I’m loyal, that’s all.’


  ‘But he’s known others here longer than he’s know you,’ I mused aloud. ‘It seems weird that he trusts you over them.’


  Robbie exhaled. ‘Fine,’ he said before raising his shirt and presenting me with his bare, broad back. A thick, ridged scar marked his smooth skin, dangerously near his spine.


  ‘I was there when Marko’s father was murdered by Damir.’


  I winced and sucked in a deep breath. ‘Right there, by the looks of things.’ I stood up and ran a feather-light finger over the mangled skin. Robbie stiffened at my touch, the muscles in his back cording, before he pulled down his shirt and inched away from me, his breathing slightly heavier now.


  ‘So Damir murdered his own father?’ I shook my head. ‘How did you end up hurt?’


  Robbie’s stared across the room and shrugged. ‘I spotted Damir, his dagger raised behind his father’s back, and without thinking threw myself in the way. Marko and I had been messing around with swordplay earlier, and I deluded myself into thinking I could be a hero. But I only got in the way. After Damir stabbed me, he stabbed his father in the heart, killing him instantly.


  ‘How old were you?’


  ‘Nine.’


  The image of someone plunging a dagger into a child’s flesh—Robbie’s flesh—sent shudders down my spine. ‘That’s just…horrible.’


  ‘So now you now know why Marko trusts me,’ said Robbie, his voice thick. ‘No matter what.’ He shrugged and half smiled, his cheeks tinting pink. ‘That, and the fact I’m one of the quickest and strongest guards in Marin.’


  I nodded my head, understanding now, on a deeper level, that Robbie would never betray Marko. Meaning, he would never set me free.


  ‘I should let you get back to sleep.’


  ‘Can you stay a bit more?’ I asked, desperate for some form of confirmation that all wasn’t lost, that freedom was still possible. ‘We could play War again. I think you’re ready for a win,’ I said, meeting his eyes. Then I decided to be honest. ‘I just hate being alone in this room. It would be nice to know I have a friend here.’


  Robbie stared at his boots for what seemed like forever.


  ‘You’re never truly alone, Miranda,’ he said, a note of sadness in his voice, before finally meeting my gaze.


  


  The way he was looking at me, with tenderness, brought my plea for freedom to the tip of my tongue. But how could I trust the guy who’d brought me here? The guy who, as a child, sacrificed himself to save the king’s life and got stabbed in the process? He obviously took loyalty to the serious extreme. And his loyalty would always lie with Marko.


  ‘There are thousands of us living in Marin; an entire city. You’ll make some friends soon, Miranda.’ He sighed. ‘As I said earlier, I won’t be around much over the next two weeks. But I’m sure Marko would like to spend some time with you.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said bitterly, a lump forming in my throat. ‘But no thanks.’ I pulled the covers up to my neck and curled into a ball. ‘I don’t need friends in this place. I’ve got them at home. You know,’ I said, glaring at him, ‘that place you were stolen from.’


  ‘Miranda—’


  I wrapped my pillow around my head. ‘Can you just leave, please? I’m more tired than I thought.’


  ‘I like to think of us as friends.’


  My body froze, but I was dancing on the inside.


  ‘Then take me home,’ I said, the pillow still wrapped around my head.


  The mattress squeaked. A warm finger brushed my pinkie finger.


  ‘You don’t know how much I want to do that for you, Miranda. But I can’t just now. It would put you in too much danger. We’ll talk again after the dance.’


  At first I lay there in shock. Had the pillow distorted his words?


  Robbie wanted to help me. He wanted to discuss it later.


  I tossed the pillow to the floor and groped for his hand, ready to tell him I’d forgive him if he agreed to take me home. Hell, I was ready to beg him to take Aiden home, too. Because I knew now, with the possibility of returning home hovering in the distance, I wouldn’t leave—couldn’t leave—until I had my friend back.


  But it was too late. Robbie was already gone.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  THE NEXT MORNING, Sylvia poked her head into my room and informed me I was to put on one of the many leotards she’d hung in my wardrobe and be at the gardens by 9 am sharp for dance training. Bleary eyed, because I hadn’t slept much after Robbie’s confession, I stumbled to the wardrobe, yanked a black leotard from the hanger and got dressed. Over it I wore the black tracksuit pants I’d worn the night before.


  Breakfast was sardines on olive oil soaked toast, which I demolished in around two minutes flat. I threw an extra sugar in my coffee for energy, chugged it down as quickly as possible without burning my tongue, and headed out of my room at 8.45. I figured if I threw myself into dance training it would save me from a gruesome death by sharks, as Sylvia loved to remind me about, and it would also help pass the time until Robbie had promised we would talk. ‘After the dance,’ he’d said. Who knew I’d be counting the days until the stupid fertility dance?


  By day three, the training really kicked in, and I was more fluid on the dance floor and able to remember the full routine. At night, my muscles burned and my feet throbbed from the intensity of exercising for several hours a day, but I was making progress and could manage to do the partnered piece of the dance without freaking out. It helped that I now knew I didn’t have to do any embarrassing hip-to-hip movements with Philippe. Because of this, I relaxed around him more, and we soon became friends of a sort. He even defended me when Stephanie accused me of purposefully tripping her up one evening—which of course I didn’t do.


  Despite the dancing success and the promise in Robbie’s words, something terrible was occurring with each passing day. I was forgetting little things about home. When I tried to picture the faces of my loved ones, I saw distorted images, with low definition and indistinct sound. My biggest fear was waking up one morning and drawing a complete blank. Robbie had mentioned something about a ‘compulsion’ to stay in Marin after a certain amount of time spent here. The idea of forgetting my loved ones and never wanting to leave this place left me feeling as cold as the bottom of the ocean.


  Thirteen days of training passed. I marked them off on a bed post with my dinner knife each night, making my total captivity thirty-two days so far.


  Finally, my last dance lesson arrived. After we finished the extra-gruelling session, Sylvia ordered me to eat a good meal of carbohydrates and protein—rice and fish—and to take a bath and get an early night. Philippe, along with Stephanie and two female guards, came to my door and wished me luck.


  For a long time I soaked in the bath, until my fingertips wrinkled into prunes. By the time I got out of the water I was yawning, and a wave of exhaustion swept through me as I dried off and wrapped myself in a soft towel robe. I hoped I would get some sleep before the big day.


  But on return to my room I found myself awake again— there were gifts waiting for me on my bed. Someone had left me a new pair of black satin pyjamas and a bottle of perfume—Vera Wang, ‘Princess.’ There was a note beside it.


  Good luck, Miranda.


  Marko


  I pictured Marko’s arrogant face and screwed the paper up into a ball, enjoying the way it crunched in my palm, and ignoring the way my pulse had quickened at the sight of his handwriting. Did he seriously think plying me with gifts would have me rushing to marry him and save the population?


  Five minutes later, though, unable to help myself, I slipped into the pyjamas and sprayed the perfume onto my wrists and neck. The scent was sweet and subtle and reminded me of Lauren’s room—she was forever drowning herself in some new perfume that one of her many boyfriends had bought her. I kept bringing my wrists to my nose, inhaling myself, wondering at how items like this perfume bottle were brought down to these depths from the land.


  As I unfolded Marko’s note and tucked the creased sheet into my bedside drawer, I wondered about him. He was just as trapped as me—trapped between duty and principle.


  Throwing back the covers, I slipped into bed, my body tired but my mind alert. The past two weeks of dance rehearsals had been a good distraction, but now that the big performance day had finally arrived I was apprehensive about returning to the reality of my situation—of my captivity. Would Robbie be as eager to help me as he had been a fortnight ago?


  If not, then what?


  I shuddered to think. Would Marko expect a wedding? Is that why Sylvia took my measurements yesterday? For a wedding gown?


  The next morning a plate of cold fish, some pieces of fruit—a banana only just bigger than my index finger and some white grapes—and a small bread roll waited for me at the foot of my bed. I managed the banana and a couple of the grapes, but my stomach couldn’t take the fish or the bread roll. All I could think about was how I would be dancing in front of an entire city, among beautiful and experienced dancers, with everyone, including Marko and Robbie, watching.


  A side plate rested over the top of a china teacup beside the food, and I found steaming black coffee beneath it. Just inhaling its aroma settled my nerves. I lay against my pillow, cradling the warm, delicate cup in my hands, taking grateful sips every few seconds while I watched the shifting, swirling steam rise up, more graceful than I’d ever be.


  Not long after, Pat appeared to collect my tray and instructed me to get dressed—Sylvia was coming with my costume. I groaned inwardly. Didn’t Sylvia have a life other than arranging marriages and fertility dances for her brother? Didn’t she have a partner? With her looks, I couldn’t imagine her without offers.


  I dressed—jeans, a long-sleeved top and boots—and to combat my growing nerves, decided to read before Sylvia arrived. Two chapters in, she came.


  The costume was skimpier—I wouldn’t have thought it possible—than the one I’d worn at practice. It was small and glittery, and it seemed to be made out of an even thinner material.


  ‘I can’t wear this,’ I said firmly, holding Sylvia’s snake-green eyes with my own. She smiled, almost angelically.


  ‘The light crystals will be set up especially so that your face will be shadowed but your body will be lit up. The material will shimmer like diamonds. It will be beautiful—a work of art. And besides, you’ll be in character.’


  I sighed and snatched the thing from her, wondering how much of a compliment it was to hear that I’d be a ‘work of art’ when the lighting had been especially arranged to block out my head.


  ‘I’ll escort you down to the courtyard myself this morning, to formally introduce you to the guards, both male and female, who will be controlling the city crowds this evening.’ She pulled the leotard from out of my hands and tossed it on my bed before leading me out the door.


  ‘I think it would be nice for you to gradually build a rapport with them before you become their queen.’


  I raised my eyebrows but said nothing. It was better to keep my thoughts to myself. Convincing Sylvia or anybody else in Marin that I wasn’t going to marry Marko was a pointless exercise.


  Once outside, we descended the endless steps until we reached the tiled courtyard. A gentle breeze brushed against my skin, and I raised my eyes to see several rows of enormous metal, palm-like fronds acting as fans suspended above us.


  Although it was manufactured air, I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply, imagining I’d stepped out onto a beach with a real breeze tickling my hair. Adding extra magic to the moment, a sprinkling of water from a nearby fountain sprayed across my face.


  ‘Miranda.’


  Something hard poked my ribs. Sylvia’s elbow.


  Two rows of guards had somehow materialised from behind the bordering fountains—one row of men and one of women.


  As we passed, each guard tilted their head in acknowledgment. Not one of them smiled, but then neither did I. It was a funny, awkward sort of meeting where not a word was shared between any of us, and I was thankful when Sylvia led me back up the steps. But a quarter of the way up she stopped and turned around.


  ‘Where is William?’ she asked the closest guard.


  My stomach clenched into a knot. William. He was the guard who had harassed Robbie and me in the hall weeks ago; the one who had given me the creeps.


  ‘He didn’t report for duties this morning,’ a guard said, inclining his head at Sylvia.


  ‘He has an upset stomach,’ said another guard with crooked teeth and small eyes that made him look like a rat.


  Sylvia snorted and made a tsk-ing sound. ‘Carry on, then.’


  The long walk back up the steps seemed longer with Sylvia muttering angrily to herself. The heels of her knee-high boots clicked and clacked angrily against the stone with each stomp. She was wearing a black-leather outfit, that looked very dominatrix, with slicked-back hair and eyes dressed in cat-like black eyeliner that made the green in them pop. Perhaps William was her lover and she was mad he wouldn’t be attending tonight. I shook my head. Whatever it was, the last thing I needed was an image in my head of those two getting it on.


  We parted ways at my bedroom door, and I decided on a quick visit to the kitchen. But halfway down the corridor, I saw Robbie walking towards me in his black guard gear.


  ‘Hello, Miranda,’ he said, before coming to a stop only a metre away. His eyes lit up.


  ‘Hi.’


  ‘Everything okay?’ he asked with brows raised.


  I pictured the dance moves I would have to perform in front of him and grimaced. ‘Sure. I’m only about to make a fool of myself in front of an entire kingdom.’


  ‘You’ll do fine.’ He gave me an apologetic smile and stepped back. ‘I’ve got to go. Marko needs me.’


  I nodded. ‘Maybe we can talk later?’


  Robbie exhaled like he’d been holding his breath forever, and nodded, his eyes deep and dark. ‘Yeah, we’ll talk later tonight.’


  I tried not to get too excited about the prospect of going home, but I couldn’t help it.


  The women in the kitchen, all bar Dina, wished me luck with the dance. Pat nudged me in the ribs, winked and told me that she’d be watching my every move, while Anne blushed red and avoided my eyes—and they all thought I was innocent.


  ‘Here. This will give you energy,’ Kris said, thrusting a plate of steaming spaghetti marinara into my hands. ‘Eat and then have a little more sleep,’ she said, before shooing me away with her apron.


  Back in my room, the pasta remained untouched. My stomach churned: any nerve that I might have possessed earlier had now well and truly deserted me.


  I kept staring at the clock Robbie had sent up to my room. When it hit five thirty I broke out in a sweat.


  People moved through the corridors, talking, laughing and bustling about. Two female guards stationed themselves at my door—I overheard them saying there were males in the building now. I was so nervous about this stupid dance I wanted to be sick.


  Somebody please kill me, I implored.


  At six pm, I took my sparkling leotard to the dressing room and joined the other squealing and laughing dancers who were getting ready for the big night. Stephanie smiled and, after waving me over, kissed my two cheeks, surprising me with her camaraderie.


  ‘Good luck, darling,’ she whispered in my ear.


  Philippe greeted me in much the same manner, and I lingered about for polite chit chat before slinking to the farthest corner of the room to get dressed behind a screen.


  Because I was sweating so much, the leotard stuck to my skin and curled up against my legs, making it almost impossible to get dressed. But eventually, after much puffing and panting, I yanked it up and over my body and slipped my arms through the straps. I was dressed.


  Stretching my neck out, I peeked from behind the screen. Seeing all the dancers dressed in the same material as me, my body relaxed a little and I shuffled out, hoping that I’d blend in. Philippe spotted me again and glided over, his jet-black eyes drinking me in from head to toe. My arms automatically crossed over my front.


  ‘You look beautiful, Miranda,’ he said, and I mumbled a quick, ‘Thanks,’ my face heating up as it always did whenever I got a spot of attention. Back home, Lauren was almost like a shield, protecting me from scrutinising eyes. I’d gotten used to being a wallflower. I even liked it. At the same time, it was sort of nice getting noticed for once, even though I knew it was only because of Lauren’s absence.


  The dancers crowded around and we joined hands and cheered. I smiled, feeling like I belonged for the first time since coming to Marin. We formed two lines and, together, under the escort of ten female guards, travelled the length of the main corridor.


  As we stepped outside, cool air prickled my exposed skin, but because I was warm and sweaty I welcomed it. The roar from the courtyard below was deafening—frighteningly so.


  


  We gracefully loped the steps in pairs. I kept my eyes trained on the backs of the dancers in front of me to avoid seeing the mammoth crowds awaiting us. When we reached the courtyard, thankfully, because of the positioning of the crystal lights in our eyes, the massive, noisy crowd was obliterated from my gaze. But as we took our positions, I caught sight of Marko, seated in his throne with Sylvia beside him, raised high on a platform so that they were visible above all else.


  His frosty blue eyes were trained on me—even from this distance I could tell—and it did zero for my confidence. I scanned the sea of faces for Robbie, and was kind of glad when I couldn’t find him. Perhaps he wouldn’t be witnessing the most embarrassing moment of my life after all. Maybe he was off fine-tuning the details of our escape.


  The low, pulsing music started and Philippe guided me into position, where I would dance with the other women. A hush descended upon the crowd when he, along with the other men, left us to dance along the fringe of the stage.


  The music changed to a slightly more hectic rhythm. The other dancers commenced their moves, but I remained frozen in place.


  They danced fluidly, but their faces strained when they saw me not moving. Butterflies fluttering around a motionless slug.


  Sweat trickled down my back. I willed myself to move, but couldn’t.


  Murmurs rippled through the crowd. People were probably debating whether my lack of dancing abilities reflected on my queenly potential.


  Lauren’s face suddenly flashed inside my mind, and for once her features were true and distinct.


  


  Move your arse, Miranda! If Aiden can handle a stinking dungeon, you can handle this dance! The Lauren of my imagination was right.


  The music turned chaotic, and while the other women were hurling themselves around the dance floor I whipped my body around in a circle and threw myself in. The fact that I was at the centre of them all meant I was somewhat shielded from the crowd. When the music came to a grand halt, signalling the arrival of our partners, my hands flew to the heavens, my face contorting into real pain; but I wasn’t thinking about barren underwater civilisations. I was thinking about my family and how much I wanted to go home.


  The crowd gasped at our collective agony, and a sense of pride radiated from deep inside my heart. Despite how embarrassed I felt, we, as dancers, had made these people feel.


  I crumpled to the ground, my breathing heavy, while I waited for Philippe. For some reason I started to think about Marko and the way he’d touched my hand in Frano Tollin’s room. My thoughts were interrupted by a gentle stroke of my hair.


  I raised my head.


  Philippe stared down at me with glazed eyes and, although he’d performed this dance almost a hundred times with me in rehearsal, I was certain something new reflected within him: a passion that I’d never noticed before. He was a good actor, but the smouldering look he was giving me was so acute it unnerved me.


  I took his hand, and he drew me up and off the floor before wedging his torso against mine. Just to be this close to a man, to feel every groove and lump of his body while he bore his eyes into mine, was uncomfortable enough, but to do it in front of a massive crowd while other dancers performed sexy moves around me was completely unbearable. The low, throbbing music made it even worse.


  Breaking away from Philippe’s severe stare, I looked to where Marko sat, and my stomach lurched when I saw Robbie standing by his side. He stood stiff, in a guard’s pose, but from the way his face was positioned I could tell that his eyes were following me.


  My face burned more than humanly possible. If I’d had a brother then this is what it would have felt like to have him watch me pull sexy moves.


  The music changed, and my stomach swirled like a washing machine. I knew what was coming. I glanced at Philippe, whose face gleamed with sweat, his lips half open, his eyes imprisoning mine. He was preparing for the kissing scene, the scene I’d vehemently protested during rehearsals. In the end we’d agreed on a single peck.


  The music tapered off and died just as Philippe leaned in. I stiffened and kept my mouth in a straight line while his slippery lips moved over mine like a couple of warm slugs.


  Finally, after what seemed like eternity, we parted and bowed.


  There was a prelude of silence before thunderous applause exploded into the air. Philippe squeezed my hand in his and leaned in to my neck, his moist lips brushing against my earlobe. ‘You were fantastic,’ he whispered, his breathing laboured from the dance, ‘I do hope the true king’s baby will visit your womb soon.’


  Urgh. I shuddered. His words were like a disgusting, slimy worm slithering in my ear. My skin crawled and I leaned my head away, tugging at my hand until it slid from out of his sweaty grasp.


  


  I repeated his words inside my head and stared at him.


  ‘What do you mean by true king?’


  His smile was as smooth as an oil slick. He leaned forward.


  ‘I merely hope you and the king are with child soon.’


  I jerked my head back from his and swallowed down my vomit.


  The crowds, still cheering strong, started chanting an upbeat song in a language I’d never heard before, and then the rice hit me—raw grains tossed into the air to rain down on us.


  My lips curved upward into a wide smile, and I quickly forgot about Philippe’s disgusting kiss and his odd choice of words. The people of Marin had accepted me—these strangers from an underwater city. They hadn’t laughed at the chubby girl trying to dance, as I’d dreaded they might. I giggled with the other dancers as we tried to shield ourselves from the raining rice. The mood was infectious.


  Marko stood to applaud, as did Sylvia. Robbie simply stared ahead. Judging by his set jaw, he was unhappy about something. I hoped it didn’t mean what I dreaded.


  He’s just worried about getting caught…who wouldn’t be? I told myself.


  Inside the dressing room everyone was in high spirits because Sylvia had just popped her head around the door to announce that we’d all been invited to a royal feast and dance in the ballroom. I found myself riding the wave of excitement, almost forgetting for a moment that I was captive.


  Not bothering to wait for the guards to escort me, I rushed along the hallway and into my bedroom, heading straight for the wardrobe. Jeans and a jumper just wouldn’t do for a ball. I flicked through a myriad dresses, wondering which would be appropriate.


  I’d never been to a ball before. I’d asked this one guy from my English class to my year eleven ball, but he’d kept on wanting to know what Lauren was wearing and if we were travelling in the same car as her, so I dropped him a week before the big day and stayed home watching The Big Bang Theory re-runs.


  Eventually I decided on a floor-length aquamarine dress with an empire waist—very Atlantis-ish.


  Feeling pretty chuffed with myself, I closed the wardrobe doors, but jumped when I found Philippe standing right there in my room. He was still dressed in his leotard and was completely drenched with sweat, leaving nothing to the imagination.


  ‘Philippe, what are you doing here?’ I asked him nervously. When my eyes skipped to the open door, he loped gracefully towards it and kicked it shut with strong dancer legs. Where the hell were the guards?


  ‘I came to personally thank you.’ He stalked towards me, his lean, wiry chest heaving with each breath.


  I backed away. ‘Thanks. But it should be me thanking you…and Stephanie.’ My voice came out strangled. I waved the dress in the air. ‘Let’s get back to the dressing room with the others. We don’t want to be late for the ball.’


  ‘Nobody noticed me leave. The guards are busy with a disturbance in the crowd,’ he said, chuckling smugly.


  ‘And we deserve a bit of time out, us two star dancers.’ He danced towards me, his feet light and quick. I backed up until the cool, stone wall pressed into my back.


  ‘You’re very sweet,’ Philippe whispered, wiping the hair away from my face. I turned my head and pressed my cheek into the wall.


  ‘Damir is a lucky man.’


  I snapped my head around.


  


  ‘What do you mean?’ I stammered.


  ‘Don’t you know? He is the true king and will soon be reinstated.’ He smiled. His eyes were half-lidded and his pupils fully dilated. ‘And he’s got you.’


  My blood turned to ice.


  ‘He does not have me. You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  Philippe smiled and played with a curl of my hair. I yanked my head away.


  ‘I’m here to take you to your true king. A guard will be here to escort us shortly.’ He swallowed thickly and panted hot, garlicky air into my face. ‘You’ll like Damir. He’s not soft like his little brother.’


  ‘What?’ Shaking my head, I pressed my hands against the centre of his damp chest and pushed him away.


  ‘You’re my friend Philippe, my instructor.’


  But Philippe had madman eyes, all wide and glinting, and they were focused on my lips as though he wanted to eat them.


  I flinched, my fists clenched and ready to smack his teeth in if I had to, my legs waiting for the right moment to kick.


  He leaned forward, his lips parting. ‘There’s something about you, Miranda. You smell different, you look different—’


  ‘Get away from me!’ I smashed my knee into his groin.


  Philippe howled and cradled his crotch, and at that moment, the door burst open. Marko, clutching a bouquet of pale-pink roses, swept into the room, a smile on his face. Then, in what appeared to be slow motion, his face dropped and he tossed the roses aside before charging across the room.


  Everything moved fast after that.


  He seized Philippe—who was still doubled over in agony—by the back of his neck and dragged him out of my room in a sleeper hold.


  I heard a loud thud before a melee ensued in the passageway. Marko barked orders for my attacker to be taken into the dungeons, and Philippe’s screams echoed along the corridor as he was taken away.


  Marko returned to the room and paced the floor, his eyes wide with concern.


  ‘My God, are you alright?’


  I leaned against the wall, shaking with adrenaline, my arms wrapped around myself in a hug.


  Marko shrugged the long, black jacket from his back and carefully pulled me away from the wall to wrap the coat around my shoulders.


  ‘I’m so sorry,’ he whispered as he tightened the coat over my front. ‘This should never have happened.’ He shook his head and sat me down on the bed. My chest felt tight, but I didn’t cry. I couldn’t. I was in too much shock.


  ‘If you like, I’ll have dinner brought to your room. There will be other balls to attend.’


  The walls closed in on me. Just the idea of being alone again, in this room, made me want to scream. I needed to be with people—swarms and swarms of people.


  ‘I’m okay.’ I forced a weak smile through my ragged breaths. ‘Philippe didn’t get a chance to do anything, really.’


  Marko’s cheeks flushed and his eyes hardened with rage. He ran a clawed hand through his hair. ‘Yes. Well. The sharks will make certain he can never hurt you again.’


  ‘Good,’ I said. But a second later, at the thought of watching somebody getting ripped to shreds by sharks— even someone as slimy as Philippe—bile inched up my throat.


  ‘Maybe he’d be better off in the dungeons, where you could question him about Damir.’


  Marko’s eyes widened. ‘Did he mention my brother?’


  I sucked in a deep breath and nodded.


  ‘Repeat to me exactly what you heard.’ And then, when I hesitated: ‘Please, Miranda, this is important.’


  I wet my dry lips and tried to recall Philippe’s exact words.


  ‘He said that Damir was the true king…soon to be reinstated.’


  Marko swallowed thickly. ‘And what else?’


  Blood rushed to my cheeks.


  ‘He said Damir was lucky to have…me.’ I shifted around uncomfortably at the thought. ‘Philippe was planning to take me to Damir.’


  Marko looked at me for a long time, and swore softly.


  ‘I’ll have to question him immediately.’


  He hesitated at the door, the frost in his eyes melting.


  ‘Would you like me to stay with you for a while, until you collect yourself?’


  I shook my head. The last thing I wanted was to be alone with a man, any man.


  ‘I’ll send Anne to help you dress, and make certain guards escort you when you are ready.’ He raked a hand through his hair again. ‘Are you sure you still want to attend?’


  ‘One hundred percent,’ I said, forcing a smile.


  Marko stared at me for a long time, deep in thought, his eyes unreadable, before he closed the door and locked it.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  AN HOUR AND a half later, two female guards escorted me through the belly of the castle. They were the same ones who’d cleaned me up the night I was sick all over the lawn. They were smirking as they flanked me, no doubt recalling my barf-o-rama scene; but Anne walked beside us, too, and she was smiling at me with encouragement. For some reason, whenever I saw her, a warm feeling gathered in my chest. I missed having a female friend. My good friend Zoe and I had known each other since the start of high school, and now that I wasn’t in the sorting room anymore, I had no access to Henrietta and Poh. As weird as it sounded, though I’d known them for only ten days, I missed them almost as much as I missed Zoe.


  ‘You look beautiful, Miranda,’ Anne said, blushing and staring down at her feet. ‘Marko is such a lucky man.’


  I didn’t know how to answer this without offending her, so I changed the subject.


  ‘Are you going to the ball, Anne?’ I asked, and she smiled.


  ‘Yes. I will be waiting on your table.’ Her wide, blue eyes twinkled.


  ‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed. I was hoping that she and I could have done away with the ‘maid’ and ‘captive’ tags for the night. Maybe even have some fun together.


  ‘Don’t worry; after my shift I’m dressing up and joining the festivities,’ she said, sounding more like a normal teenage girl for once. ‘Marko isn’t a tyrant, Miranda. He treats us as his equals, and we get paid for our work.’ She giggled and turned red again. ‘We don’t even have to call him king, but I feel funny calling him Marko to his face.’


  ‘So what do you call him?’ I asked, slightly amused. At that moment we rounded a bend and arrived at two large golden doors, gleaming so brightly that I had to look away. Lively, jazzy music oozed from beneath the cracks of the door.


  Anne smothered a laugh, ‘Nothing. I manage to address him by saying: excuse me, thank you. I’ve never had to call his name, thank God. I think I’d die if I had to,’ she lowered her voice. ‘He’s so handsome.’


  I smiled at her. It was obvious she had a crush on Marko. It made me wonder how many other girls in the city felt the same. How many of them dreamed of being in my position right now—to be courted by the king. They probably wished they were me. It was a weird thought.


  ‘Have fun.’


  ‘Thanks, Anne.’ I sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, making starfishes and then fists with my hands.


  ‘I’m going around the back. This is where you make your grand entrance.’ She nodded at the golden doors. ‘I’ll see you soon.’


  She was gone before I had the chance to thank her for her support. I stood alone, my stomach swimming with nerves while the guards swung open the glittering doors.


  Loud, swinging music belted my ears. I licked my lips and smoothed my hair with the flat of my palm. Anne had brushed it out and suggested that I wear it long and free. Now all I wanted to do was run back to my room and sweep it up into a pony tail. Panicking, I looked down at my dress, which was perfect minutes ago but now didn’t seem quite right. It was too try-hard-princess-of-Atlantis. I groaned. What if Marko mistook my enthusiasm for the ball for my acceptance at being here? I groaned even louder and sucked in a deep, shaky breath. He was going to think that I was trying to make us work. Urgh.


  The two female guards cast me daggers with their eyes while they held the heavy doors open with flexed arms. I clenched my stomach and forced my legs to move—a difficult task, seeing as they felt rooted to the stone floor.


  I half expected trumpets to bellow, like in Cinderella, but the ball was in full swing. People were eating, drinking and dancing, some even locking lips in dark corners.


  Everyone was having such a great time that they failed to notice my entrance, which gave me the perfect opportunity to watch them and also to admire the ballroom.


  An incredibly high domed ceiling, painted midnight blue, with a large, luminous light-crystal moon at its centre commanded my attention first. The crystal moon sent beams of silver light dancing across the room, making everything and everybody glow. The ballroom walls were mirrored, making the room appear double its size and reflecting the faux moonbeams everywhere.


  But it didn’t stop there. Dripping down from the ceiling like falling stars were hundreds of tiny, stellar-shaped light crystals. It took my breath away.


  ‘Miranda…’


  Robbie appeared beside me, dressed in a fitted black-silk shirt, black pants and those dagger boots. He offered his arm for me to take, and when I slid mine through I could feel the smooth, hard angles of the muscles beneath his thin shirt. I clung to him.


  ‘Marko sent me to escort you to his table.’ He paused and raised his eyebrows at the guests shredding up the dance floor, some of them flinging their arms about as if they were about to take off and fly around the room.


  ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Fertility dances really get these people going.’


  Robbie smiled.


  ‘You were great, by the way.’ He drew me in close when a couple I recognised from the performance twirled past us suicidally.


  Two younger guys grazed against me while we passed through the thickest part of the crowd, whooping and cheering in my face. I went to push them away with my palms, but Robbie shoved them aside as if they were merely stuffed animals, and drew me in tighter still.


  ‘Thanks,’ I muttered, with my cheek pressed against his upper arm.


  He bent down, his chin grazing the top of my head.


  ‘I know what happened with Philippe,’ he said, his voice soft at first but hard when he said my attacker’s name. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you.’


  ‘I’m okay.’ I said, shrugging and watching my feet so that I didn’t trip up in my heels. ‘I managed to fend him off myself, and then Marko arrived just in time to throw him out.’ I reminded myself to thank Marko tonight.


  A circle formed around, and the crowd clapped us on to dance, but Robbie dragged me through, his eyes dark with thoughts I couldn’t read.


  ‘I’m glad you’re okay,’ he said and nodded his head as if he’d just decided on something. ‘I think you need to spend more time with Marko.’


  Before I could protest, we arrived at a long table where Marko sat at the centre, flanked by Sylvia and two young men whom I was yet to meet.


  Marko threw his head back and laughed at something one of the men said. So did Sylvia. It was strange to see the two siblings looking so happy. Marko was a completely different person to the one who’d only hours ago threatened to throw Philippe to the sharks.


  He paused, mid raucous laughter, as soon as he saw me, and immediately rose from his seat. His eyes didn’t leave me once while he made his way around the table, weaving through guests to reach me. It made my stomach flutter to be looked at so intently.


  ‘Miranda, you look stunning,’ he said, leaning in to my ear. ‘Really, you do,’ he added softly, as though I’d achieved the impossible. He lowered his face to my neck and inhaled gently. ‘What’s that scent?’ he asked, frowning.


  Now it was my turn to frown.


  ‘I’m wearing the perfume that you sent me.’


  His frown deepened, and I blushed, realising the scent had probably been Sylvia’s doing. Had she forged his handwriting, too?


  I turned away, pretending to watch the dancers.


  ‘Come sit with me, Miranda,’ he said, taking my hand in his and leading me around the table to my chair. He gave its occupant a shove with his boot, and the man, clearly drunk, rolled onto the floor, laughing hysterically before being dragged away by his companion.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, before tugging my hand free and sitting down.


  Robbie sat between Sylvia and Lily.


  While Marko filled my wine and water goblets, I decided that now was a good time to thank him for the Philippe incident. After seeing him so concerned for my wellbeing, I wondered if getting to know him would be better than alienating him. He was the king after all, and having him understand me a little better might cause him rethink his decision to keep me here.


  I touched his arm and he looked at me with raised brows.


  ‘Thank you for helping me…with Philippe.’


  ‘Don’t thank me,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You did a pretty good job of protecting yourself.’ Marko smiled bitterly and brought a goblet to his lips before taking a long gulp. ‘He’s still crying in the dungeons.’


  ‘He deserved it.’


  ‘He deserves worse.’ Marko’s eyes hardened like ice. ‘But let’s not ruin the evening discussing it.’


  Anne arrived then and set down a platter of food between us.


  The scent of white wine, garlic and chilli made my stomach growl. Luckily, the music drowned it out. The last thing I wanted was a repeat of my disastrous birthday dinner. Still, an ‘Mmmm’ escaped my throat.


  Marko grinned and nearly spat out his wine.


  ‘Ha! So you do like eating.’


  Heat seared my cheeks as I recalled our first meeting.


  ‘I’ve always like eating.’


  He narrowed his eyes, playfully.


  ‘Even grilled asparagus and cherry tomatoes?’


  I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to hide my smile.


  ‘I think it was the company that turned my stomach that night.’


  Marko’s eyes widened slightly before he recovered. Then he leaned back in his chair and stared at me for a long time, a lazy smile curving his lips.


  ‘You know I could have ordered you to eat, being the king.’


  My mouth dropped open and indignation burned my cheeks.


  ‘You arrogant—’


  Marko raised his palms and smiled. ‘I’m joking! I’m joking!’ He shook his head and frowned. ‘Do you really think I would do something like that?’


  I shrugged and hesitated for a moment before responding.


  ‘Well, based on you forcing me to marry you and…’ I paused, my cheeks burning, ‘sire heirs, it’s not too hard to imagine.’


  Two women brushed past the backs of our chairs. I turned. One leaned in to the other and mouthed, ‘She’s so fat!’ before shaking her head with disgust. The hunger pains in my stomach died instantly. I hunched forward, in reflex, and arranged my hair so that it fell over my bare shoulders and arms, to cover up as much as I could.


  Marko noticed none of this as he sat thinking about what I had said.


  ‘You make an excellent point.’ He drummed the table top with his fingertips.


  ‘You danced so beautifully earlier, by the way. You could have stamped your feet and refused, but you didn’t. In a few short minutes you managed to give the people of Marin hope, and for that I’m grateful.’ He gestured to the dance floor with a nod. ‘This ball is for you, Miranda.’


  He dipped his head to catch my eye, his warm breath tickling my hair. ‘So, please, marriage and children aside, do you think you can eat and drink and be merry for just one night?’


  For once I wanted to do as he asked. The idea of forgetting and just enjoying the night melted all the tension in my shoulders.


  I pretended to think about it long and hard, before I shrugged. ‘I’ll try.’ The truth was, I really did want to have fun. Just for one night.


  His smile lit up his eyes, which were no longer icy. Now they were the colour of the warm summer sea. It was hard not to stare, and even more difficult to control the strange fluttering in my belly, which had nothing to do with being hungry.


  We began to eat. The mussels were delicious. Together we managed to devour the entire dish. Marko poured himself another wine and watched me chew the last mussel.


  ‘You know, Kraja was a strong woman—like you.’


  I dipped my fingers into a small bowl of lemon water.


  ‘Who’s Kraja?’ I asked, drying my hands with a crisp white napkin.


  Marko swallowed a mouthful of wine before he answered.


  ‘She was the last queen of the people who lived in this dome before us, before their entire civilisation was either destroyed or disappeared altogether. We don’t know how or why, yet. My grandfather managed to eliminate civil war from his findings—by interpreting drawings and art—but not much else. There was a lack of skeletal remains.’


  I leaned forward, genuinely interested. When I was younger I was the sort of kid who read books titled, The Unexplained or Mysteries of the World. When Aiden went missing and the police failed to find his body, I spent hours patrolling the beach for some kind of evidence that might prove he was still alive.


  ‘How could a mass of people just disappear like that?’


  Marko rubbed his chin. ‘I have some theories I’ve played around with.’


  ‘Mass suicide in the sea?’ I suggested.


  Marko half-smiled and gave me a nod of approval. ‘That would explain the lack of remains. But I don’t think that’s what happened.’


  In my enthusiasm I reached for my wine and took a gulp too big, and ended up coughing and choking.


  Marko patted my back and grinned when I started breathing again.


  ‘I’ll have to watch you around the wine.’


  You really do, I thought, and nearly burst out laughing, but stopped and put a hand to my lips when I realised what had happened: I was enjoying myself in Marko’s company.


  He shifted in his seat, and I was conscious that he’d closed an inch between us.


  ‘So what’s this theory?’ I asked, playing with my fork and twirling it between my fingers to distract myself from the tingly feeling in my belly.


  He leaned in closer still. I inhaled through my nose and got a whiff of soap, aftershave and the woodsy scent all guys seemed to carry.


  ‘Marin was not always an underwater world.’


  ‘Like the Atlantis theory?’


  He snorted. ‘No. That theory is old and dated. I believe Marin was once an aircraft of some variety; a mothership, perhaps from a distant planet.’


  Before I could respond he fell back against his chair and sighed.


  ‘You’re about to laugh. Don’t deny it.’


  ‘I’m not.’ I took a tiny sip of wine so I wouldn’t crack up, not because I thought his theory was hilarious, but because nothing sounded laughable to me after discovering Marin. ‘But how did this aircraft or mothership end up in the ocean?’ I asked when I’d composed myself.


  Marko nodded. ‘Good question,’ he said, refilling his wine glass again. The guy could seriously hold his drink. I was usually legless after just three glasses.


  ‘My theory is they had engine trouble and crashed into the Pacific. They sank to the bottom and remained trapped beneath the pressure of the ocean and had to wait until another ship came to collect them—hence, no skeletons.’


  ‘That makes sense.’ I accidentally flipped my fork and it landed under the table. ‘Oops.’


  I bent to retrieve it, but Marko put his arm out to stop me.


  ‘I’ll get it,’ he said, reaching down, his fingers tips groping the ground. When he straightened up, the back of his head hit the table with a loud crack.


  I winced. ‘Oh my God, are you okay?’


  He eased into his chair, rubbing the back of his head. When several guards stepped forward, his cheeks flushed pink and he waved them away.


  ‘That was my fault.’


  ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got a head like solid stone,’ he said, smiling in a bashful sort of way, and shrugging at the same time. ‘It would take a pretty hard knock for me to feel anything.’


  I recalled Robbie’s story about Damir beating Marko until he lost all hearing in one ear and winced again, my heart going out to the child version of Marko. As I watched him laugh it off with the person sitting to his right, a weird urge to hug him took hold of me.


  On that insane note, I gently slid my wine glass away. There would be no more drinking for me tonight.


  After he finished speaking to the person beside him, Marko turned back to me, his eyes a little wild. He shifted his chair and shuffled forward so that the inside of his knees grazed the outside of mine, sending little lightning bolts shooting up my thighs.


  ‘Let’s forget everything that’s happened the past month.’ He seized my hands and gave them a squeeze. ‘Let’s pretend we’re two strangers who have only just met.’


  I paused, waiting for the punchline.


  ‘You sure you haven’t done something to your head?’


  ‘It’s quite possible, but I mean this.’ His eyes were intense. ‘Let’s see what would have happened had we met under different circumstances.’


  But we didn’t…you stole me, remember?


  I tried to throw him a hard glare, but—oh God, why did he have to keep looking at me like that? As though I was someone beautiful, like Lauren?


  ‘Okay, then,’ I said, without thinking.


  ‘So, a fresh start?’ He released my hands and raised a goblet of wine in a toast.


  We chinked goblets and I took a long sip—of water this time. The wine was warming me to Marko too much. I was glad Robbie and I would be talking later. I needed to get out of this place as soon as possible. There were too many things I was starting to like about Marin’s king— kidnapping aside.


  Marko stood, took my hand again and led me to the dance floor.


  The woman singing wore a silver, sequinned floor-length gown with a high split up the thigh. The colour complemented her caramel skin and the pale pink rose she wore behind her ear set off her shiny, jet-black hair. Her voice hit me like warm syrup and seemed to loosen all the ligaments in my body.


  Marko led me into a waltz. We twirled around the dance floor gracefully, my two-week apprenticeship in dance coming in handy. The other dancers drew back and gave us the floor, and I didn’t even cringe with shame.


  For once, I didn’t feel the need to hide away or fade into the background. It felt good to be appreciated by so many eyes.


  The woman’s voice wailed mournfully. She was singing about pain and loss. In a bid to fully immerse myself in the song and lyrics I shut my eyes, but after a few seconds lost my balance.


  Marko pressed the small of my back to steady me, drawing me flush against him so that we were dancing, hip-to-hip, the hard lines of his firm stomach against mine.


  I opened my eyes and my heart stuttered when I found him gazing down at me, his lips mouthing the words of the song.


  With heated cheeks, I turned my head, my eyes landing on Henrietta. She wore a cowl-necked navy-blue gown, and when her dance partner whisked her by she gave me the thumbs up. I had to smile when I saw the silver dolphin-shaped earrings dangling from her ears. Maybe Poh was right—Henrietta was obsessed with dolphins.


  The song ended. Marko tipped me back, his lips just grazing my jaw, sending a dangerous shiver of pleasure through me from head to toe. The crowd applauded with delight, but they soon forgot us when the band struck up a jazzier beat.


  We danced three more songs in a row, all upbeat numbers, and I laughed the entire time while Marko flipped and spun me expertly. I’d never enjoyed a boy’s company like this before—ever—and I didn’t want it to end. But when the music slowed and Marko drew me in close, so close I could feel the heat of his skin through his clothes, I pulled away.


  This weird effect he had on me was starting to get dangerous.


  ‘Let’s sit down for a while,’ he suggested. ‘Are you thirsty?’


  I nodded, and we returned to the table where a rainbow platter of fruit awaited us. But he had only just bitten into a juicy piece of green melon when Sylvia dragged him away for a dance.


  Sitting on my own, I took a deep breath and revelled in the moment of solitude. It gave me an opportunity to enjoy the ball as a voyeur.


  My eyes roved the crowds. The people were glamorous, even the older ones, and the plainer-faced ones seemed radiantly beautiful beneath the crystal moon and stars.


  Absentmindedly, I picked at my plate of fruit, crunching into a sweet piece of apple, then some pear and more melon. A few minutes later, the sensation that I was being watched tickled my shoulders.


  ‘Hey.’


  I turned my head to find Robbie standing beside me, his hair slightly dishevelled, his hand outstretched. ‘Would you like to dance?’


  ‘Where’s Lily?’


  He tilted his head in the direction of the dance floor, where Marko was now twirling Lily about. They made an eye-catching couple, he with his jet-black hair and she with her long, golden locks.


  ‘Is that the only reason you want to dance with me, for lack of a partner?’ I asked, grinning.


  Robbie took my hand and led me to a dark corner. Seeing our reflections in the mirrored walls startled me for a moment.


  Wearing this dress and dancing with tall, handsome Robbie—it was like watching myself in a dream. Home had never seemed so far away.


  Like Marko, Robbie danced expertly, and moved me about the floor with ease, lifting me and guiding me effortlessly, making me feel as light as a leaf swirling in the wind.


  ‘Has Philippe been sentenced yet?’ I asked, my eyes darting around to make sure that Marko wasn’t close enough to eavesdrop. He was now dancing with Anne, who was now off-duty and wearing a long scarlet gown. She looked gorgeous, and by the glow on her face was enjoying herself.


  ‘Marko will decide after the festivities.’ Something ominous darkened his gaze. ‘He’s even more concerned now, for your safety. Philippe was one of Damir’s spies, and yet he somehow managed to slip through the radar undetected.’ I shivered at the memory of what had taken place in my bedroom earlier. How close I’d gotten to Damir’s clutches.


  Robbie extended his arm and twirled me away, before drawing me in again.


  ‘You know, I worry, too…about your safety.’ He cleared his throat, his hand gripping mine tighter. I squeezed it in return, and his eyes closed for a fraction of a second before opening again to stare down at my face.


  ‘Sometimes Miranda, when I look at you, I can see the face of the little girl I think was my sister.’ He swallowed thickly. ‘And I wonder what I would do if she was taken like this and forced to marry somebody she didn’t know.’


  I squeezed my arm tighter around Robbie’s waist.


  ‘Take me home, Robbie. I can help you track your sister down, and your grandfather. We could do it together,’ I whispered.


  Robbie drew back and stared at me for the longest time, his eyes dark and shiny.


  The song ended.


  Everybody clapped.


  Robbie’s hand lingered on my waist for a moment, then drawing me in he dropped it and unclasped my hand.


  ‘We’ll talk another time,’ he said from the corner of his mouth. ‘We shouldn’t be talking like this here, out in the open.’ He shook his head, his eyes darting around us to check for onlookers. ‘I don’t fancy a swim with the sharks anytime soon. If we’re going to talk, we’re going to have to do so in private.’


  ‘Come to my room tonight.’


  ‘No. It’s better if I come by day.’


  I sighed. ‘Does it matter? There’s no real night and day here anyway.’


  Marko and Anne approached us, their faces glowing and their chests heaving with exertion.


  Robbie shot me a warning look and strode away.


  ‘Is there a problem with Robbie?’ Marko asked, his pale face flushed from too much wine and dancing. Sweat dampened the hair at his temples.


  I shook my head, unable to find my voice, and he frowned.


  ‘Come, it’s been a big day for you. I’ll personally escort you to your room.’ He held out an arm.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, and slid my arm through his, my bare skin brushing against his firm, muscled bicep before my hand settled on his forearm.


  When we arrived at my bedroom, he hovered at the door.


  ‘Shall we continue our theoretical discussions tomorrow?’ he asked, his eyes roving down to my lips and back up again.


  ‘First thing in the morning,’ I said hurriedly, worried that if let him stand there for too long I’d lean forward and kiss him.


  Marko gazed down at me through lowered lashes and swallowed thickly.


  ‘You want to kiss me, Miranda, I can tell.’


  ‘I—I do not. I’m waiting for you to leave.’


  Marko grinned and stepped away from the door. ‘Try not to toss and turn too much while you dream about me.’


  My mouth dropped open. ‘Sounds more like a nightmare.’


  Marko smiled and made a low sound in his throat. ‘Not to me. Good night, Miranda.’


  I closed the door and leaned against it while I listened to Marko’s footsteps fade. That was close. My stupid, readable face, I chastised myself.


  Changing into my new satin pyjamas, my body still warm from the dancing and Marko, I wondered if I would ever be able to sleep. I threw a jumper over the light-crystal lamp, for extra dimness, but as soon as I slipped into bed, footsteps approached my door.


  Marko?


  I pretended to be asleep, hoping that he’d go away—but also hoping that he’d come in.


  The door creaked open.


  ‘Marko, I already said goodnight,’ I protested, sitting up in bed and reaching for the jumper to give more light.


  But it wasn’t him.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  ‘ROBBIE!’


  The covers went flying. I sprang out of bed and ran toward him. For Robbie to risk coming at night meant business. Hopefully it meant what I thought it did.


  He closed the door and rested his back against it. The top two buttons of his shirt were undone, exposing his bare chest. It rose and fell with each rapid breath.


  Robbie opened his mouth as if to speak, but instead sucked in a deep breath and eyed me warily.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked.


  For a long time he stared at the ground.


  ‘Marko is my best friend,’ he said in a soft voice, pulling a hand through his hair. ‘I shouldn’t be here. We’ll both be dead if someone finds out we’ve been planning to escape.’ He moved to the bedside and gently caressed my cheek with his thumb before dropping his hand to his side. ‘But I can’t help it. I want to help you. I want to make things right.’


  ‘Then take me home,’ I said, my heart pounding at the way Robbie was looking at me. His eyes fixed on mine like they were magnetised.


  Wow. Robbie cared. He really, really cared. If he hadn’t been the one who took me from my family I might have been able to return his feelings; but, as it was, I just couldn’t forgive and forget—no matter how kind or sweet or beautiful he was.


  He swallowed thickly.


  ‘I have access to Marko’s room—the only entrance to the shuttle rooms, but…’ He swore beneath his breath and shook his head, his eyes dark. ‘If we get caught, Miranda, we’ll most likely end up in the Colosseum.’


  I closed my eyes at the unimaginable horror of a thousand teeth sinking into my flesh—or worse, watching Robbie suffer the same fate.


  ‘I’m willing to risk my life.’ He stared at me long and hard. ‘But I can’t risk yours.’


  My head thumped.


  ‘What do you mean? You won’t do it?’


  He shook his head. ‘I would if your safety was guaranteed.’


  I sucked in a deep breath and moved the hair away from my face. I wanted to rage at him and demand he change his mind, but I didn’t. He spoke the truth. If we were caught, we were most likely dead. And I wasn’t going to be any use to my family dead.


  ‘I’ll watch your back and protect you, Miranda. But I can’t help you escape.’


  I shook my head and sighed.


  ‘So my only way home is—’


  ‘Marko,’ we both said at once.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  I WOKE AT seven am, groggy after having slept only three hours, but it didn’t take long for adrenaline to start pumping through my veins. My conversation with Robbie was still fresh in my mind. It was clear I had to get through to Marko. After last night, my opinion of him had changed. In fact, I’d had such a good time in his company I was a little frightened of spending any more time with him. My main concern was getting too close. But how was I going to reach a point where I could make him see reason without developing some kind of relationship? I had to play along with his plans. Pretend I’d softened to the idea of getting married and—urgh—doing my bit for Marin.


  The more we spent time together, the more he’d see me as a human being and not just some baby-delivering stork.


  The idea made me jittery, and I started to pace the room. Frustrated, I decided to go for a walk. Some time out in the garden would do me good and help me to think. I wanted to visit Fruit and Loop.


  I yanked on a pair of black jeans, a fitted blue top and a black leather jacket that I hadn’t yet worn. When I rummaged through the shoe compartment at the bottom of the wardrobe I discovered a pair of black knee-length boots and slipped them on, feeling very biker-chick as I zipped them up. I wondered if I would see Marko today. Up until the dance, we’d hardly spent any time together. Hopefully things would change now, because if he didn’t get to know me I had no hope.


  Pulling on the door, I was surprised to find it locked. After trying again to no avail, panic swelled in my chest.


  I pounded against the icy metal with my fists.


  ‘Hey!’


  ‘Marko issued new orders early this morning,’ said a female voice.


  Peeking through the keyhole, I spied Lily. I groaned and stepped away from the door.


  ‘We are to guard your every move,’ another voice chimed in. After giving the door a swift kick I hurled myself onto my bed. But as I lay there, panic gripped me. Had Marko discovered Robbie’s visit and the reason behind it? Is that why he’d reinstated guards? Was this my punishment? If so, what was Robbie’s? I needed to find out.


  I returned to the door.


  ‘Will you take me to see Marko?’


  A brief silence followed before Lily spoke.


  ‘Marko has asked that you remain in your room until he collects you at nine.’


  My stomach churned sickly. Either he knew or he didn’t. At least I’d find out in a couple of hours.


  ‘Can I at least go to the bathroom to freshen up?’ I asked, and sighed with relief when the lock clicked and the door pulled open. Perhaps I’d feel better after a bath. After gathering what I needed, I stepped out of my room and started down the corridor.


  Lily and the other guard followed my closely, their boot heels clacking behind me. Thankfully, they waited outside the bathroom door.


  I threw in some snow-white bath salts and the water bubbled and fizzed. When it was nearly full, I stripped off completely. The water was hot, and it took a full minute before I was able to slide in, one limb at a time. Submerging myself fully, I stared at the ceiling through a film of water and bubbles, contemplating my fate.


  After a good long soak, I dried off and got dressed. Kris was in my room delivering breakfast when I returned, and when she saw me she cried out in shock.


  ‘Miranda, you can’t go around with your hair soaking wet in the cool morning air,’ she said rather coldly. It struck me as odd that she was behaving this way with me when she’d been so friendly all the other times.


  ‘It’s okay; I’ll dry it.’


  ‘Here,’ she said, snatching the towel from my hand. ‘I’ll do it.’


  ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked.


  My head jerked around in all directions while she vigorously towel-dried my hair.


  ‘I’ve just had word of Philippe’s sentence,’ she said, leaving the towel draped over my head. ‘Death by sharks.’ A tiny, muffled cry escaped her throat.


  I yanked the towel away and turned to find Kris wiping tears from her eyes.


  ‘Stephanie is my daughter. Philippe is like a son to me.’


  ‘Stephanie is your daughter?’ I asked incredulously. She nodded.


  ‘And Philippe got death?’


  ‘Death,’ Kris said, her lips quivering. ‘He did wrong, but he doesn’t deserve death.’


  Though I felt for Kris, I couldn’t dredge up any sympathy for Philippe.


  Kris blew her nose into an embroidered handkerchief and sighed.


  ‘Well, I can’t stand here talking. My shift is over and I have to be with my poor Stephanie. She is devastated.’


  I couldn’t find any appropriate words, so I said nothing and simply watched as she exited the room.


  Within two minutes Stephanie appeared at my door. Her face was puffy and red from crying.


  So this was how my day was going to be: a steady stream of visitors all bent on making me feel like I should be guilty for Philippe’s sentence.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, because the silence was uncomfortable and thick.


  She stared at me for a long time, her glare icy.


  ‘I thought you were my friend, Miranda. I rehearsed with you. Philippe was your partner,’ she spat.


  I stared at her in disbelief.


  ‘Look, I don’t know what you’ve heard but Philippe attacked me,’ I said, a flame of anger stoking up inside me.


  ‘You must have done something to make him do it,’ she said bitterly, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.


  ‘He came into my room!’ I said, my voice raising an octave higher.


  ‘You must have invited him.’


  ‘Get out,’ I said, my voice barely a whisper, my own eyes burning with tears.


  Stephanie’s eyes welled with tears.


  ‘Talk to Marko, Miranda. Please. You are the only one who can plead for Philippe’s life.’ She seized my hand and kneaded my palm with her thumb.


  I started to shake my head but she widened her eyes.


  ‘You have to try.’


  ‘I don’t think he’s going to listen to me. He’s the king. He makes his own decisions.’


  ‘You have to change his mind. I can’t bear to see my beautiful Philippe torn apart.’ Stephanie’s face screwed up with grief, and I stupidly felt sorry for her.


  ‘I’ll try,’ I said.


  She sniffed, wiped at her eyes again and released my hand.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said in a hoarse voice, ‘Thank you, Miranda. I don’t hate you—I don’t.’


  * * *


  Marko arrived at nine o’clock and as soon as he clapped eyes on me he grinned.


  ‘Good morning, Miranda. I hope those dreams of yours didn’t keep you up all night.’


  I breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t know about Robbie’s visit.


  ‘There was nothing worth dreaming about,’ I said, shrugging.


  He started to smile but then frowned when he noticed my hair.


  ‘Your hair is wet,’ he said, eyes darkening. ‘My mother died after giving birth to me. Her hair was wet with sweat and she caught a chill.’ He stepped forward to brush a stray strand of hair from my face before picking up the towel.


  ‘Let me dry it for you,’ he said.


  The door closed behind us and my stomach tickled with nerves at the idea of being alone in my room with him. More because of what I would do than he.


  ‘Sit down.’ He patted the bed and half-smiled when I hesitated. ‘I’m not going to bite.’


  I sat down.


  The bed squeaked as he climbed onto the mattress to kneel behind me. His manly scent and the closeness of his body warmed the blood in my veins. If I reclined an inch I’d feel the hardness of his chest against my back.


  Tingles spread from my scalp and down my spine as he gently rubbed the towel over my hair. I shivered as his warm breath tickled my neck. It was nothing like the Kris experience.


  ‘There,’ he said, running his fingers through my long strands and catching them on the knots. ‘Where’s the comb?’


  I sighed and handed it over, gasping when his fingers grazed the base of my neck.


  ‘Done,’ he said, tossing the comb aside when he’d finished.


  ‘Thanks.’ My face throbbed with heat.


  He moved to sit beside me, our thighs brushing as he dangled his long, boot-clad legs over the edge of the mattress.


  ‘I’ve planned brunch in the garden, just the two of us.’


  The way he was looking at me was doing things to my body, so I stared down at my chewed-down nails.


  ‘Getting to know each other will make things easier in the long run,’ he said softly.


  I sucked in a deep breath and looked Marko in the eyes, hoping he wouldn’t see through me.


  ‘I agree.’


  Marko drew his head back and raised his brows. ‘You actually want to spend time with me?’


  I nodded. ‘Yes. Of course I do. If we’re going to get married I should at least know your favourite colour and whether or not you like peas with your mash.’


  Marko’s eyes sparkled with amusement.


  ‘I’m so glad you’ve warmed to the idea of our union so quickly, Miranda. We can move faster now. Make plans.’ He watched me carefully, with skeptical eyes.


  Sweat dampened my palms and I swallowed thickly. ‘Fast is good.’


  Marko turned his head to hide a smile and got to his feet. He offered his hand.


  I grasped it and pulled myself to my feet.


  ‘So, tell me Miranda, was it my supreme dancing skills last night or is it simply the lure of my face?’


  Unable to stop myself, I burst out laughing, unleashing all that pent up tension.


  He nodded. ‘The face. It’s always the face.’


  I shook my head and giggled. The pad of his thumb brushed my palm and I had to bite my lip so I didn’t gasp or make some kind of embarrassing noise.


  ‘I’ve arranged extra light crystals in the garden today. It should be nice and warm.’


  I pictured walking with bare feet on the grass, warm sunlight on my back, and smiled. We walked down the corridor hand in hand, in silence.


  Once outside, I leaned over the balcony to enjoy the city views, wondering for a brief moment what it would really feel like if I stayed and forgot about the outside world, forgot the mess I’d left behind and the lives I’d ruined. The idea was somewhat alluring.


  ‘Have you truly warmed to the idea of living in Marin, Miranda?’ Marko asked while we shared the view. His eyes were far away, somewhere on the fringes of the city.


  ‘Yes,’ I said, watching him from the corner of my eye. ‘I want to leave my past behind. There’s nothing for me back home.’


  He sighed and turned around resting his arms on the balcony ledge.


  ‘Sylvia keeps pestering me for a wedding date.’


  I swallowed thickly.


  ‘What did you tell her?’


  He snorted. ‘I said it was between me and you.’


  I smiled. It was hard not to like him when he said things like that.


  Birds chirped. I followed their noisy chatter and song into the gardens. As soon as I reached the grass, I kicked off my boots and socks. I visited my little feathered friends, my fellow captives. But I was dismayed to find only one toucan.


  As I stood there, staring at the lone bird, Loop, Marko came to stand beside me.


  ‘Unfortunately some bird species don’t survive down here for long.’


  I studied the solitary toucan for a minute or so before I spoke.


  ‘They must need real sunlight, and sky and fresh air—to be able to flap their wings and fly from tree to tree. They need their freedom.’


  In a burst of rebellion, I unlatched the cage door and set the bird free. It took a while to get going but, after several attempts, it soared out of the garden and over the city lights.


  Marko cursed softly, stoking up the already simmering anger inside of me.


  ‘Do you prefer it to suffer in the cage?’ I asked.


  He shook his head.


  ‘Of course I don’t.’ He glanced over the city, his eyes dark. ‘The bird will fly into the crystal dome repeatedly until it dies.’


  I groaned. It was true. I had the touch of death.


  ‘It’s not your fault,’ said Marko, gently. ‘You didn’t know.’


  ‘I should have known,’ I muttered, thinking about my parents, Aiden and now the bird. I met Marko’s gaze. ‘If you want to marry me, be prepared for the kiss of death. I’m serious.’


  Marko watched me for a long moment, but said nothing and steered me away from the aviaries to another part of the garden I had yet to see.


  ‘You’re going to like what you see next,’ he said, his voice forcibly upbeat.


  He covered my eyes with his hands as if we were a couple in love. After we took several steps, he lifted them to reveal a large field of grass, the size of a small oval.


  ‘It’s a park,’ I said, my eyes eating up all the green lushness.


  There were trees, too, potted in large mosaic-patterned pots. Light crystals hovered above, suspended over the garden via tall, elegantly curved metal poles much like street lamps. It gave off the illusion of dusk.


  ‘Fig trees?’ I called out incredulously, as I moved closer to the trees. Marko watched me as I ran my hands up and down the smooth bark of a thick trunk. It reminded me of my grandparents’ old tree.


  In the centre of the lawn there was a large gold-fringed carpet laden with food and drinks.


  My stomach grumbled and my mouth watered. I hadn’t eaten the breakfast Kris had left me, and I was starving. There were pickled mussels, olives, plump figs and oysters. I’d never tried oysters before and blushed, well aware of their aphrodisiac connotations. I hoped Marko wasn’t expecting me to dive into his arms after eating them.


  Marko threw himself down and I sat opposite him, the food between us.


  ‘Oysters,’ he said with a knowing smile. He plucked one, all plump and creamy in its shell, and knelt over the picnic to bring it to my mouth. ‘Here.’


  Oh, God—he wanted to feed me.


  I blushed and pulled my head in hesitantly. The shell grazed my mouth and my face burned even hotter when my lower lip came into contact with Marko’s finger. I tilted my head back so that the oyster could slide down my throat the way I’d seen people in the movies do it, but when it hit my throat I coughed and gagged. Eventually, it slid down.


  Though watery eyes I saw Marko’s concerned expression.


  ‘I’m okay,’ I said, wiping the corners of my mouth and my eyes.


  He smiled and shook his head.


  ‘Don’t be embarrassed around me, Miranda,’ he said softly, his eyes now serious. ‘Your innocence is a rare thing here in Marin.’


  I exhaled and picked at a blade of grass.


  ‘I like that about you—the innocence,’ he said, stretching out beneath the fake sunlight. A grin teased his lips and my stomach flip-flopped.


  I shrugged out of the jacket and lay back against the rug. He sighed. Part of me wanted to ask him right now if he’d ever send me home, but it was too early, and also there was the chance he’d say never and sink my only hope. I wasn’t quite ready to hear it yet.


  ‘What are you thinking about?’ he suddenly asked.


  I paused. ‘How good this amazing food looks,’ I said, sitting up and crossing my legs.


  He smiled and sat up, too, the hilts of his daggers gleaming in the light. ‘Let’s eat.’


  After my second oyster I knocked them back like a pro, keeping up with Marko, who’d called a race. We finished the meal with sweet figs drizzled in honey, and my stomach felt like it was about to burst.


  ‘My grandparents owned a fig tree,’ I blurted out of nowhere.


  Marko leaned on one elbow, his long legs stretched out in front of him.


  ‘Tell me more about your family, Miranda.’


  ‘My dad drives—he drove trucks and my mum worked at a supermarket,’ I sat, cross-legged, and gripped my ankles. ‘But her real passion in life was writing screenplays, for movies.’ I met Marko’s eyes and swallowed. ‘They died last year in a car crash.’


  He breathed in sharply and exhaled, slowly, through his nose.


  ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Is that why you’ve chosen to remain here?’ Marko chewed on a blade of grass, not taking his eyes off me.


  I shrugged and cast my gaze to the rug. ‘I guess so.’


  ‘Tell me about movies. I’ve read about them, but have never experienced one.’


  He was changing the subject to cheer me up.


  ‘They’re like books, stories brought to life. You get to see real people embody the characters and tell the story. Some movies are just great for laughs, like comedies, some are romantic and you fall in love with the people on the screen, and some movies are true works of art and leave you thinking about the characters for months or even years later—just like a good book.’


  ‘So why do you need movies, then? If they are so like books?’ he asked, tossing an olive at me. It landed in the crook of my arm. I frowned and popped it into my mouth.


  ‘Because sometimes,’ I paused to swallow the salty olive, ‘sometimes we need to connect to the world on a visual level and see the beauty of a real human being experiencing emotions and baring their soul, because in real life lots of people are too scared to do that anymore.’


  ‘Go on,’ he said, smiling softly. ‘Maybe one day we can experience a movie together.’ He tossed another olive at me. This time I caught it in my mouth. I threw one back and it landed in his wine, which started me giggling.


  ‘You don’t experience movies. You watch them.’


  His shrugged, but his cheeks tinted pink.


  ‘Do you have any siblings?’ He fished the olive out with his fingers and popped it into his mouth.


  I nodded.


  ‘I have a sister, Lauren. She’s beautiful.’ I smiled at the vision inside my mind. ‘All the boys back home are in love with her. She has a new boyfriend nearly every week.’ I blabbed on, unable to stop myself. The more I spoke about her, the more I missed her. ‘She’s funny, witty, bubbly and she’s adventurous, a risk-taker—’


  ‘She sounds fun,’ Marko said in a low voice. ‘But I think you’re more interesting. I’m glad Robbie made the mistake and brought you here instead.’


  ‘But you haven’t seen Lauren,’ I said, shaking my head and staring at him as if he’d grown an extra nose. It was impossible to imagine for one second that any man in their right mind would choose me over my sister.


  ‘So, if your sister is so wonderful, why are you prepared to leave her behind and stay here with me? I’m a stranger. Wouldn’t you rather be with her?’


  He had me there. Hesitation brought a flush of heat to my cheeks. Marko looked smug, like a cat that had cornered a mouse. It was as though he was out to prove I was lying about wanting to stay here. It wasn’t going to be easy, pulling the wool over his eyes.


  ‘We haven’t really spoken in a year, since our parents died.’


  He raised his brow and I raised a palm. ‘I’m not going to talk about it, so don’t ask.’


  Gnawing on the inside of his cheek, he nodded his head.


  ‘We’ve got more in common than I thought,’ he said, tossing the strand of grass he’d been chewing over his shoulder.


  I turned my head to avoid his intense stare when, through the trees, I spied Kris, tiny in the distance, rushing from the top of the staircase, across the balcony and back into the castle. She carried a large parcel under her arm.


  My mind immediately sprung to Philippe in the dungeons and Stephanie’s plea. I turned back to Marko and carefully studied his face, searching for the best way to broach this.


  ‘Is it true that Philippe is getting thrown to the sharks?’ I asked casually.


  ‘Yes, it’s true. Are you happy?’


  I took a deep breath, thinking how Stephanie and Kris owed me, big time. Here goes.


  ‘I want him punished, but, I just thought, seeing as he didn’t actually hurt me, he might be kept in the dungeons instead of…instead of death.’ I plucked at another blade of grass. ‘I don’t want to be the cause of anybody’s death. I can’t bear that weight on my conscience, even though what he did was horrible.’


  Marko stared at me for a long time, until his breathing laboured and a bulging vein appeared on his normally smooth forehead.


  ‘Just the idea of Philippe hurting you, our guest, makes me want to rip him apart myself. The fact one of Damir’s men roamed my castle…’


  My eyes travelled down Marko’s arms. His rolled shirtsleeves revealed raised veins along his forearm.


  He balled his hands into fists. ‘And because the laws prevent me from using my own hands—and believe me, I would, Miranda; in a second, I would kill him—I have chosen the sharks.’


  I pictured Kris’s tears and Stephanie’s screwed-up face, and tried once more.


  ‘He would suffer in the dungeons, though. Death would be the easy way out.’


  Marko rose to his feet and glared down at me.


  ‘Can’t you see it from my eyes? I’m protecting your honour. You’re the king’s future wife, and what sort of a message would I be sending out to the people of Marin, especially to Damir’s men, if I send Philippe on his way with only a slap on the wrist after what he did to you?’ Marko’s eyes burned with rage, his chest rising and falling in great heaves.


  ‘I understand, but—’ As horrible as Philippe was, I couldn’t let yet another person die because of me.


  ‘But nothing, Miranda. The man dies. Let’s not talk about Philippe anymore. I’m sick of hearing his name.’


  I said nothing more.


  Marko looked at me, his hooded eyes framed with thick, black lashes.


  ‘Let’s talk about us.’


  I tried not to melt under his scorching stare.


  ‘Okay.’


  ‘Do you want a long engagement or a short one?’


  There was something in his voice that sounded sarcastic.


  ‘Short,’ I said, not breaking my gaze. There was no way I was letting him out me.


  He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I’m serious, Miranda. We’re talking marriage here. I’m not joking.’


  ‘Neither am I.’


  Marko knelt before me, the hilt of his dagger resting against my knee. It was cold. I shivered.


  ‘Short it is, then. We’d better announce our news.’ He kept staring at me, as though he was waiting for me to falter.


  ‘Let’s do it,’ I seized his hand.


  He sucked in a sharp breath before drawing me to my feet.


  ‘Congratulations, Miranda,’ he said with a teasing grin. ‘You’re engaged.’


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  BIRDS STILL SANG in the background and the fake sunlight gave our surroundings an eerie backdrop. I was in an alternate universe, living an alternate existence.


  But was my situation truly so bad?


  I stared up into Marko’s beautiful face, the kind of face artists would willingly starve to paint. It would be easy to fall under this intoxicating spell of fantasy, to imagine that I was a character in a book and indulge in wherever the story went. Let Marko lead me into a world I wouldn’t dare tread in reality.


  He leaned down, as though he was about to kiss me, but turned his head at the last minute, leaving me breathless.


  ‘We must find my grandmother’s ring.’ He tugged my hand. ‘Come.’


  I nodded my head, trancelike. Marko was writing the next word, the next sentence, the next paragraph—the entire chapter of my life story, which was dangerous.


  I had to get a grip before I lost all power. A sick feeling churned my stomach.


  When we passed a female gardener pruning a hedge, Marko paused momentarily to announce the engagement. His eyes were lit up, like blue light crystals, and he couldn’t stop smiling. Perhaps he wanted to play the part well so that when word got out to Damir our marriage would be believable. Or maybe he could see through my fakery and wanted to see how far he could push me before I broke. He tugged at my arm and I nearly tripped over my feet as he rushed us through the main castle entrance inside.


  ‘Sylvia. We must tell Sylvia that you’ve consented,’ he said. ‘But, first, the ring.’


  He led me past my room, past Lily and the other woman, who stared at Marko as though he’d gone insane. A hysterical giggle, brought on by my jangled nerves, escaped my lips. But there was nothing funny about what was happening.


  When we arrived at Marko’s room, an attractive female guard with closely cropped black hair and legs for miles smiled seductively at Marko but ignored me completely. She held open the door, winked at him with bedroom eyes, but blanched when he smiled and announced, ‘I need to be alone with my fiancée. You may take your leave, Sasha.’


  He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me. I studied the reaction on the woman’s face, but she managed to regain her composure and plaster on a false smile. ‘Congratulations…to you both.’


  Marko pulled me in and hastily closed the door behind us before leading me to his four-poster bed.


  The large golden chest, which rested at the foot of the bed, creaked when Marko opened it. From it he withdrew a small golden box and held it before me.


  ‘Open it,’ he whispered, his chest rising and falling.


  I lifted the lid with trembling fingers. Music filled the room, something resembling a lullaby.


  The ring was beautiful and had a glittering sun at its centre, carved out of light crystal.


  ‘It’s a locket ring. You can store…my picture beneath the crystal if you like.’


  Marko plucked it from the box.


  ‘You’re going to bring so much happiness to Marin…and to me,’ he said, his eyes boring into mine while he slipped the gold band onto my ring finger. It felt warm and heavy.


  Before I got a chance to get a good look at it, Marko quickly tugged it off.


  ‘No—I need to do this correctly, seeing as you’re so serious about this,’ he said, before getting down on one bended knee and gazing up at me as though in love, which of course couldn’t be true. He was just playing.


  My hand trembled. Marko continued to gaze up at me, his eyes searching mine.


  ‘Miranda, forgive me—I don’t even know your last name.’


  ‘Sun.’


  ‘Sun?’ Something changed in his eyes. ‘Perhaps this is meant to be,’ he whispered. ‘We have no sun, but now we do.’


  He traced a finger over the sun-shaped crystal, and looked up at me like I was some kind of goddess.


  ‘Miranda Sun, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?’ His chest swelled with each breath. ‘Because if you say yes then you are bound to me for eternity, even in death…’ He narrowed his gaze slightly and his left cheek twitched.


  I sighed, drew a deep, shaky breath and closed my eyes for a moment before opening them to look down at him.


  ‘In death, too?’ I said, trying my best to make light of it all.


  Marko, still on his knees, mumbled, ‘Mmmm…yes,’ before he bent his head and pressed his lips to the back of my hand.


  I gasped and tried not to melt like candle wax.


  ‘I’m serious about this, Miranda.’ Smouldering eyes bore into mine. ‘Are you?’


  His hot breath fluttered against my hand.


  ‘Yes,’ I whispered, restraining the urge to extend my fingers and brush them against his mouth.


  He got to his feet, took a step closer and traced his thumb across my cheek. Then he took me by the wrists and wrapped my arms around his neck before snaking his own arms around my waist to draw us together.


  ‘Now that we’re engaged, Miranda, I guess you won’t object to this,’ he whispered before lowering his face. He was going to kiss me, and I wasn’t going to stop him. I’d be lying to myself if I said I was only doing this for my freedom. I wanted his lips on me.


  The kiss was gentle at first, his lips moving over mine with just enough pressure to make my mouth tingle. A soft moan rumbled in his throat, and my stomach fluttered. I caressed his neck and slid a hand up into his thick, dark hair. In response, his hands gripped my waist tightly, and moved to rub the small of my back. My hands left his neck and slid over the breadth of his shoulders and down his arms. His biceps flexed and hardened at my touch.


  The kiss became urgent. Marko’s lips trailed lightly down my neck, his breath warm and fast against my skin. When we gravitated towards the bed, I suddenly realised things were getting way out of hand.


  What on earth was wrong with me?


  ‘Stop, Marko,’ I whispered, and he instantly complied, his breathing ragged.


  ‘Having second thoughts?’ he asked, licking his lips and watching me through thick lashes.


  I swallowed thickly. ‘Of course not. I’m just…I was—’


  


  ‘You don’t want to marry me, Miranda, admit it.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Although, I can tell you enjoyed the kiss.’


  I shook my head. How could I let myself lose control with the person holding me captive? Why did he have such an effect on me?


  ‘Of course I want to marry you. I said so, didn’t I?’ I


  folded my arms across my chest.


  ‘Even if I tell you I plan to kiss you like this on a daily basis? You still want to play pretend?’


  Yes…even more so.


  Argh! Why was he so intent on knowing my true feelings? Wasn’t this what he wanted all along? For me to agree to his plans?


  I kept my arms folded and raised my head. ‘Yes, and I’m not pretending.’


  ‘So you want me to believe that you’ve suddenly fallen hopelessly in love with me,’ he said.


  I ignored the smirk on his lips and said, ‘Yes.’


  He folded his arms across his chest and stared down at me. Amusement sparkled in his eyes.


  ‘Say it, then. Declare your love for me.’


  Blood pounded in my ears. My cheeks burned. He stood there, waiting.


  ‘You first,’ I said, my voice trembling. ‘How do I know that you’re not pretending?’


  He raised his brows and said, ‘Fine,’ before snaking his arms around my waist and locking eyes with me. ‘I love you, Miranda.’


  It if wasn’t for his strong arms holding me, I would have melted to the floor.


  ‘Good. I…I love’—I cleared my throat—‘you, too.’


  Marko grinned and kissed me again.


  * * *


  Back in my room, I paced the floor, twisting the ring on my finger and wondering what on earth I was going to do. There was no escaping it now. I was engaged. How weird. How crazy. How stupid. But what other option did I have?


  Bringing a hand to my pounding head, I rubbed it, as though trying to erase the frantic thoughts running through my brain. I needed to see Robbie before I let myself get swept up in this whole marriage thing. Maybe I needed to try to convince him to help me one more time.


  I tried to force Marko out of my brain, but all I could think about was his lips, his eyes, those words…‘I love you.’ I practically swooned every time I thought about it, though it was clearly a lie. But it was such a nice lie it was hard not to want to believe it.


  At lunchtime, Anne came in and told me that Kris had sent a message of thanks. She was thanking me for my attempt at saving Philippe. But I’d failed, so why thank me? It gave me an idea.


  ‘Anne. Do you think you could get a hold of a pen and some paper for me please?’ I asked, and she nodded, her eyes widening.


  ‘I’ve got some here, in my apron pocket,’ she whispered shyly, as if she had a man hidden in there. She handed me a ballpoint pen and a notepad, and I took them from her and scribbled away, carefully crafting my words so that if the letter was intercepted it would appear innocent.


  Robbie,


  I’m not sure if you’ve heard the news, but Marko has proposed and I’m wearing his grandmother’s ring. We are engaged.


  I would love to share this good news with you in person. Miranda


  


  I folded the note and asked Anne to give it to Robbie as soon as possible and to tell no-one about it. She nodded, excitement lighting her eyes as if this was the most exhilarating thing that had ever happened to her.


  I prayed I could trust her, but as soon as she left I regretted what I’d done and waited in agony for a response, wondering if I’d even get one. What if the letter was intercepted? Was it enough to draw suspicions about Robbie and me and the things we’d discussed?


  An hour or so later, after drifting off to sleep, I woke up in a sweat. Anne had been let into my room. She entered, all skipping, guilty eyes, her hands bearing a tray with a mug of steaming tea and a wedge of cake upon it. She set it down and slid a note into my hand before winking largely.


  ‘Thanks Anne,’ I whispered, and she winked again, elated.


  I waited until I was alone again and opened the note with trembling hands.


  Miranda,


  I will personally congratulate you this evening, when I assume my duties at your door.


  Robbie.


  I folded the note and tucked it beneath my pillow. Maybe I could subtly extract enough details from Robbie about the shuttles and the travel chutes and just escape myself, that way I would only be endangering myself. But then what about Aiden? I looked at the clock and sighed when I saw that it was only two thirty. I wondered what I could do to fill the time before Robbie began his shift.


  I decided to have another bath, but just when I had picked out some fresh clothes to change into, there was another knock at the door.


  


  ‘It’s only me, Miranda,’ Sylvia announced. The lock turned and the door burst open. She breezed in, rushing to my side, and took my hand into her own to admire the sparkling sun ring.


  ‘Congratulations, Miranda. Just don’t lose it. It was my grandmother’s. The sharks will have you if you do,’ she purred, pressing her perfect lips to both of my cheeks. She drew back and appraised me from head to toe. ‘You are now my future sister-in-law.’ Her eyes, normally so hard and unreadable, turned liquid soft. ‘I’ve always wanted a sister.’ She stepped forward and placed her face an inch away from mine. ‘But I warn you: do not play games with my baby brother, you hear?’


  ‘I don’t—’ I swallowed thickly. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


  ‘I don’t know what you’ve done to make him so happy all of a sudden, but if I find out you are purposely misleading him—’


  ‘You’ll throw me to the sharks, I know.’ I sighed and glanced down at the dress I’d just selected from the wardrobe. Hoping she’d get the hint and just leave.


  ‘Thanks for coming by,’ I said, smiling a fake smile.


  She kept her gaze narrow and hard.


  ‘I’ve never seen Marko this happy before; not since he found Robbie all those years ago. He deserves to be happy, Miranda.’


  ‘Everyone does,’ I muttered under my breath.


  She fingered the material of the dress. ‘Are you planning to meet with Marko this evening? To celebrate your engagement?’ she asked before bringing two fingers to the place between her brows, which she began to rub. ‘Because I know he’s dealing with the Philippe matter at present. He won’t be back until later this evening.’


  


  I shrugged my shoulders. ‘I was just getting dressed…out of boredom.’


  ‘Maybe I need to take time out of my busy schedule and spend more of it with you, Miranda. Be a good big sister.’


  ‘I already have a sister.’


  She ignored my words and the malice behind them.


  ‘I’ll send someone to collect you at six. You’ll dine with me tonight,’ she said, ordering her command with a smile. I thought of Robbie and the information I needed. But saying no to Sylvia would only arouse suspicions.


  ‘Dinner will be great, thank you,’ I said.


  After she left the room, I hurled the dress across to the floor. In the process, my engagement ring got caught on the material and, to my horror, it slipped off my finger. I heard it ping somewhere in the far corner of my room, dangerously close to the air vent.


  I rushed across. Crouching down low, I rested my hands on either side and peered down the hole. The ring winked up at me from the very top of the vent, dangling precariously on the ragged edge of the central metal bar that crossed the hole.


  I sucked in a deep breath. The light-crystal ring was only a millimetre away from falling into the black abyss; and yet, it hadn’t.


  Hovering over it, I brought my hand down, slowly. Sweat dripped from my temples as I placed two trembling fingers on either side of the sun.


  Just when I was about to grasp it, somebody banged on my door and I jumped—sending the ring down the hole.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  THE RING WAS GONE. Sylvia would search my hand for it tonight, and she’d send me to the sharks. As she’d said, there were plenty of fish in the sea. They could just as easily find another girl like me.


  I felt faint, sick to my stomach, and couldn’t even look at the tray of food the maid had left. If she hadn’t arrived and knocked at that moment the ring would probably still be sitting, snug, on my finger. But blaming someone wasn’t going to stop the inevitable.


  Visions of hungry sharks with jaws of steel swam through my brain, but I told myself I was being melodramatic. Sylvia had to have been joking. Marko might lose it, he might get mad, but he would never send me to the sharks. He needed me, for the safekeeping of his crown and the safety of the city. And if that kiss was anything to go by he at least liked me a little.


  Heat flared my cheeks as I recalled the way he’d groaned against my lips. Well, maybe more than just a little.


  I stayed on the cold, hard floor, listening to the tick-tock of the clock, and before I knew it three hours had passed. Time had not been helpful. I only felt worse now.


  Sighing, I got to my feet. Having wasted so much time just sitting on the floor staring down the hole, I now had to hurry up—Sylvia was sending someone for me in only half an hour.


  I quickly threw on the stupid dress I’d picked out earlier, the one that cost me the ring, and the same leather jacket I’d worn out to the garden. I didn’t even comb my hair. When Thelma arrived from the kitchen to collect me, I overheard a red-headed female guard and Lily talking about how Robbie would be relieving them of their duties in half an hour. I jolted alert at the sound of his name.


  ‘Come in,’ Sylvia said, when I knocked gently at her door. Her room was warmly lit, as large as Marko’s and with its own private dining table as well.


  I shivered in apprehension as she removed my jacket and hung it up on a silver coat stand.


  ‘Where’s the ring?’ she asked, her emerald eyes riveted on my ring finger. I snaked my hand around my back.


  ‘I put it away in my drawer because I was afraid I’d lose it. It’s a bit loose on my finger.’


  She frowned. ‘You’d better not let my brother see you without it. It’s a family heirloom. And Grandmother was precious to him because our mother died when he was born. That ring is the only connection he has left with her.’


  Precious ring—I get it. My stomach turned.


  ‘Don’t worry, it’s safe,’ I snapped.


  But the more I thought about it the more I realised that if Sylvia hadn’t come into my room to begin with I wouldn’t have thrown the dress, and the ring wouldn’t have come off in the first place. A sudden swell of anger rose from my chest to tighten my throat. I was sick and tired of being locked in a room and then dragged about to dinners I didn’t want to attend. And I was angry at myself for even caring about a stupid ring when I had worse things to worry about, like an impending marriage to someone I didn’t even love but was insanely attracted to. And the fact that I was miles below sea level, away from my sister, whom I hadn’t been truly honest with for years. I was a coward for contemplating life in Marin, for wanting to forget the mess I’d left behind. What I needed was to go back and clean it up.


  ‘Are you alright, Miranda?’ Sylvia asked, coming forward to touch my arm. Instantly my anger turned into tears.


  ‘I’m just upset because I had my freedom, this week, to roam around the castle, and I even did the fertility dance.’ I paused to swallow and took a deep breath. ‘I co-operated, but now I have the guards on my bedroom door again. And I’m claustrophobic. I just want my freedom to walk wherever I want again,’ I blurted out.


  I hadn’t planned on what I said, but it came out better than I could have hoped, and took the heat off the missing ring.


  She nodded her head.


  ‘I’ll speak to Marko,’ she soothed. ‘Philippe is in the dungeons now, and Marko has tightened the security around the castle perimeter.’


  ‘Thanks.’ I sniffed and wiped my nose with the back of my hand, causing Sylvia to wrinkle her perfect nose.


  ‘Perhaps I will call for Marko soon, and we can sort this security matter out, and hopefully you will be free to roam the halls by the time dinner is over. How about that?’ she asked. ‘You could spend more time in the library. Robbie tells me you have a passion for books.’ She narrowed her gaze at me. ‘You and Robbie are so alike, in many ways.’


  Her observation made my palms sweat.


  ‘Maybe we should sit down to eat. I feel tired all of a sudden,’ said Sylvia.


  


  ‘Me too,’ I said, adding a yawn for effect.


  She sat at the head of the long, oval table. I chose the chair nearest to her, where the crockery and cutlery were already set.


  ‘You poor dear,’ she crooned, eyeing me closely. ‘You need cheering up.’


  She poured a fizzy drink into two narrow crystal flutes.


  ‘Champagne, to welcome you into the Tollin family,’ she said with a wink. ‘We girls need to stick together, Miranda, don’t you think?’


  I smiled, wondering if I’d judged Sylvia too harshly, but as soon as I considered this, she proved otherwise.


  ‘To the future heir of Marin,’ she said, with a hungry gleam in her green eyes. When I looked deeper into them, I realised that, to Sylvia, I was just the vessel in which a new baby would be brought into Marin. A cold shiver travelled the length of my spine, the repulsive knowledge that anybody could be used for such a purpose.


  The crystal flute felt cool in my fingers. I raised it to my lips and took a sip. The sharp bubbles fizzed over my tongue.


  Sylvia emptied her flute in one go and refilled it right away. After she took a single sip of it, she leaned back in her seat and folded her thin but sculpted arms across her eye-popping cleavage.


  ‘So, you and Robbie have been getting close, I notice.’


  I shook my head and took another sip of champers so I didn’t have to talk.


  ‘But you are. I’ve seen him around you. I know that look.’ Shrugging my shoulders, I set my now empty glass down and forced myself to meet Sylvia’s steady gaze so she couldn’t detect the lie. ‘He’s the guy who stole me from my life. If anything, I hate him.’ Okay, so it wasn’t a complete lie. I was still angry at him for taking me, and probably always would be. But I didn’t hate him anymore.


  ‘He certainly doesn’t hate you,’ she said with a smirk. ‘I’ve known Robbie for years. He’s a tragic soul, really. Sweet but tragic. He has this notion that we all have a soul mate somewhere out there,’ she sighed, ‘and he’s still waiting for his.’ She shook her head. ‘When I see him staring at you with those big brown eyes of his, I wonder if he thinks you’re his.’


  Oh, God…


  I took a bite out of a warm bread roll Sylvia offered me, and took as long as possible to chew—on the bread and on Sylvia’s words. So it was true. I hadn’t imagined the looks Robbie had given me recently. Is that why he wanted to help me—because he was attracted to me? Or was he doing what he thought was right?


  Sylvia served up a rich, tomato-based seafood broth into our bowls and picked up a silver spoon. After digging out a prawn, she held it to her lips and grinned wickedly. ‘I wonder what Marko will do when he notices Robbie’s affections for you.’ She popped the whole prawn into her mouth and chewed it vigorously. ‘It would be interesting to know how he’d respond. Would he toss Robbie to the sharks…’ she reached out and tapped my nose with the back of her spoon. ‘Or you?’


  I jerked away, wanting to scream at her, rake my nails down her face, pull her hair, tip my soup on her lap…but I knew all of those things would have me tossed into the Colosseum, so I chewed on the inside of my cheek instead until I tasted blood.


  My hands shook as I brought a spoonful of red broth to my lips. The woman was pure evil, like her brother, Damir. Marko was different—at least it seemed he was.


  


  ‘So, have you and Marko always been so different?’ I asked before I could retrieve my hate-laced words. Sylvia frowned at first, then shook her head, smiling.


  ‘Marko and I are more alike than you think. We’re both driven. And when we want something we’ll stop at nothing to get it. In a way, I’m more like Marko than I am like my twin, Damir.’


  ‘Damir’s your twin?’ I asked, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling at the mention of his name, as if he might jump out of a dark shadowy corner any second.


  She nodded her head and flicked her long black hair over her bare shoulders. ‘I loved Damir once,’ she said in low voice, and my eyes immediately shot to her Gemini tattoo, two fishes swimming and then a broken heart.


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘He not only killed our father; he nearly killed Marko, who is like a son to me…’ She averted her eyes. ‘And he nearly killed someone else; someone that I care for very much.’


  ‘Robbie?’ I whispered, before I could stop myself.


  ‘Robbie,’ she said, her eyes narrowing. ‘How did you know?’


  A long silence followed. Because he showed me the scar himself. ‘I just guessed.’


  I knew then that she cared for Robbie in more than a brotherly way. Wow. She had to be at least ten years his senior. I searched Sylvia’s perfect face and realised that I didn’t even know her age.


  ‘Why are you looking at my face like that?’ Sylvia asked, but then she threw her head back and laughed. It was such a Marko mannerism that I wondered for a moment what Damir looked like.


  ‘I’m twenty-nine years old, Miranda,’ she said, her voice gravelly. ‘I was ten when Marko was born, and after our mother died I became a little mother myself. Marko is the son I’ll never get to have.’ Her crystal-clear eyes turned glassy and I looked away. Since the day I met her, I could never have imagined Sylvia crying, but here she was.


  We ate our soup in silence after Sylvia pressed a napkin to her eyes and declared she was too tired to talk. When we finished eating the broth, followed by a crunchy snow-pea salad, I declined dessert and stood to leave.


  Sylvia kissed me goodbye on both cheeks, and thanked me for coming in a cracked voice. She avoided my eyes, as though she hated the fact that she had revealed her soft, human underside. I could almost have felt sorry for her, if she didn’t constantly threaten me with sharks. Perhaps not being able to have children had turned her bitter. Perhaps she would have been a different woman had things been different in Marin, and she had been able to have her own baby.


  But when she walked me to the door I had to stifle a gasp: on her bookshelf was the very same book I’d seen on the metal bench top in Frano Tollin’s operating theatre— the mermaid book.


  Why would she keep such a hideous thing in her room? According to Robbie, Damir was the one who’d inherited Frano Tollin’s penchant for mermaids. Had she gone in there after finding out I’d snooped and brought the book back to peruse out of morbid curiosity?


  I shuddered. Maybe she was exactly like her twin brother. Her eyes did always gleam in an unnatural, bloodthirsty way whenever she mentioned the sharks.


  Out in the hallway we met Robbie. Sylvia planted one of her lingering kisses on his cheek.


  ‘Keep my new sister safe,’ she purred, stroking the bulge of his bicep in a seductive way that made me want to gag. Robbie nodded and stared straight ahead. ‘I mean it,’ she said, pinching one of his cheeks between her fingers.


  He jerked his head away from her hand and eyed her coldly. She laughed.


  We walked the corridor in silence, but I was conscious of every breath he took and of my own breathing. By the time we reached my bedroom door, everything I wanted to say—about the ring and about escaping—was about to spill from my lips, but Robbie pulled me in and half closed the door behind him.


  ‘Not now,’ he whispered, ‘Later, when everybody’s gone to bed.’


  I sighed.


  ‘I think Sylvia knows,’ he said, his eyes dark and troubled, and I panicked at the ominous tone in his voice.


  Part of me wanted to agree and share everything Sylvia had said, but there was a risk he would change his mind about returning me home, and how on earth could I tell him that Sylvia thought he had a crush on me? My face flared up just thinking about it.


  So I simply nodded, and Robbie locked the door behind me.


  I collapsed onto the bed and curled up into a ball, pressing the sheets against my stomach and chest. A cloud of impending doom hung over me. I could feel it. I could hear it in Robbie’s voice.


  If Robbie suspected Sylvia was on to us, he was going to stay away from me so that he didn’t betray his best friend. My chances of escape were fading fast. I was going to lose myself in Marin, and I was going to do something stupid like fall in love with Marko.


  I pressed my palms against my face, noticing my bare ring finger.


  


  Sitting up with a jolt, I scrambled off the bed, light-crystal lamp in hand, and rushed over to the corner of the room. I suspended the light over the vent as close as I could, squishing my head up against it so that I could see further, even though I knew it was probably long gone.


  But I was wrong.


  There, in the dim light, was the glimmer of something golden that could only be the ring. I couldn’t believe my good fortune. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that it was hooked against a piece of stone jutting out of the otherwise smooth edge of the tunnel.


  I could still retrieve it. There was hope. I could get it out before Marko visited me next, and he’d be none the wiser. Sylvia would be none the wiser.


  And the sharks would go hungry.


  Carefully, I slid my hand through the gaps in the steel. My arm fitted through easily enough, but as I went in deeper, right up to my shoulder, I groaned with disappointment. I was missing an extra couple of inches needed to reach the diamond ring with. If only I were long and lean like Lauren.


  I sighed, glaring down at it. It winked back up at me, almost cheekily. Setting down the crystal lamp, I raced to the door and rapped on it softly.


  Robbie unlocked it and opened it a sliver.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I need your help,’ I whispered, widening my eyes for emphasis.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘I’ve just dropped something in the vent. I can’t reach it.’ He glanced over his shoulders.


  ‘In a minute, Miranda. I want to be sure the last of the castle’s guests have left for the evening.’


  ‘Okay.’


  


  I sat by the vent, staring into the black hole until my eyes grew heavy.


  Sometime later, I woke up stiff and in the same position. The door groaned open. Through blurry eyes, the clock told me it was just after eleven.


  When Robbie saw me huddled in the corner, he rushed over to me.


  ‘Miranda, don’t tell me you’ve been sitting on the cold floor like this for hours. It’s not good for your joints.’


  I ignored his doctor-like ramble, grateful he hadn’t mentioned the word ‘piles’, and held the light crystal over the hole. ‘I’ve lost it, Robbie, and Sylvia’s going to make Marko feed me to the sharks.’


  ‘Lost what?’ He peered down the hole. ‘Looks like a jewel,’ he said, his voice echoing in the deep tunnel.


  ‘It’s Marko’s grandmother’s ring—my engagement ring.’ He lifted his head back up, his eyebrows raised. ‘You threw it down there?’ I caught a tremor of a smile at the corner of his mouth.


  ‘It’s not funny!’ I pushed against his arm. ‘It was a stupid accident,’ I said, tugging at my hair. ‘And I’m kind of scared of what will happen when Marko and Sylvia find out.’ I sighed with anguish. ‘I’ve tried reaching for it, but my arms are too short. Can you try, please?’


  ‘Right.’ Robbie’s face became serious.


  Robbie nodded, slipped off his jacket and knelt beside the vent. He slid his arm through the widest gap, but it became stuck after the elbow, at the base of his bicep.


  ‘I’ll just have to tell Marko tomorrow that it slipped off my finger and fell down there. It’s true, anyway.’


  Robbie’s dark eyes shone in the dim light. ‘Why are you so frightened of Marko? He would never hurt you. He cares about you almost as much as I do.’


  


  Casting my eyes down I blushed, and was about to stand up, but Robbie reached out and took my hand, pulling me back down.


  ‘We can’t talk about escape anymore, Miranda,’ he said, squeezing my hand. ‘Especially now that you’re engaged.’ He shook his head. ‘Marko burst into my room this afternoon, saying he thought his marriage to you could work. I’ve never seen him this happy. He worries that you’re lying, though. Marko despises liars.’ Robbie let out a shaky sigh. ‘But right now, Sylvia is our greatest concern. I think she’s suspicious of us. And once she’s on the trail of something, she won’t let it go.’


  ‘So it’s final. Unless Marko has a change of heart, I’ll never see my family again,’ I whispered, my eyes burning with unshed tears.


  Footsteps echoed out in the corridor. We both leapt to our feet just as the door scraped open and Sylvia stepped into the room, followed closely by the guard William.


  ‘What is the meaning of this?’


  I stepped in front of the vent, hoping the move didn’t draw attention to it.


  ‘I was exercising…I jog around my room sometimes when I’m bored…and I fell and hurt my ankle.’


  Robbie bent and pressed his fingers in and around the bone. ‘You might see a little bruising in the morning, but it’s not broken.’


  Sylvia shot daggers at me with her eyes. ‘William, Robbie looks tired. You will take his place as Miranda’s guard until Robbie has had enough rest.’


  Robbie widened his eyes at me as he stood. ‘Marko has asked for no male guards except me. I can’t leave my post.’


  Sylvia sighed. ‘Then you’ll both stand guard.’


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  IN THE MORNING my eyes felt sandy and sore from all the crying, but I decided right away that I wasn’t just going to sit around snivelling all day.


  After dressing, I made an attempt at retrieving the ring from the vent by using a coat hanger, but I nearly lost it again and collapsed on the floor from the stress of it all. While I lay sprawled on the floor, the lock turned. I flung the hanger to the ground and leapt to my feet just as Marko swept in.


  Marko frowned and approached me with a curious smile on his face.


  ‘What have you been doing, Miranda? You’re face is red and you’re’—he came closer and touched my face— ‘sweating.’ I jumped at his touch. I wondered if he was here for the daily kissing he’d promised. My mouth tingled and my stomach fluttered at the thought.


  ‘I’ve just been…exercising.’


  Marko drank me in from head to toe. ‘Sylvia mentioned you hurt your ankle doing this…exercising. Shouldn’t you be resting it?’


  


  ‘It’s fine now. Look.’ I demonstrated by rotating my foot.


  ‘Good. I’m glad it’s better and I’m glad you’re dressed warmly, because today I’m taking you into the city.’ His eyes rested on my bare left hand. ‘Where’s the ring?’


  ‘It’s…safely tucked beneath my pillow. It’s quite loose and I didn’t want to lose it.’


  Marko’s eyes narrowed slightly. ‘I’ll have it looked at it tomorrow, but I suppose it’s best to leave it here while we’re out. I’ll make certain the room is locked.’


  ‘What are we doing in the city?’ I asked, secretly excited at the prospect of roaming the streets of Marin.


  ‘Now that you’re my fiancée and future queen, you must get to know our beautiful city and mingle with our people. We’ll have the best guards protecting you, of course, including,’ Marko stepped into the corridor and shoved Robbie in the arm, playfully, ‘this fellow here,’ before returning to my side. ‘And now that everyone knows that Philippe is going to die painfully for his crime, we think the people of Marin will be a bit more law abiding.’


  I nodded, my stomach turning, hoping I wasn’t going to have to watch Phillippe die. ‘Great.’


  Marko snorted as though he didn’t believe me.


  ‘Come, Miranda.’ He offered his arm, and I took it. A long stream of guards flanked us from either side, and I wondered if it was at all possible to enjoy my first experience of the city if I was to be so coveted.


  ‘Once we are amongst the people, the guards will give you some space. They will move through the crowds with their eyes on you from a distance. And of course I, your devoted fiancé,’ he said this with a wicked grin, ‘will be by your side every second.’


  ‘Excellent.’ I smiled, thinking all the while about what Robbie had said about Marko despising liars.


  


  When my feet left the last of the exhaustingly long castle steps and arrived at the gateway to the city, past the courtyard, I felt a rush of adrenaline surge through me.


  I was outside.


  I turned my head back to look at the huge white palace, my looming prison, but quickly returned my eyes to the city. Today was about as close to freedom as I could get right now, and I intended to immerse my senses.


  A myriad sounds filled my ears: the splashing of water, the musical tinkle of people chattering, laughter, and the sizzling of good food cooking. I breathed in through my nose, and the delicious scent of grilled fish filled wafted in. But I could wait to eat. There was too much for my eyes to feast on first, like the warm glow of the light crystals lining both the lengths of the curved streets and the water channels.


  We strolled by a beautiful fountain. At its peak stood a statue of a tall female warrior wearing a jewel-encrusted golden helmet. She clutched a light crystal in one hand and raised a long golden spear in another. The water sprayed, like a shower of diamonds, from the tip of her helmet.


  ‘This is Kraja,’ Marko said, pride lighting his eyes. ‘The ancient leader I was telling you about.’


  ‘She’s beautiful,’ I said. My eyes studied every intricate curve of her gleaming body before they skipped over the snow-white buildings and the carefully cut water channels surrounding us. ‘I wonder how she and her people built this place.’


  ‘My grandfather spent his entire life trying to figure it out, but died trying,’ Marko said, still staring at the statue. He squeezed my hand. ‘Maybe we can unearth the facts together.’


  I smiled and glanced back at Robbie. He was staring off into space and looking like it was physically painful for him to be in my and Marko’s company.


  


  We passed through the streets, and a travelling crowd slowly formed on either side of us. People smiled and waved, and I noticed that most were dressed in outfits from different eras that had each been altered to resemble designer clothes. There was a hint of glamour and clever artistry to the clothing. Some of the women wore trousers and fitted tops, but lots of them wore off-the-shoulder dresses and large, bold, clunky pearl jewellery. Their hair was styled elegantly, and they all appeared healthy. Pale, yes, but not in a sickly way; just in a creamy, porcelain-skinned way.


  It was hard not to trip over my own feet as their eyes ate me up from head to toe.


  Some of the younger ones, in their early twenties perhaps, stepped forward and made small talk, offered their hands to shake—one, a stunning young Indian woman, kissed me on the mouth before laughing at my shocked expression. Marko drew me in closer after that, as though jealous.


  The older women came forward to hug me to their chests like I was a child. It was weird. Several of the younger men came to say hello, too, their eyes flicking from Marko to me uneasily, while most of the older men smiled kindly at me, as if I could be their daughter or granddaughter.


  I began to relax. The people of Marin weren’t as scary or as dangerous as I had thought.


  We moved deeper into the belly of the city, past row upon row of houses that remind me of the little white homes in the pictures of the Greek Islands that I had seen hanging up on the walls of restaurants.


  I sighed. The more I saw of Marin, the more breathtaking it became. And yet, despite all its beauty, the absence of children left an empty hollow throughout the city that gave me the shivers. That need hung in the air above the city like a suffocating grey cloud, and reminded me of what was expected of me.


  ‘What were you thinking of just now?’ Marko asked over the noisy hum of the crowds surrounding us.


  ‘It’s sad,’ I said, watching the water channels where the gondolas glided gracefully along the smooth satin water, ‘that there are no children here.’


  ‘It is,’ said Marko, a sad smile on his lips, while he led me towards the banks. I slid my hand down and took his in mine. ‘Do you like children?’ he asked.


  I shrugged. In truth, I had planned to never have children. Why would I want to risk ruining the lives of more innocents, after my track record? But I couldn’t exactly tell him that right now.


  He paused, mid-step, staring at me intently, before gently tugging me towards a waiting gondola.


  We left the stone pavement to step onto a wooden jetty, and when I looked back I saw that the guards had meshed in with the crowd so that they were less noticeable. I relaxed my shoulders and turned back to the gondola, secretly wishing I could give everyone the flick, just for an hour or two, and steal away on the little boat to explore the city on my own.


  I sighed. That was never going to happen, so instead I decided to just relax in Marko’s company and enjoy myself. I looked up at his handsome face, his cheeks tinted from the walk, and realised that it wouldn’t be difficult to do that at all.


  ‘Robbie,’ Marko called over his shoulder, and I turned around to see Robbie visibly tense up. ‘You can steer us.’


  Robbie said nothing, and I watched him from the corner of my eye as he untied the gondola and crouched to hold it in place while Marko stepped past him into the boat and then extended a hand out to me.


  


  I stepped over Robbie’s arm and, when I wobbled unsteadily, he clutched my thigh and held me until Marko took my hand and pulled me down into the boat.


  Marko led me to the middle of the boat while he gripped the jetty so that Robbie could board.


  ‘What’s the matter, Rob?’ Marko asked, staring up at Robbie as he climbed in.


  ‘Nothing,’ Robbie said, before seizing a tall pole and digging it into the water, propelling us away from the jetty.


  Marko sat beside me, his thigh brushing mine.


  ‘Try to relax and enjoy the sights,’ he said. ‘The first time you see Marin should be special.’


  In a bid to not think about Robbie’s or Marko’s feelings for me, I concentrated on the water ahead and noticed a pale mist hovering above it. The mist combined with the light crystals embedded into the stone banks gave an ethereal, magical feeling to the place.


  ‘It is beautiful here,’ I said, shaking my head with wonder.


  Marko tilted his head and peered down at my face.


  ‘Something tells me you’re beginning to really like it,’ he said. ‘Am I right?’


  Disturbingly, he was right.


  I spied a large white circular building like a giant football arena in the distance, and before I could ask Marko told me what it was.


  ‘The Colosseum,’ he said, shaking his head gravely. ‘But we won’t be going there today. It’s much too close to the underworld, and we don’t have all our guards.’ I thought about Damir, picturing a masculine version of Sylvia, and shuddered, but secretly wished that I could see the Colosseum. Not because I wanted to see where people suffered their deaths, but because it was a piece of architecture Dad would have loved.


  


  ‘You’ll see it one day, soon, at Philippe’s sentencing. Just not today,’ he said, kissing the top of my head.


  I sat forward and drew cool air into my lungs.


  ‘Are you alright?’ Marko asked.


  ‘Just seeing all of this makes me think of my family. I wish they could see all of this,’ I said, my voice suddenly cracking.


  Robbie stopped paddling the water.


  I brought my hands up to my face and took a deep, haggard breath. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered, wiping at my face and my running nose with my hand.


  ‘Don’t be,’ Marko said, rubbing my back and drawing me in close. ‘But if it’s any consolation, it usually takes only a couple of months for the homesickness to wane. My grandfather kept journals about the phenomenal pull of the city. It seems to engage roughly six to eight weeks after an individual’s arrival. After that amount of time, everybody stops wanting to go home and is happy to remain in Marin.’


  I looked up at him, wondering how true this was. If it was true, then I was seriously screwed. Because, according to his grandfather’s studies, the time for me to forget was coming sooner than I would have liked it to.


  ‘It’s something to do with the light crystals. I think there’s an irresistible energy or power inside them,’ he continued in a soft voice.


  Robbie stabbed at the water with the long pole, his breathing loud and rough from the exertion.


  Marko squeezed my shoulder and I looked across the water to the banks, where people were gathering, talking and laughing amongst themselves, some pointing at me. I felt like a monkey in a zoo.


  ‘Perhaps I should have brought you here during the week when the city’s not as crowded. We can return to the castle,’ he said, anxiously, adding, ‘If you feel this is too much.’


  


  ‘No.’ Alarmed at the idea of being locked up in my room again, I shook my head and pointed to a well-lit place that appeared to be a sort of restaurant. It was crowded with people eating and drinking merrily.


  ‘Let’s stop here and eat,’ I said to Marko, wanting to be in a noisy room, to feel the heat of many human beings.


  ‘Done,’ Marko said, relief relaxing his mouth into a gorgeous smile.


  We moored at the closest jetty. When Robbie helped me off the boat I tried to meet his gaze, but he kept his eyes averted. Had Sylvia threatened him in some way? Was that why he was so edgy?


  We were given a table nestled in a tropical garden area out the back of the restaurant.


  My eyes scanned for Robbie inside the restaurant, to no avail, but I noticed some of the other guards scattered throughout the crowds, some seated, some standing by the bar like ordinary customers.


  I ordered an orange juice or, as they had it written on the menu, ‘Glass of Sunshine’—the most expensive item on the drinks’ list.


  Marko ordered two wines: one for himself and one for Robbie, who materialised from the crowds to take the drink before moving straight to the bar beside us, where he talked to an attractive girl with red hair. She whispered something to him and he laughed, his eyes lighting up. I quickly turned my attentions back to Marko.


  ‘Are you having a good time?’ Marko asked, smiling, and I had to admit that his eagerness to make me happy kind of touched me. When he was warm like this, I imagined it wouldn’t be so hard for a girl to fall in love with him.


  ‘Yes. I am.’ Music played in another room—a drum and a saxophone.


  


  The sad smile returned to Marko’s face. Perhaps he could see through me, after all. But why the sadness? Surely he knew I couldn’t truly be happy about staying here.


  A waitress set our table and she gave Marko seductive eyes, but he ignored her. She set my plate down a little harder than necessary and sauntered away.


  ‘Are you hungry? Do I even need to ask?’ He grinned. The dim restaurant lighting complemented his grey-blue eyes and the graceful slope of his cheekbones and the full curve of his lips. A deep sigh escaped my lips.


  ‘You don’t need to ask,’ I said, holding his intense gaze for a short moment before dropping mine to the table. It embarrassed me, the affect he had on me.


  Cool fingers brushed the curtain of my hair away from my face. ‘You’re perplexing, Miranda,’ Marko said, sighing. ‘One minute I feel as if you hate me; then I get the feeling, when you look at me like you just did, that there’s a possibility that you might actually like me.’


  ‘You’re the same,’ I said. ‘One minute you behave like it’s your right to keep me here, and then you act all gentle and caring and look at me with sad eyes as though you feel sorry for me.’


  He eyed me thoughtfully. ‘But can our love for each other overcome all of this?’ he asked, his eyes sparkling with amusement. I wanted to shake him into seriousness.


  The waitress returned and set down a large platter of a steaming grilled fish and squid on a layer of crispy roasted potato slices.


  ‘This looks amazing,’ I exclaimed, eager to change the subject, and was surprised at the hunger stirring in my stomach. Marko plated up the food and I was so excited that I shook. I’d always been this way with food. Lauren forever moaned about how shameful it was to eat in public with me.


  


  Taking my cutlery into my hands, I, as elegantly as possible, speared a golden piece of grilled squid with my fork and brought it to my mouth. I closed my eyes while I chewed, the delicate flavours of parsley and olive oil bursting against my tongue.


  When I opened my eyes again I saw Marko, head propped up against a bent arm, not eating, just watching me.


  I blushed deeper and my eyes skipped over to the bar, where Robbie continued to share a conversation with the redhead. But his eyes were fixed on me. He was being way too obvious. I frowned and looked back to my plate.


  ‘Don’t you like Robbie?’ Marko asked suddenly, reaching for his wine and taking a swill. He was drinking white today.


  I gripped my glass of sunshine and tried to form an evasive sentence.


  ‘He’s nice. But I don’t really know him well,’ I lied, before taking a huge gulp of the juice. It was sweet and tangy, and I wanted to demolish the glass in one sitting so that I wouldn’t have to speak.


  ‘Robbie’s like my brother, Miranda. He’s a good man, and I hope you understand that he only took you from the sea under my orders—well, Sylvia’s orders, in fact.’


  Marko’s obliviousness to my and Robbie’s involvement in escape plans made me feel oddly guilty. I looked away, unable to meet his eyes. But he set down his wine and looked at me.


  ‘Don’t hate him for bringing you here. Be angry at me, not Robbie,’ Marko said, making me feel even worse, which was sort of ridiculous seeing as I was the one who’d been wronged.


  My nails bit into my palms.


  ‘Miranda, what’s wrong? Are you alright?’ he asked.


  


  I pushed my plate aside.


  ‘Sorry, but I’m not feeling very well,’ I said, and a flood of weepy hormones swept through my veins and flooded my eyes with tears. I laughed shakily and wiped at my face. I’d never cried so much in my life since coming to Marin. Lauren was the one who could usually summon tears at the drop of a hat, not me.


  ‘Can we go, please?’ I stood up shakily, my entire body trembling. Marko sprung to his feet, as did all the guards— including Robbie, who was at my side within seconds.


  We moved silently and quickly towards the gondola, the guards disappearing along the bank as Marko, Robbie and I climbed into the slender little boat.


  Robbie steered mutely, and I cocooned myself in Marko’s arms, my eyes shut, wishing to be in my room, for once, so that I could be alone. Be alone to think, to mull over my situation, or even to forget it, to block it out entirely and numb myself to this twisted confusion that was knotting my brain and my heart.


  * * *


  Sometime later, Marko eased me onto my bed and checked my temperature by resting his palm against my forehead.


  ‘Do you feel ill, Miranda?’ he asked, and when I said nothing he exhaled hard and seemed to panic. ‘If you are sick then I’ll fetch Robbie. He’s as good as a doctor.’ He got up and paced the floors.


  I shook my head. ‘No, no. I just feel tired, that’s all. The city was dazzling, but maybe too much excitement all at once.’


  ‘I should have known it would be too much.’


  ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘I loved it.’


  


  ‘I’ve arranged for a small banquet tonight, in the dining hall, twelve of us. I thought it might be nice for you to spend some quality time with Robbie and Sylvia and a few of my close friends. Get to know them better.’ He shook his head. ‘But I’ll cancel and have some food sent to my room. We can dine there, just the two of us.’


  I pictured sitting at a table with Marko and Robbie, Sylvia’s hawk eyes on us the entire time.


  ‘Just the two of us sounds fine, thanks. I might get some rest now. I’m a bit tired,’ I said, yawning.


  ‘I’ll be back around six.’ He smiled down at me with such affection then that I stopped breathing. His growing feelings for me could only mean one of two things: that he might care enough to set me free; or that he might keep me here forever. Maybe it was time to tell him the truth before it was too late.


  After grazing his lips against my forehead, Marko exited my room and, surprisingly, after all the chaos of the city, I was asleep within minutes.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  AT SIX PM SHARP, Marko arrived at my door. He was dressed in a crisp white shirt with swirly black embroidery trailing down from the collar and along the front lapels, fitted black pants and long black boots with daggers strapped to the insides. He looked me over and grinned.


  ‘You look stunning.’


  I looked down at the blue dress that I wore and shrugged. ‘It’s the dress.’


  Marko laughed at me.


  ‘It’s not the dress, Miranda; it’s you.’


  I blushed. ‘Aren’t we going to dinner?’ I asked, changing the subject, and he laughed again before taking my arm and drawing me in close.


  ‘Not until you say, “I’m Miranda and I’m beautiful.’”


  I rolled my eyes at him, trying to ignore the way his hard body felt against mine. ‘You’ll be waiting all of your life, then.’


  Marko’s expression turned stern. He stepped back and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘We’re not going anywhere until you say it, Miranda.’


  


  Was he serious? My cheeks began to burn, from humiliation and anger combined.


  ‘Is this your idea of a cruel joke? Taunt the fat kid?’


  Marko groaned and shook his head. ‘It’s called a voluptuous body, Miranda.’ He leaned in close, his fingers lightly tracing my waist, and muttered, ‘My favourite kind of body.’


  Now he was just being mean. I was sick of our games.


  ‘I’m going back to my room,’ I said, heading for the door, but Marko caught my arm and spun me around.


  ‘Why can’t you accept the fact that I find you attractive, and beautiful and compelling?’ he said, his breathing ragged, his eyes full of tenderness and none of the usual amusement.


  ‘Because it’s not true,’ I said, my voice coming out strangled because of the impending tears that tightened my throat. ‘Nobody likes me in that way. They always like Lauren. If she was here you would choose her.’


  ‘No, I wouldn’t. I’d choose you because I like you for who you are.’ His lips softened into a gentle smile and he shook his head. ‘Your beauty is an added bonus. But it’s you in there,’ he pointed to my heart, then to my head, ‘and in there, that has me so captivated.’


  I shook my head, even though a tiny part of me was starting to believe him. ‘No, you don’t like me. It must be pheromones or something. I smell different to the women here. Robbie said that’s why it’s dangerous for me to go near other guards.’


  He laughed and let me go. ‘Then explain to me why I’ve spent the past few nights, since our engagement, awake in bed, thinking about you while you’re on the other side of the castle—too far away for pheromones to do anything.’


  I swallowed back my tears. He had me there.


  


  ‘I think you’re beautiful inside and out, Miranda, and it’s about time you stepped out of your sister’s shadow and accepted the fact.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve tried to have relationships in the past, but failed each time. The women, all beautiful, practically threw themselves at me, and yet I never connected with any of them. And in the back of my mind I always questioned their interest—did they want me for me or my crown?’


  He took my hands in his and kissed the tips of my fingers, the touch of his lips and the heated look in his eyes starting a fire in my lower belly. ‘You drove me crazy the moment I met you, and not just because you didn’t want me but because you make me question things…you make me question everything about myself, about Marin. You make me want to be a better man.’ He closed the distance between us. ‘You, Miranda.’


  ‘Okay,’ I finally whispered, after losing myself in his eyes for what felt like an eternity. ‘I think I believe you.’


  Marko let out a long sigh then beamed a grin bright enough to power the city. ‘Progress at last.’


  I smiled back. Marko really cared about me, and for now that was all that mattered. The rest of the world had fallen away, leaving only the two of us.


  When we arrived at his room and entered through the guarded double doors, the temperature enveloped me like a warm bath. The smell of delicious food hit my nose, and my belly rumbled loudly.


  I looked down, embarrassed, willing it to shut up.


  ‘I only had that one piece of squid for lunch,’ I said in defence.


  He smiled, took me by the hand and led me to the table.


  ‘I have something to show you, but I’d better feed you first.’


  


  My face burned, and as soon as I sat down I reached for the water glass to press it against my skin. I was still getting over the ‘I think you’re beautiful’ comment.


  Our eyes met while I sipped my water.


  ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked.


  I set my water glass down. ‘Nothing,’ I mumbled and looked away. I let go of his hand and started fiddling with the edge of my plate. I could feel his eyes on me the entire time.


  ‘I know you want to jump right into the kissing, Miranda, but let’s eat, first,’ he said, a smile in his voice.


  I laughed. ‘You wish.’


  We dined on shrimp with wedges of lime, followed by a delicious casserole dish filled with fish, squid, octopus and mussels, all in a richly herbed tomato sauce. I downed two glasses of red wine with the meal, and by the time I set my knife and fork down in the centre of the plate I felt incredibly relaxed.


  With the wine warm in my blood I did things I normally wouldn’t do, like reach across to play with Marko’s hand every now and then. He stopped what he was doing whenever I did this, as though he was in shock that I wanted to touch him. I, of course, wondered the opposite: how could he be so affected by me? But then his words in the corridor played in my head like a mantra: You are beautiful, Miranda.


  After desert—a pavlova made especially for me—Marko led me away from the table towards his bed. I followed willingly, hoping that he would play something on the piano for me.


  He sat me down on his bed and my stomach fluttered when I sank down onto the mattress, my fingers automatically stroking the black satin pillow cases. It was the sort of bed that screamed out, ‘SEX!’


  But Marko had other ideas.


  


  He took a piece of paper out of a bedside drawer and sat down beside me.


  ‘Can I play you something?’ he asked. ‘Today, when we stood at Kraja’s fountain, I thought of this piece.’ His eyes locked with mine and he exhaled. ‘I thought you might like to hear it.’


  ‘Yes.’ My answer came out in a whisper. I recalled Robbie telling me how Marko had come to him expressing his happiness about our engagement. Now I was starting to believe it.


  ‘It’s called “Rain”.’


  Marko pressed the creased paper flat against the note stand, rested the pads of his fingers lightly over the top of the keys and began to play. I watched him at first, my eyes drinking in the gorgeous sight that was Marko lost inside his head, but then the music—at first soft, like drops of dew, then rippling and rolling like a shower of rain—swept me away.


  I closed my eyes and was running home from school with Lauren when we missed the bus in the middle of winter, our clothes soaked and our laughter hysterical. I was watching a storm brew over the Indian Ocean at Bob’s Bay the night Aiden went missing, and then I was five years old and at home with Mum, baking scones in the middle of winter while Lauren was at school and Dad was at work.


  A couple of minutes later, when I opened my eyes, I studied Marko’s hunched shoulders, the way his head bent forward, and wondered what he longed for while he played that song, which memories it dredged up in his heart.


  After the last note rang, as soft as single tear drop, Marko sighed and folded the sheet of hand written music, without meeting my eyes. I could see patches of red staining his cheeks, and for the first time I caught a glimpse of his vulnerability—something I hadn’t known him to have.


  


  A sudden gush of affection flooded through me, and I shifted closer to take his hand in mine, leaning my face in towards his, brushing his cheeks with the tip of my nose.


  ‘In all my visits to the mainland, to your world, I’ve only seen the rain once,’ he said. ‘When I stood beneath it and looked up at the sky, it was as though all the stars were falling. I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.’


  ‘I like the rain, too,’ I whispered.


  With the wine still swirling around in my veins, I brushed my lips against his. Marko slipped a hand around to the small of my back and pressed me in closer, kissing me gently, at first, but then more hungrily.


  I pulled back. It was amazing how quickly things got heated between us.


  ‘You played beautifully,’ I said breathlessly.


  He leaned in, his lips grazing mine. ‘You’re welcome.’ The words vibrated against my lips and he tilted me back so that I fell against the satin pillow. He pressed his lips against my neck and sighed.


  ‘Do you think you could be happy with me, Miranda? No more games. I want a true answer,’ he whispered in my ear. His breath warmed my skin, sending curls of heat right down to my toes. I couldn’t speak; I was frightened by my answer, so I instead turned to meet his lips with mine and we kissed again, deep and long.


  * * *


  I woke up, hours later, in Marko’s arms, my head resting against his chest, the bed covers pulled over us. To my relief, we were both fully clothed.


  I wondered what time it was, my head thumping from the red wine.


  


  Marko’s chest rose and fell with sleep, and with his eyes closed I had the opportunity to study him without his watchful gaze.


  His beauty was breathtaking, and I wondered what life would be like being married to him. Back home, there wouldn’t even be a question. There was no way I would get married at the age of seventeen, no matter how gorgeous the guy. It would be ludicrous.


  I reached out and touched his hair. It was so thick and shiny. My eyes travelled down to his forehead over the tiny L-shaped scar that rested there. Tracing my finger over it lightly, I tried to block out the horrible images inside my mind—of Marko being beaten as a child by his older brother.


  Marko’s eyes popped open and I retrieved my hand, my face heating up.


  ‘Hello,’ he whispered in a sexy, throaty voice.


  ‘Hi.’


  He tugged on my arm. ‘Come back here.’


  I lay my head down against his chest again so that my ear was pressed to his heart. I could hear it pounding.


  ‘You fell asleep while we were kissing. I was offended.’ Marko said, humour in his voice.


  ‘Sorry.’ I said, cringing inwardly.


  He smiled. ‘No. I’m glad you fell asleep, because I got to spend an entire night with you at my mercy. You talked in your sleep…a lot.’ His eyebrows danced.


  ‘What did I say?’ I pulled away, horrified.


  ‘I’m joking, Miranda, just joking!’ he said, laughing, his eyes crinkling up at the corners.


  I sighed with relief and fell back against his chest, but he quickly rolled me over so that he lay on top of me, resting his weight on his elbows. His piercing eyes, sought mine.


  


  ‘We could marry…for real, Miranda. I mean with no force or…expectations.’


  I was frightened by the intensity of his words, and at the same time a part of me wanted to believe that his feelings ran that deep. Nobody at home had ever fallen in love with me before.


  I shuffled my body out from under him, but he moved over me again, trapping me, the hardness of his body against mine making me dizzy.


  ‘I’d do anything to make you happy, Miranda. Anything.’ He smiled. ‘We can spend our days researching the ancients and solve Kraja’s mystery, if that’s what you want to do. To hell with Sylvia’s plan.’


  I swallowed thickly.


  ‘Will I forget my family? Does that compulsion thing erase everything?’


  He eased himself off me and knelt beside me.


  ‘I don’t think you’ll forget them entirely. No. But your mind will gradually adjust to life in Marin, and it is possible that some of your memories will fade in time. I didn’t experience it, because I was born here. But with Robbie, it was only after a few weeks that he became accepting of his situation. He has never wanted to return to his place of birth.’ He paused for a moment, ‘This will happen to you, and it will make things easier.’


  Panic seized me. I wasn’t ready to forget my sister, or my grandparents, or all the memories I had of my parents.


  ‘Can I go back to my room now, please, Marko?’


  He stared at me for a long moment.


  ‘Yes, of course,’ he sighed, sounding defeated and tired.


  He got up from the bed and pulled the bell cord, the loud metallic ring filling my ears, before coming back to help me up from the bed.


  


  ‘You want to return to your family,’ he said with a sigh. ‘That’s understandable. I can’t force the want out of you.’


  When we arrived at my room, Marko followed me in.


  ‘What would you like to do later today?’ he asked softly. ‘Anything you like.’


  I shrugged.


  ‘What about the garden?’


  He smiled—again, it was a sad smile. ‘Okay, lunch. It’s a bit late for breakfast. Then perhaps later I can play the piano for you?’


  ‘Okay.’ I turned back to face him but he was looking over in the corner of the room, the direction of the vent. I watched him walk over to it before squatting down and picking up the light-crystal lamp that I’d left there earlier.


  ‘Miranda,’ he called, sounding puzzled and slightly amused. ‘Have you been planning an escape through the oxygen chute?’


  ‘No, I…’ but my brain couldn’t think of anything worthwhile to say. I couldn’t believe that I’d forgotten all about the ring.


  I heard the clink of the light-crystal lamp against the vent and the sound of Marko moving low on the ground, and I waited, holding my breath, for what I was dreading.


  ‘What’s this?’ he said all of a sudden, and I cringed at the tone of his voice.


  I slowly moved towards him with lead in my stomach. I knelt down and already could see the jewel winking at me from below.


  ‘It slipped off my finger. I was undressing.’


  He stood slowly.


  ‘I noticed that you weren’t wearing it yesterday, and today, but I believed you when you said you’d put it away for safekeeping,’ he stared down at me through hooded eyes. ‘Don’t ever lie to me, Miranda. The one thing I won’t ever tolerate is lying.’


  ‘You lied, too. You said you loved me, but I know you possibly can’t.’


  He grew silent. ‘I never knew my mother; yet I love her with a passion. I’ve known you for more than a month— much longer than my mother.’


  I said nothing. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and squeeze him to me, but I was immobile.


  ‘Do you hate me?’ he asked suddenly.


  When I faltered for words his face paled and he shook his head.


  ‘Of course you do,’ he said before storming out the room. ‘What was I thinking?’


  After several minutes passed, the distant sound of Marko working the piano keys drifted along the winding corridors to haunt me. I recognised the piece he’d played to me last night and threw myself onto the bed, tears streaming down my face. I ended up half-dreaming that I was in the city, slipping through the crowds only to become lost in the underworld. I woke up in a sweat, my chest tight, and at that moment I heard a gentle rapping at the door.


  ‘It’s only me—Robbie,’ he whispered as he entered the room.


  As soon as I saw him, I wanted to run into the safety of his arms. But it was too dangerous to risk being caught.


  ‘I can’t stay. I just wanted to see if you were okay,’ he said, keeping himself a safe distance away. ‘I passed Marko a while ago and I haven’t seen him this mad,’ he sighed. ‘I wanted to be sure.’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I whispered, ‘He didn’t hurt me. He just stormed out of the room.’


  


  He sighed deeply and then shook his head. ‘I’m worried about you, Miranda. There’s something in the air. A black energy I can feel.’ He reached out to stroke my cheek. ‘Promise me you’ll tell me if anybody tries to hurt you or threaten you.’


  I nodded.


  Footsteps approached and paused at the doorway. Robbie’s hand flinched against my cheek.


  ‘What is going on here?’


  ‘Marko,’ I whispered, and when I looked up at Robbie, I could already see the dread reflecting in his dark eyes.


  ‘What are you doing in Miranda’s room?’ Marko asked, looking at Robbie, who by now had removed his hand from my cheek.


  Two guards hung in the shadows of the corridor.


  Robbie drew away from me in silence. I got off the bed and stood beside him.


  ‘You and Miranda?’ His eyes widened and he shook his head. ‘So Sylvia was right.’


  Marko glared at the two of us with disbelieving eyes, shaking his head, bewildered. In his hand he gripped a single white carnation which, as his rage grew, he snapped in two at the stem. He tossed the remains to the floor.


  ‘I never expected this of you, Rob.’ His eyes shifted to me. ‘You, I can understand,’ he said, the words soft and low, ‘but not you, Rob.’


  ‘Marko,’ Robbie said calmly. ‘It’s not what it looks like. I came here to see if Miranda was okay, I’ve been looking out for her just like you asked me to, since the day I brought her here.


  ‘Sylvia told me she caught you in a compromising position yesterday, and that you were discussing escape. That’s treason. I didn’t believe her…’ Marko paused and swallowed thickly before adding, ‘until now.’


  ‘Marko,’ I pleaded, finally finding my voice. ‘I asked Robbie to take me home, but he was loyal to you and said he would never do it. It’s true,’ I said, my voice rising to shriek.


  Marko glared at me with eyes of steel. ‘Maybe I should just send you back,’ he said, the words hurting me instead of making me happy. He snorted before striding to the door and shoving his head into the corridor.


  ‘Guards!’ he shouted, the command reverberating along the corridor walls.


  I turned to Robbie and seized his hand. ‘What’s happening?’ I whispered hoarsely, as though my throat was lined with jagged glass.


  Robbie shook his head and kept his eyes stonily ahead.


  Marko burst back into the room, followed by two male and two female guards. I heard Robbie’s intake of breath, but he remained frozen like a statue. The guards advanced towards him.


  ‘No,’ I pleaded and rushed forward to stand in front of Robbie like a shield. ‘Please don’t hurt him,’ I said to Marko. ‘This is crazy. Let Robbie go.’


  Marko stared at me for a long time before he looked away.


  The two male guards advanced forward, to take Robbie, and as I leapt to protect him, one of the females gripped hold of my wrists.


  ‘Release her. She stays here in the room,’ Marko said, his voice like ice. The female reluctantly released me.


  Robbie didn’t even put up a fight, and I could tell by the confused expressions on the guards’ faces that they didn’t want to seize him either; but they did, grasping him firmly by the arms.


  


  ‘Take him to the dungeons. Give him food and drink. I want him fit for the sharks. We want a good show,’ Marko said, his voice cold and his eyes dead.


  I rushed forward and slipped my hands around Robbie’s arm, gripping him like a vice. I wanted to physically keep him here and never let go. He couldn’t be thrown to the sharks, just like that. Marko couldn’t do this to his best friend.


  ‘Let me go, Miranda,’ he said, his voice breaking, before yanking his arm away.


  ‘No.’ I glanced at Marko. ‘This is insane. He’s done nothing wrong!’


  ‘This has nothing to do with you and everything to do with Marin’s safety. Get him out of here. Everybody out!’ Marko waved his arms at them all until they began moving, leading Robbie out of the room and down the corridor.


  Drawing in a deep lungful of breath, my head spinning, I turned back to Marko.


  ‘I know you don’t want Robbie dead,’ I said slowly, but he looked away. ‘He’s like a brother to you. You don’t want to do this.’ I moved closer, my steps small and hesitant, but he remained still, his head bent in thought. ‘You’re not like this; you’re not like your brother and sister.’


  I sighed in despair, not knowing what to do next.


  ‘I’ve sensed this in my gut all along, but I ignored it,’ Marko said. ‘I should have listened to Sylvia. She was suspicious from the start.’


  ‘But he didn’t do anything, Marko.’ I was angry now, ‘Robbie’s been a friend to me, and that’s all.’


  ‘You were pretending last night, when we kissed, and every time you touched my hand at dinner,’ Marko said in a low voice, his eyes dark and full of hurt.


  


  ‘That wasn’t fake, I swear!’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Why do you care anyway? You only want me so that I can help you save your stupid throne.’


  He gripped me by my shoulders, his eyes boring into me.


  ‘That is not true. You know this isn’t about me. It’s about Marin, and the rest of the world. I’m not being selfish; I’m being selfless. I’m in the same position as you are, Miranda, and you know it. I have never lied to you. Ever.’ His eyes lingered on mine for a long moment before he stormed out of the room.


  I leaned my head against the cool metal door, gasping for air, wishing I could turn back time, wishing that I’d never set foot in the water at Bob’s Bay, wishing that I’d never been born. Then I would never have hurt so many people.


  A loud sob erupted from deep inside of me.


  Robbie was going to die.


  Marko hated me.


  And now I’m never going home…


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  I THREW MYSELF onto the bed and covered my eyes with my hands, as if to block out the unthinkable image of Robbie getting torn apart by sharks, and rubbed my face against my jacket sleeves to dry my tears. If I was going to save Robbie’s life, I had to be productive. I had to think of, and find, a solution.


  Marko overruled Sylvia’s decision to send Aiden to the sharks, so why not Robbie? Hope rushed like fresh blood through my veins. Surely this was all just a dramatic response to his crushed ego, and by morning he’d realise that he couldn’t possibly send his best friend to the sharks.


  The door clicked—whoever had been placed on guard had locked me in. But I didn’t care to be free anymore. I deserved to be locked away in the dungeons like Aiden—except that he didn’t deserve to be there. I closed my stinging eyes and resisted the urge to give in to a crying bout again. When my eyes were closed, frightful images of sharks sinking their teeth into Robbie’s body terrorised me.


  So I kept them open and instead thought, thought and thought, racking my brains. I thought of the ring. Maybe if I retrieved it, Marko’s heart would soften a tad—enough to set Robbie free.


  I leapt off the bed and searched the floor for my bent coat hanger and, when I found it, worked its end until I’d crafted the perfect hook. Then, with my light crystal in one hand and the makeshift hook in the other, I approached the hole with a newfound determination.


  Kneeling on the cold floor, I pressed my face against the vent until the glint of the ring was visible. It winked up at me with reassurance and, with my breath held, I lowered my coat-hanger hook until it hovered just above it. I exhaled, pausing a moment, and closed my eyes to mumble a quick prayer I remembered my nana reciting at my parents’ funeral. I opened my eyes again, pressed my lips together and lowered the hook millimetre by millimetre until it touched the ring. The hook slipped up and through the gold band. With a trembling hand, I raised the coat hanger up and out of the hole.


  Moving with care, I brought it away from the vent, carried it over to the bed and only then slipped it off the hook and into my hands. Exhausted, I fell back against the mattress, clutching the ring tightly in my fist, wondering if it was enough to save Robbie.


  * * *


  In the morning, when Anne came in to deliver my breakfast, I slipped her a note to give to Robbie, but she shook her head, avoiding my eyes, and turned to leave.


  ‘Wait,’ I said, and instead gave her another note I’d written, for Marko. In it, I pleaded for Robbie’s life once more and detailed my retrieval of the sun ring.


  I told Anne it was for Marko and she took it right away, tucking it into her apron pocket.


  


  After she left, the door locked behind her.


  Half an hour later Sylvia came to my door. Her eyes were red-rimmed and raw from crying.


  ‘Do you realise what you’ve done? You’ve gone and gotten Robbie killed!’ She raked blood red nails against her forehead. ‘He’ll be dead by noon,’ she said, hysteria ringing in her voice, tears glazing her eyes. ‘Because of your stupid behaviour Robbie is dead, do you understand?’ She gripped my arms, digging her nails into my flesh, but I pushed her away.


  ‘Stop saying he’s dead; he hasn’t died yet!’ I shouted.


  ‘But he’s as good as dead,’ Sylvia whispered despondently, shaking her beautiful head so that her long raven hair fell over her eyes. ‘How could he have been so stupid? Stupid, stupid boy,’ she said in a low whisper before wiping at her eyes and turning to me. There was a desperate look on her face that I never thought I’d see.


  ‘I tried talking to Marko, but there’s no reasoning with him.’ She wrung her hands and started pacing the floor.


  ‘He says he loves Robbie, but he can’t back down like he did with your friend, Aiden because the people of Marin would never take him seriously again. He thinks chaos will ensue if he backs down from the sentence; that Damir and his people will see it as a sign of weakness and attack the city.’ She shook her head.


  ‘We have to do something,’ I said, before adding. ‘I’ll visit Marko and try to speak to him again.’


  Sylvia shook her head. ‘No. I’ve just been. All we can do is pray for a quick death.’ Shocked at her own words, she brought a trembling hand to her mouth.


  I shook my head. ‘Marko won’t go through with it. I’m sure he won’t.’


  


  Sylvia wiped her face, regained her normal icy composure and moved to the wardrobe. She randomly selected a dress and tossed it at me.


  ‘Here,’ she said, in a voice devoid of emotion. ‘Be dressed and ready within the hour. I’ll be back with the guards and together we will journey to the Colosseum. Marko has insisted that you watch.’ She sucked in a lungful of air, her eyes meeting mine. Before she exited the room, she called over her shoulder, ‘Try, for once, to do as you are told.’


  I sat on the bed numbly, looking at the white dress Sylvia had selected and wishing this was all just a horrible nightmare that I’d soon wake from. But no matter how many times I pinched myself, I didn’t wake up. I was still here. Robbie was still going to die.


  Slowly and mechanically I got dressed. By the time Sylvia returned, I’d been to the bathroom and thrown up twice, my nerves askew. She looked at me and nodded silently, and we stood together, a twin line of guards escorting us from my room and out of the castle. We walked slowly and precisely, as if in a death march, as we made our way down the steps, through the city and in gondolas along the water, until suddenly the enormous Colosseum materialised before my eyes.


  Up close it was like nothing I’d ever seen before—a more modern, futuristic version of the Roman one, with arches and columns, but the design sleeker somehow and the arches narrower.


  Sylvia took my hand as the crowds separated to allow us through, and I stiffened as they shouted obscenities at me and threw dead fish heads over the top of the guards to hit me. I kept my head ramrod straight and took all the abuse without a word. They were losing Robbie—the man who, as a child, had thrown himself in front of a dagger meant for the king. He was their hero. And I had taken him away from them. I was making their city a more dangerous place.


  We entered through a ground-level arch and ascended a long, elegant, spiral staircase that twined itself in and through the building like a vine, passing rows and rows of people seated in boxed compartments, just like I’d seen at sports arenas back home.


  As we moved upwards, my stomach contracted when I saw the large panes of glass, to my right, separated by tall stone pillars.


  I gasped.


  The entire inside of the Colosseum was filled with water, like a giant aquarium.


  My body stalled and shook. Sylvia tugged at my arms and pulled me along. I took a steadying breath and stepped up the stairs, though I couldn’t help but return my gaze to the glass, and when an ominously dark shadow grazed the window as it swam by my knees buckled.


  ‘Shark,’ I whispered to Sylvia, as she and another guard helped me to my feet; but she avoided my gaze and leaned in to whisper, ‘Stop making a spectacle. You can fall apart when we get to our seats. Do you think you’re the only person here who cared for Robbie?’


  We were led up to our seats, in a private-tier stand, where Marko sat waiting. I kept my eyes trained on the glass windows, my stomach knotting and turning when I counted four of the tail-thrashing monsters.


  Sylvia, along with a male guard, directed me to a long bench, pushing on my shoulders until I sat down. She sat, too, but as far away from me as possible.


  Marko shared my bench, but stared ahead at the misty water, his face as stony and pale as the marble we were sitting on.


  


  I stroked the sun ring on my finger for luck, and took a deep breath to muster up the courage for one last bout of pleading for Robbie’s life, but Marko stood abruptly, raised a hand and nodded at a guard above us who stood high at the water’s edge where the surface broke.


  My stomach churned and threatened to heave as a low drum beat penetrated my ears and banged against the inside of my head like a hammer. I sat, stock still, frozen with fear for what would happen next.


  The crowds to either side of us and below rushed down from their seats to glue their faces against the glass, most wearing anxious, fearful expressions, although a few stared on with anticipation as if they could hardly wait for blood. My every muscle burned with tension.


  The drum beat stopped and there was a collective gasp from the crowd.


  Out the corner of my eye I watched Sylvia and Marko, and when I followed their upturned gazes I saw Philippe, still in his leotard from the night of the dance—though now it was torn and had dirty smudges all over it—and Robbie close behind, dressed only in a pair of black jeans, walking across a wooden plank suspended over the water, until they reached the end of it.


  Robbie looked so boyish and vulnerable in the distance, his light-brown hair glowing softly in the crystal lighting above him. Philippe’s lips moved as though he was praying.


  An eerie silence descended upon the crowd and my stomach churned. I wanted to be sick.


  The drum beat started up again, this time much slower than before, more like a countdown, and I couldn’t bear it. I shut my eyes, but then opened them, unable to look away.


  From the corner of my eye I saw Marko raise his arm again before bringing it down sharply, causing the guard standing up the top to carefully edge his way along the plank until he was right behind Robbie.


  Robbie stared ahead, accepting what was to come stoically.


  Philippe started screaming, his eyes wide and wild.


  The sharks churned the water, anticipating their meal.


  I sucked in a deep, shuddery breath, and before I could breathe out again the man shoved Robbie in the centre of his back and sent him, and Philippe, plunging into the water.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  I GOT UP and glued my face to the glass, anxious to find Robbie in one piece, and gasped when I saw a flash of black kick by. But then a huge, grey body thrashed past the glass and blocked him from my view.


  I squeezed my eyes shut and waited, breath held, feeling sick for wanting the sharks to get Philippe first so they’d be less hungry for Robbie.


  Sylvia stood behind me; I could sense her there.


  ‘Miranda,’ she called sternly over my shoulder, pulling me away from the window, but I shrugged her off, my eyes springing open to scan the water with trepidation.


  Two male guards wrapped their meaty hands around my arms and pulled me back to the bench seat, forcing me to sit beside Marko. I tried to get back up, but Marko gripped my hand and wouldn’t let go. He squeezed it, and when I looked into his face I saw that he’d bitten his full bottom lip so hard that blood trickled from it.


  He stared into the glass with frantic eyes.


  ‘You can stop it still, Marko. There’s time,’ I said, squeezing his hand in mine.


  


  Loud screams pierced my ears and I turned my attention to the glass to see a long, whispery trail of blood floating through the water.


  I screamed and Marko groaned, and we both rushed to the glass. The ribbon of blood gradually dispersed into a pink cloud of water. I fought the urge not to collapse, leaning against the glass while the crowd turned deathly silent. I held my breath, waiting for evidence of something I didn’t want to know.


  ‘Robbie,’ I whispered, pounding against the glass.


  A lifeless body floated towards me and I jumped back in fright.


  It wasn’t Robbie.


  I shut my eyes but wasn’t quick enough to miss the horrifying sight of two sharks tearing Philippe’s graceful dancer’s body apart as though he was made of paper.


  Marko’s arms wrapped tightly around me, and he drew my head into the crook of his arm.


  ‘Keep your eyes closed.’ His words came out choked.


  Wriggling out of his grasp I sucked in a deep breath and fixed my eyes on the tank. I had to know Robbie wasn’t dead.


  There was nothing left of Philippe. And, oh, god, the sharks were gone. They would be after Robbie now.


  After a heart-stopping minute, a shadow moved through the water towards us.


  Another scream tore from my throat.


  A lifeless shark turned and bobbed past the glass. I could see that its eyes had been gouged out and the gills were torn and bleeding, entrails dangling.


  My ears filled with the steadily increasing roar of the audience as they witnessed the shark’s body moving past their windows. I flicked a glance at Marko, who was right beside me, his eyes scanning the water with hope. He punched the glass before turning to me and speaking in an excited voice. ‘Miranda, there is only one more shark, and if he manages to kill it, and survive, then he’ll escape his death sentence. It’s the law, although it’s never been done before.’


  I swallowed thickly.


  ‘But how will he be lucky enough to kill another one?’ I said gravely, my eyes navigating through the water. An enormous shadow swished furiously past our window.


  Marko concentrated on the water, his brow against the window.


  ‘There’s a dagger that lies at the very bottom of the tank. But no man has ever made it down there. The sharks always get to them first.’ He thumped the glass again with his fist, hard, and cursed. ‘While the sharks had Philippe, Robbie must have had the chance to get it…’


  Some of the crowds on the lower floors began to shout and chant, and as it slowly travelled through the levels it got louder and became more distinct.


  ‘Robbie! Robbie! Robbie!’


  ‘Something good’s happened,’ I whispered and I felt Marko’s hand tighten over mine, pressing it into the glass.


  ‘Come on, Rob,’ he whispered low, and then he hissed a ‘Yes!’


  Robbie swam past, kicking fast before disappearing as quickly as we had seen him, but it was long enough to have noted the thick silver blade glinting in his hand.


  ‘He’s got the knife!’ My stomach remained knotted as I watched the now-murky water with anticipation.


  ‘He will go straight to the dungeons if he survives,’ Marko said in a low voice, but I could still hear the hope in his tone. ‘Because I can hardly trust him anymore,’ he added, keeping his eyes trained on the glass.


  


  Sylvia came to stand beside me, her face lined with worry. The water was streaked with more bright-red ribbons of blood now, and she groaned softly, pressing herself against the glass as though she needed it to stand.


  Crowds from the other side started to cheer and chant Robbie’s name again.


  After a few minutes, a dark shadow loomed towards us and thudded against the glass. We all reeled backwards. It was the shark’s nose that hit the glass. Clinging to its side was Robbie. He was alive. I screamed and rushed forward, but the angry, thrashing shark dragged Robbie away from my view again.


  A long minute later Robbie swam past the window frantically, closely tailed by the remaining shark, shooting after him like a missile.


  I brought my hands up to shield my eyes, but peered through the gaps between my fingers.


  Robbie changed tack and did a nose dive, the shark taking not a second before he, too, followed, his tail thrashing, his pointed head like an arrow in search of its target. Holding my breath, I willed Robbie to swim faster, but to my dismay they both disappeared into a cloud of churning, blood-filled water.


  The entire crowd gasped collectively—and then nothing but silence.


  The water stilled; not a ripple or a bubble of movement.


  I looked from Marko to Sylvia, who had covered her eyes, and then I heard something. It was a soft cheer from the other side of the Colosseum.


  Goosebumps prickled my skin as the cheer travelled towards us in a wave.


  ‘The second shark—he’s killed them both!’ Marko whispered, not hiding his happiness. The remaining shark’s body drifted past the window.


  


  Robbie’s head broke through the surface of the water. He was brandishing the knife and waving it about. Tears of relief prickled my eyes. He swam to the side, where the guards assisted him and thumped his back in congratulations. When he stood up on the platform, his bloodied arms raised in triumph, the crowd roared their approval.


  He looked down in Marko’s direction, and Marko nodded.


  The cheers were deafening and, although I saw joy glinting at the back of Marko’s eyes, he turned stiffly to face the guards beside us.


  ‘Take him to the dungeons,’ he said, without emotion.


  When the crowd realised what was happening they began to boo and throw things in our direction, some even leapt over the walls dividing the stands and ran towards us, shouting obscenities; but Marko, in one swift movement, withdrew a dagger from his boot and slashed at the air in front of them.


  ‘Enough! He will live!’


  The crowd took a united step back, and the guards saw to it that they returned to their benches.


  ‘Take Miranda inside where it’s safe,’ Marko told Sylvia. ‘Take her to my room—have the guards escort you both there. Have her locked and guarded until I come.’ He turned to face me.


  ‘Miranda,’ he said, his eyes searching mine. He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something important, but instead he gripped my shoulders tight before leaving.


  I couldn’t speak or do much else myself.


  Robbie was alive!


  Sylvia took my arm and we were once again flanked by an entourage of guards as we departed. But before we descended the stairs, I looked around and noticed the wide, beaming smiles in the crowd and among the guards. Sylvia tried hard to keep a firm face, to regain her steely composure, but she glanced at me sideways and grinned. It had only lasted a second, but I’d seen it—a miracle I might never see again: Sylvia, happy.


  As soon as we arrived at the castle, I was taken to Marko’s room and ordered to stay and wait for him. I did so without complaint, not even caring when they locked the doors behind me. Nothing could phase my good mood.


  I sat at the dining table and enjoyed the warmth of Marko’s room, convincing myself that Marko would set Robbie free from the dungeons, eventually. After a while I got up and paced the room, adrenaline still pumping through my veins.


  I ran the nail-biting events through my head, and jumped when the doors to Marko’s room rattled open.


  Marko entered and called back for the guards to lock the doors. He walked towards me, slowly, his face pale and his eyes intense.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked him with a shaky breath.


  His eyes held mine as he closed in, breathing hard.


  ‘Yes and no,’ he said, disappointment clouding his eyes. ‘I’ve just been to see Robbie.’ He swallowed hard. ‘He explained everything, Miranda.’


  I stood there waiting for his rage to ignite, but instead he turned away.


  ‘I can’t believe I expected Robbie to perform such a task. I forced him to be your keeper, to spend every day with you, and then expected him not to be affected by you?’ He shook his head and pressed his fingertips to both his temples. ‘You must hate me. I’ve forced you here…making you marry me…’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t even bear to think about it. I’m a monster.’


  His words should have had me agreeing, but I couldn’t.


  


  ‘I don’t hate you. Sylvia wanted this from the start, not you. Remember, you’re just like me in all this.’


  ‘No. I am the king. I should have overruled Sylvia’s decision.’


  ‘And increased Damir’s chances of taking over and endangering the lives of Marin’s citizens? You said yourself that Damir and his men were dangerous. I mean, he killed his own father—your father.’ The words flew from my lips before I could stop them—but they were true. Marko wasn’t the bad guy in this situation. He was the good guy. He cared about me, and it was clear to me now, from the fact that I wanted to slip my arms around him and never let him go, that I cared for him, too—a lot.


  He shook his head. ‘Taking you was still wrong.’


  I reached out and placed a hand on his arm, and he turned to face me.


  ‘Of course it was wrong. But what I’m trying to say is that I don’t blame you, and I definitely don’t hate you.’ I paused to take a breath. I needed courage to say what I was going to say next. The last time I’d confessed my feelings to a boy it had ended badly.


  Marko frowned and drew his head back.


  ‘My feelings for you are far from hate—despite the circumstances. I think—I think I really like you.’ My palms grew damp.


  He swallowed thickly and averted his eyes to the floor. ‘Don’t say that. You’ll only make me want to keep you here with me,’ he said, his breathing ragged. ‘What I should do is take you back home, before the compulsion takes hold.’


  My hands found Marko’s, and he threaded his fingers through mine. His skin felt scorching hot. ‘You’re doing the right thing,’ I said breathlessly. ‘And I know you’ll set Robbie free, too.’


  


  ‘I don’t want to talk about Robbie,’ he whispered, his voice cut with emotion. He bent his head and drew me closer, letting go of my hands and gripping me by the waist. The way he was looking at me, with passion and sadness and rage burning in his silvery blue eyes, made me tremble inside.


  ‘How can you possibly have any measure of feelings for me, Miranda?’


  I didn’t know the answer to his question. But I knew it was going to be hard to say goodbye.


  ‘It’s the face. It’s always been the face.’


  He smiled softly and shook his head before he brought a hand to my face, stroking my cheek with his thumb.


  ‘Do you believe me now when I tell you I think you’re beautiful? And that I care for you, more deeply than I’ve cared for any other girl?’ he asked, his eyes boring into mine while his free hand travelled down to my lower back, pressing me until I was flush against him.


  ‘Yes,’ I whispered back, without hesitation. I was shocked by the speed of my answer. But it felt good and right.


  He pressed his feverishly warm lips to my forehead, and my entire body trembled in response.


  ‘I don’t know if I can let you go just yet,’ he said, his hot breath tickling my hair.


  ‘I’m not sure I want to leave just yet, either,’ I said, my hands resting on Marko’s waist. Somewhere in the far recess of my mind an alarm was sounding, but my senses were too heightened to take notice. My time here with Marko was suddenly too short, and I wanted to make the most of it.


  Marko tilted my face up and lowered his mouth to mine.


  He kissed me tenderly at first, then with more urgency. A small gasp escaped my lips. My fingers travelled up and over the lean, hard muscles of his chest and found their way up the back of his warm neck to stroke his thick, dark hair. I could taste the blood on his lips, from when he’d bitten himself earlier, and I drew back to rain several soft kisses against his lower lip.


  Marko moaned softly, pressing into me, his hands sliding up my back to tangle in my hair as we both edged closer to the bed.


  Just as we fell against the mattress, a loud bang at the door interrupted us.


  Marko ignored it and continued to kiss me his lips moving over mine almost desperately, as though he thought I’d disappear any minute.


  The banging continued, only louder this time, and Marko jerked his head up as I drew away from him. I felt slightly dizzy, as though waking from a dream.


  Marko eased himself to his feet and straightened his shirt. He smiled softly at me before striding to the door.


  ‘What is it?’ he shouted.


  ‘Robbie has escaped the dungeons,’ a frantic male voice shouted.


  ‘Open the door,’ Marko ordered and, after a fumbling with the locks, the doors swung open.


  ‘What happened, Jonathon?’


  The tall, red-haired guard, who had an even redder face, wiped his forearm across his shiny forehead before he spoke.


  ‘He escaped. None of the guards wanted to hurt him, because he was still bleeding from the shark fight, so they let him go. He said something about killing Damir so that she…’ he paused and flicked a glance my way, ‘would be free. We’ve searched the castle grounds. We have reason to believe he’s escaped into the city and is headed for the underworld. The prisoner, Ryan, also escaped.’


  Aiden…


  


  Marko swore so loudly it echoed down the hallway. I scrambled up from the bed and ran to the door.


  Marko watched me with faraway eyes. ‘It’s suicide.’ He shook his head and looked at Jonathon. ‘Summon all the royal guards. Leave enough men to protect the castle.’


  ‘Miranda,’ he said, his eyes wide with concern. ‘Stay here until I come for you or until I send someone.’


  I nodded and he sighed, before stepping back to check his boot daggers and hurry out the door.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  MY HEAD POUNDED as I wandered around the room in shock. Robbie had escaped the dungeons. Half an hour ago I would’ve been happy for him, but after Marko’s words I couldn’t shake the cold fear snaking down my spine.


  And Aiden…What did this mean? Had he escaped with Robbie? Or as well as Robbie?


  I heard shouts and orders being barked somewhere in the distance and the loud stomp of boots clicking against the stone floors.


  Putting my ear to the door, I listened, my breath held, until I could hear no more.


  After several minutes of torturous silence, I cried out when the locks rattled. I waited for the door to open; but, oddly enough, it didn’t.


  ‘Marko?’ I called. ‘Hello?’


  No answer.


  With my weight resting against the heavy door, I gripped the handle and turned it. The door scraped open enough for me to slip out into the corridor. Not a soul was about.


  ‘Hello?’ I called again, my voice bouncing around the empty corridor. I kept my hand on the door handle just in case I needed to make a hasty retreat.


  


  Two arms shot out from nowhere and wrapped around me like a vice. I screamed.


  ‘Please stop screaming. I’ll let you go!’ a gentle voice spluttered in my ear.


  I stopped and, after the strong arms released me, turned around to face Henrietta’s brother.


  ‘I’m Jordon,’ he said, his huge chest heaving with breath. ‘Sorry to have scared you. I left my post for a moment to check on a noise, and now William’s gone. He was guarding this door with me.’


  William


  A cold shiver trickled to my toes.


  ‘Someone unlocked these doors, but when I checked no-one was there.’


  Jordon shook his head. ‘He was the only one with the keys. I’ll have to alert Marko. He’s not going to like this at all.’ He stared at me. ‘I can’t lock you in the room without the keys…’


  ‘What if you take me to the kitchen? I haven’t eaten in the past twenty-four hours, and I’m sure I’ll be safe there with the ladies.’


  ‘Done,’ he said, before hurrying me through the castle corridors.


  The steam from the kitchen washed over me like a warm bath and I shivered, thawing, while I looked around for Kris, Pat or Anne. I passed through the long row of ovens and around the corner, but found the small wooden table bare. I called out their names and, when I heard no reply, turned to leave.


  But just as I walked back past the ovens, a door slammed from somewhere in the far corner. I followed the sound to find Dina the cook, Pat and Thelma entering the kitchens through a large wooden door.


  


  ‘Miranda,’ Pat rushed forward with a hand over her forehead as if she was about to faint. ‘We’ve just got back from the Colosseum. I nearly keeled over when I saw all that blood.’ She gasped. ‘I can’t believe he killed those sharks. It’s meant to be; that boy is meant to live.’


  ‘What you doing here?’ asked Dina, her eyes and lips all thin lines.


  ‘Are you hungry?’ asked Pat, rubbing my back in a motherly fashion, but I shook my head, though my belly was empty. If I ate anything now I’d probably throw it up, my stomach was so knotted


  ‘Jordon, the guard, brought me here to keep me safe.’


  ‘Safe?’ boomed a male voice from behind me.


  We all turned to see William striding into the kitchen. The silver in his hair glinted under the kitchen lights. He was a lot older than the other guards, and looked ten times meaner.


  ‘Nowhere is safe, my dear. Not for you, or for any of Marko’s people.’


  I stepped back and bumped into Dina, who shoved me forward.


  ‘Why did you unlock my door?’ I asked.


  ‘Enough talking; you’re coming with me, to meet Marko’s brother.’


  ‘What?’ I stumbled back, my tailbone hitting the edge of the long kitchen bench. Pain radiated through me, but I ignored it and ran, knocking pots and pans behind me in the process. I saw the wooden door, the one the ladies had come in from, and made a beeline for it, but instead crashed into Dina.


  ‘William, I’ve got her,’ she shouted, pinning me to the floor with her full body weight.


  ‘Dina?’ cried Pat. I could hear the incredulousness in her voice. ‘Run Anne—get help, quick!’ Anne scurried out the main kitchen door.


  


  William kicked the pots and pans I’d thrown aside as he made his way across the kitchen, but just as he lunged forward to scoop me from the ground Pat appeared from behind and brought a heavy frying pan smashing down against his head.


  He howled and turned around, and I screamed and pushed at Dina with all my might as William rose and shoved Pat hard—so hard that she fell and hit her head against the nearby metal oven.


  ‘Pat!’ I yelled, as I yanked down hard on Dina’s short, greasy hair.


  ‘Run, Miranda,’ Pat said, breathlessly, her eyes unfocused, her bun unravelled. ‘That door leads to the city—run now, love.’


  William brought his fist against Pat’s skull with a sickening crack, and her eyes widened slightly before her head lolled to the side at a grotesque angle.


  I screamed.


  Dina loosened her hold on me and stared at Pat’s body and then at William. ‘You didn’t have to kill her.’


  I took the moment to shove Dina away and scramble for the wooden door. Slamming it shut behind me, I ran as fast as I had ever done, through a dim tunnel, tears streaming down my face for Pat.


  Heavy footsteps thundered behind me, and I kept going, tripping and skidding along loose stones until I reached a metal door.


  I opened it and burst into the centre of the city, where I was suddenly surrounded by hoards of people. Luckily they were all busy dancing and singing, most with cups of sloshing wine in their hands—still celebrating Robbie’s victory over the sharks—because it allowed me to weave through them and lose William. With my head down, I crossed streets and bridges hurriedly, moving in a straight line away from the castle, heading directly for the Underworld, where I knew Marko would be searching for Robbie.


  The streets turned darker, and became less crowded. Several wandering people called out to me but none said the name Miranda, and I assumed that they were simply drunken revellers enjoying the comical sight of a girl frantically running through the streets. Then, as I rounded a bend, a group in their twenties stopped me, shouting and chatting, their voices jovial and slurred.


  ‘Robbie killed the sharks. He should be the real king,’ one of the boys said in a sloppy voice, raising his goblet haphazardly in the air.


  ‘And he’s beautiful,’ a girl with long brown hair said dreamily, before studying my face with scrutiny. I began to push past them, but she grabbed my dress. ‘Hey, who are you?’ she asked.


  Someone shoved their face into my hair and inhaled, and at that moment I broke free from the girl’s grip. With my head down, I ran further down the street, shaking my head when I heard one of the boys from the group yell out after me, ‘You smell nice, Running Girl.’


  Fear moved through me as I went deeper into the darkness, where the streets were not as lit up and shuffling noises from blackened corners made me jump. I slowed my pace and travelled in the shadows so that I wasn’t out in the open.


  What am I doing here? I asked myself.


  I should have stayed with the crowds outside the castle. Surely William wouldn’t have harmed me in front of them all. I turned back around to run in the direction I had come from, but two men blocked my path. They seemed to have come from out of nowhere. I hadn’t even heard them approach.


  


  One was small and thick, and the other tall and wiry. I saw that both, when they moved closer, were leering at me.


  ‘Miranda,’ one of them said with an accent, rolling the r.


  ‘I’m not Miranda,’ I said, moving backwards. The two men exchanged glances.


  ‘Robbie has sent us to get you. To take you to him,’ the tall one said, and when he grinned I saw a row of rotten black teeth.


  ‘Robbie?’ I said. ‘Where is he?’


  The men swapped another glance, ‘We’ll take you to him, Miss,’ they said in unison, and shuffled towards me.


  I backed away. ‘No—go get him. Bring him to me. Robbie would come to me; he wouldn’t send strangers,’ I said, sensing something bad in the pit of my stomach.


  The men sneered at me, and I was certain then that Robbie had had no part in this.


  I ducked, spun and then ran as fast as I could back in the direction from which I’d come. The two men were hot on my heels, panting behind me, but I had the glory of youth on my side and kept a decent lead. I kept it up for at least ten minutes, before bumping into the same group of drunken guys and girls from earlier. I shouted with frustration for them to get out of my way.


  ‘Hey, Running Girl,’ the boy said. ‘What’s your hurry?’ he pulled me back. ‘Have a drink with us. Celebrate!’


  I yanked at the boy’s collar, demonstrating my seriousness.


  ‘I’m in danger, you idiot, let me pass.’ But he shook his head, his eyes blurry from too much to drink. He pulled me closer to him and looked at me carefully. ‘There’s something familiar about you.’


  ‘Come out with us.’ The girls from the group pried me out of the boy’s arms and draped their own arms around me.


  


  ‘Hey, I know who she is. She’s the new girl. Marko’s girl! The king’s girl!’ one of the girls shouted. The others squealed.


  I wriggled from their grasp and shouted at them. ‘Let me go, I’m in danger. I need to pass!’ But they giggled stupidly and pulled me into some sort of happy dance.


  Then, after only a few seconds of this, they stopped suddenly and the girls backed away from me, peering over my shoulder with fright. The boys followed suit.


  Rough hands gripped my shoulders and pulled me off my feet.


  ‘Hey! Let Running Girl go,’ shouted the drunken boy, before collapsing into hysterical laughter.


  ‘Stop it,’ I shouted at the two men who held me down against the icy-cold floor while I kicked and scratched at their faces. I glanced around, pleading with my eyes for help. On the street corner, a grey-haired man wearing a black hat sat writing in a small notebook, in the soft glow of a light-crystal street lamp.


  ‘Help me!’ I called out to him.


  A sudden blow to the back of my head made me cry out, and then I felt light-headed.


  The last thing I saw were the girls’ screaming faces and the grey-haired man rushing towards me, his piercing grey-blue eyes wide and full of fear for me.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  I WOKE UP with a dull throb at the back of my head. I was sitting in a hard, wooden chair. Drool ran down my chin. I wanted to wipe it away but my hands were tied behind my back.


  Where was I? What happened to the old guy and the others? Had they been hurt?


  Scanning the room, I saw art. Lots of it, including paintings, some of mermaids similar to the ones in my room back in the castle, but these were different. These mermaids had dark, hollow eyes, and their bodies were more voluptuous—bad-ass mermaids. The other paintings were all of a woman with long, golden hair and vivid-green eyes. She was depicted in various ways, but her body was covered in blood in each painting. She looked a little bit like Sylvia. I cringed and took a deep breath to calm myself.


  I sniffed the air and my nostrils were hit with the scent of rotting fish. It was so bad that my eyes watered and I gagged.


  There was a dirty old mattress in the corner of the room, and some blankets strewn across the floor that looked like they hadn’t ever seen the inside of a washing machine. Variously shaped silver and crystal goblets rested upon every available surface, including the floor, some of them tipped onto their sides.


  ‘Hello,’ I called out, my voice hoarse, as though I’d been screaming for hours.


  ‘She’s awake—go call him,’ said a voice from another room.


  I heard footsteps leading away, and also footsteps heading towards me.


  The skinny man’s face popped around the edge of the door, his lips and eyes forming a sneer.


  ‘He’ll be coming in a few minutes.’


  I cringed at the stubbly air-kiss he blew my way, and turned my head and shuddered.


  ‘Eh, have some respect for your elders,’ he said, before his footsteps trailed away and I was alone again.


  I tugged against the ropes but struggled in vain against their grip and ended up getting rope burn on my wrists. My chest was tied also, to the back of the chair, and I buckled beneath the rope in an effort to loosen it.


  Just when I thought there was no way out, I spied more crystal goblets on a table beside me and got an idea.


  I flexed my feet so that they grazed the ground, and then rocked my body forward, so that the chair moved in an awkward sort of shuffle, inching me across the floor until one of the goblets was in reach.


  After several failed attempts, I used my unbound feet to knock the goblet to the ground. It smashed, leaving the stem intact and with a razored tip. I listened out for footsteps but none came. I exhaled slowly. Now all I needed to do was to get it in my hands somehow.


  Sweat poured from my temples. Chewing my lip and staring at the stem, so far away on the ground, I realised I didn’t have much going for me in the position I was in, tied up to a chair and waiting for a psycho. I decided that the risk of cracking my head open was small by comparison.


  Using the table for leverage, I tipped my chair until it lost balance, squeezed my eyes shut and crashed to the floor.


  My shoulders hit the ground before my head, thankfully. Tiny glass particles bit into my skin. I gritted my teeth and wriggled through it to get closer to the jagged stem, propelling myself backwards, spinning on the floor like a dying spider until my fingers wrapped around the jagged piece of crystal.


  I almost laughed with relief. This was good. I was 007.


  I stopped and listened again, but no-one was coming; so with trembling hands I began hacking at the rope around my wrists with the sharpest part of the glass. I missed at first and ended up slashing it across my wrist. It stung like hell, but I focused on the job at hand and tried again. This time I hit the target and worked the crystal into the rope as deeply as possible. I rubbed hard at it, my fingers aching, when the glass bit right through the rope and cut at its threads.


  I moved it back and forth like a saw, until every tiny muscle in my hands and wrists were burning. But it was all worth it: the rope sprung away and freed my hands.


  I cried out with relief and broke the rest of the rope away with a swift yank of my arms and then worked my fingers quickly, untying the rope around my chest. The blood from my wrist dripped down my fingers, staining the grey rope with great gobs of crimson. When I wriggled my fingers, I noticed that the sun ring was gone. After all that trouble getting it back, the thugs had taken it.


  I sighed and forced myself to focus, moving around the dingy room slowly and with stealth. Gripping my trusty new weapon—the goblet stem—tight in my right hand, I tiptoed to the doorway, but froze when footsteps approached.


  I pressed my back flat against the wall.


  After a few seconds, someone arrived at the doorway, but they stopped at the entrance. I braced myself, gripping my weapon tight.


  A man entered the room and I lunged at him, sticking the sharp end of the goblet stem into his neck. I gasped and released the stem. It jutted out of his skin grotesquely.


  The man didn’t utter a sound, though his vivid-green eyes widened in shock. Sylvia was right. Damir was a male version of her.


  ‘Damir,’ I whispered, stepping back.


  He smiled, pulled the crystal out from the base of his throat and handed it back to me, blood flowing freely from the wound.


  ‘I believe this is yours, Miranda,’ he said in a calm, smooth voice so like Marko’s.


  I shook myself out of my trance and pushed at Damir’s chest, grabbing the outstretched instrument and slashing it at his face; but he knocked it from my hand, grabbed me around the waist and lifted me into the air, up high against his chest as if he was carrying his bride over the threshold. He carried me out the doorway and into the next room to show the men gathered there, and they laughed raucously until they each spotted the blood seeping through Damir’s dark-grey shirt. The short, stumpy man stood up.


  ‘You alright, boss?’ But Damir ignored him and bounced me up and down in his massive arms. I balled my hands into fists and punched his jaw.


  He roared like a bear, and a scream tore out of my throat as his face twisted into something monstrous. Before I knew what was happening, he threw me back into the other room, sending me crashing against the table. I thought of Pat, and how easily William had taken her life, and scurried across the room away from Damir, my cut wrist now gushing blood.


  ‘Have you had enough?’ he screamed.


  I reached for another piece of the glass I’d smashed earlier, and rolled to my feet, holding my weapon before me with a trembling hand.


  Damir stared at me for a long moment, before he threw his head back and laughed. ‘Okay, then,’ he said, before he rested his weight back on his haunches, adopting a wrestler’s pose. ‘I get it. You’re not going down easy.’


  ‘No,’ I said, my hand tightening around the glass so that it bit into my skin, drawing more blood.


  He shifted closer, arms and legs out like a crab. ‘You know, I didn’t go to all this trouble to fight you, Miranda,’ he said with raised brows. ‘We could be getting to know each other in more pleasurable ways.’


  ‘Don’t make me vomit,’ I said, my voice slurring, before I stumbled towards him, the glass slipping from my hand and smashing to the ground.


  Damir rushed forward to catch me before I, too, reached the ground, and held me tight against his chest.


  Patches of red and white dots formed in front of my eyes. I felt so weak it was a struggle to even keep my eyelids open, let alone to fight him.


  ‘That’s better,’ he said, whispering in my ear, his breath stale and pungent with wine. ‘Life with me will be a lot easier if you don’t fight.’ He laughed, and I cringed and struggled with what energy I had left, but he held me tighter still, cradling me like a child. He pressed his lips to my ear.


  ‘Have you ever read Hans Christian Andersen’s story of The Little Mermaid, Miranda? Have you ever dreamed of something so badly that you were willing to suffer the sensation of a thousand blades cutting into your feet?’


  I said nothing, too terrified to speak.


  ‘Well, have you?’ He shook me roughly in his arms. ‘I just asked you a question, and I want it answered.’


  By the time the answer reached my lips Damir had lost patience, seizing me by the hair and delivering a hard slap across my face, jolting me from my woozy state. Despite the reeling pain, it gave me a much needed energy boost.


  I drew my leg back as far as it could go before delivering my knee, hard into his groin. He doubled over and released me.


  Somebody shouted from the other room, and then I heard a whole lot of footsteps and the sound of scuffling and clashing blades. Help must have arrived. But where was Robbie? And Aiden? Had Damir already dealt with them?


  I used the distraction of the noise next door as an opportunity to run, but Damir gripped me by the waist before I could reach the door and hurled me onto the dirty mattress in the corner. His green eyes nearly bulged from their sockets as he straddled me, pinning me down with the weight of his body. I tried everything I could— head-butting, biting, scratching—but it only seemed to get him more excited.


  Suddenly, he shifted his weight off me completely and cried out a filthy swear word. Somebody was gripping him by the shoulders.


  ‘Marko?’ I whispered in disbelief. Marko stared down at me, his eyes wide and wild before he dragged Damir off me. In a motion quicker than my eyes could follow, he brandished a glinting blade from his boot and waved it at his brother.


  


  Damir lunged up at him. I leapt off the mattress and hovered around them, desperate to help Marko in some way, but they moved so fast they were difficult to follow.


  ‘Get back, Miranda!’ Marko shouted, and I backed away.


  Marko threw Damir against the wall.


  ‘Get your blade out,’ he spat.


  Damir reached down to pull a sharp, wide blade with a fancy golden handle from the inside of his boot. He spun it between his palms.


  I looked at Marko, who brandished his own dagger, ready and waiting to attack.


  ‘Be careful,’ I cried out, but I shouldn’t have said a word, because Marko flicked his eyes my way, and, in that moment, Damir kicked out high and wide, like a martial artist, and sent Marko’s blade flying across the room.


  Marko lunged for the knife, but at the same time one of Damir’s men from the other room rushed in and slammed Marko to the ground, his head smacking against the stone floor with a sickening thud. I screamed and rushed forward as Damir threw himself on top of Marko. He raised a heavy fist and was about to bring it smashing down against Marko’s temple, like William had done to Pat, when I kicked my leg out and sent his blow off the mark.


  A figure crossed the room like a flash and sent Damir skidding across the floor. It all happened so quickly that it took me a few seconds to realise that it was Robbie.


  He was dressed in the same black jeans he had worn with the sharks, and had bleeding scratches across his arms.


  Shouts and screams sounded from the other room, amid the ruckus of fighting. My eyes found Marko’s. He had already managed to knock the other guy out cold, and we both looked up to see Robbie lunge at Damir, who was backing up against the wall. The two men fell to the ground in a tumble, and swore at each other as they rolled. Someone’s blade got kicked across the floor and I stiffened when I saw that it was Robbie’s.


  Marko leaned against me and pulled himself up to his knees.


  ‘Get off my brother,’ he shouted to Damir.


  Damir, with blood saturating his shirt completely, turned around to face Marko, forgetting about Robbie entirely.


  Marko rose to his feet and stepped forward, his blade turning in his hand.


  ‘I’m your brother,’ Damir said to Marko, poking his thumbs into his own chest. He glared down at Robbie, who was just getting to his feet, and sent a boot right into his chest. I cried out. ‘This piece of shit is not your brother; he’s nobody.’


  I ran to help Robbie, but he was already on his feet. We both turned to see Marko pin Damir against the wall, holding him by a fistful of his dark hair and pressing the blade of his knife into his neck.


  ‘How’s my sister?’ Damir asked pleasantly, before he spluttered and coughed.


  ‘She hates you; we all hate you,’ Marko’s voice shook with rage. He pulled the knife back for a second, and then sent it soaring straight toward Damir’s neck. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see it.


  But when I opened them again, Marko was hunched over on the floor, coughing and dry-retching, and Damir was laughing madly, sliding down against the wall.


  ‘You’re soft, Marko. You’ve always been soft. Why don’t you just do it, just kill me?’ he said, clutching at his bleeding neck, where I’d wounded him with the crystal stem. He shook his head and looked from me back to Marko. ‘Your bitch has got more balls than you.’


  


  Marko raised his head, dropped his knife and lunged at Damir, punching him square in the face.


  Damir cried out, his eyes wide with shock, blood bursting from his nose. At that moment, about eight guards from the castle stormed in, securing the last of Damir’s men. The fight was over. Marko and Robbie were both alive. I was alive.


  Behind the guards stumbled Aiden, a dark mass of blood soaking the centre of his shirt.


  I stared in shock as he staggered over to collapse beside me, rolling onto his back.


  ‘Aiden!’


  ‘I’m so sorry, Miranda,’ he said, tears streaming from his dark eyes to wet his smooth, brown skin. ‘I didn’t mean to snob you off or hurt you.’ He shook his head and slowly raised a shaky arm to wedge his thumb and index finger into the corners of his eyes.


  ‘They gave me a name, because I’d forgotten mine, but memories and faces started to creep back into my brain after I saw you the first time. I started to remember home. Mum and Dad, my little brothers. It hurt me to remember them and the pain they must have gone through when I…’ He swallowed thickly and shuddered. ‘Then I remembered what happened that night…with you…and I was angry with you for saying that you and Lauren hated me…It ripped me apart…then I stupidly got pissed on beer…Dad said I could never hold my drink—’


  Blood continued to pump from his chest. He was getting delirious from the loss. I covered Aiden’s pulsing wound with my hand. His blood was warm and sticky.


  ‘I could never hate you, Aiden. I’m so sorry I said it,’ I whispered through my tears. ‘You were—no, you are my best friend.’


  


  Warm blood spread through his shirt, the stain expanding beyond my hands.


  ‘I know, Miranda.’ He reached up and touched a tendril of my hair, his dark eyes turning glassy. I stroked his cheek with my fingers, my tears falling in great drops on his shirt, mingling with his blood.


  ‘What happened? Who did this to you?’ I asked him.


  ‘I was working for Damir, as a castle spy. But after I flipped out and nearly killed you I promised myself to come good. I led Marko here, after I found out Damir got you.’


  He reached out and touched my hair. ‘I’m sorry I hurt you, Randy. You’re like my sister and I’ll always love you.’ A half smile softened his trembling lips. ‘You don’t mind… if I ask you to kiss Lauren for me, tell her how much she meant to me?’ His eyes lit up at the mention of my sister.


  ‘No, of course I don’t. But you’ll get to do it yourself, Aiden. Don’t go. I’ll be happy for you and Lauren. I’m not jealous anymore. Please don’t leave me.’ I found his hand and squeezed it, but it had gone limp.


  Tears blurred my vision and streamed down my face as I cradled Aiden’s head against my chest and stroked his soft, curly hair. Memories flooded my mind, memories of the beautiful boy who was constantly at our shack; the boy who could drink undiluted cordial and still have great teeth; the boy whose laughter could send rain clouds away. I should never have let my insecurities with Lauren and my stupid crush on Aiden get in the way of our friendship.


  I raised my head and caught sight of the guards as they dragged an unconscious Damir away. Pressing my lips against Aiden’s forehead, I gently closed his eyelids.


  Marko rushed forward. His head was bleeding. I wanted to touch it, make it better. I tried to get up, but everything around me spun and I collapsed against my dead friend’s chest.


  ‘She’s hurt,’ I heard somebody say.


  My eyes fluttered open briefly. I was eye-level with a bookcase, empty all except for one book.


  Frano Tollin’s mermaid book—the one I’d last seen in Sylvia’s room.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  WHEN I OPENED my eyes, silken clouds and winking pearls greeted me. I was back in my room at the castle and a warm familiar feeling spread through me, as though I was home. But I wasn’t—at least not technically.


  The low rumble of Marko and Robbies’ voices filtered through to my ears. Robbie mentioned the words ‘family’, ‘waiting for her’ and then a long silence before Marko said, with a heavy sigh, ‘We have to send her back.’


  I sat up with a jolt and my wrist throbbed in response to my sudden movement. It was wrapped in a thick bandage, and I was now wearing fresh clothes: a pair of jeans and a soft, pale-blue jumper I’d never worn before. While I assessed my wound, I felt the weight of the sun ring back on my ring finger.


  ‘Miranda,’ Marko called from across the room, and rushed to my side. He saw me staring at the ring.


  ‘A kind citizen found it in the street and returned it. He said you lost it during the struggle with Damir’s men.’


  ‘Was it an old man?’


  Marko nodded. ‘His name is Blake, if I remember correctly.’


  


  ‘He’s a poet who intentionally lives in the Underworld for inspiration,’ said Robbie, shaking his head before coming to stand at the foot of my bed. ‘Sylvia offered him a reward, but he refused to accept.’


  The mention of Sylvia brought back what I’d seen at Damir’s before passing out.


  ‘The book! Frano Tollin’s book was at Damir’s place, and he was talking about Hans Christian Andersen and The Little Mermaid and—’ I gasped. ‘Sylvia must be working for him. She had it in her room last week and now it’s at Damir’s. That can mean only one thing—she must…they must be plotting something…maybe to take your throne, or even kill you, Marko.’


  Marko and Robbie shared a glance—a glance reserved for the insane.


  ‘I’ll leave you two alone,’ Robbie said, offering me a sad smile before leaving.


  Marko sat beside me on the bed. His eyes were bloodshot and he had a dried gash on his right temple.


  ‘Does it hurt?’ I asked, reaching up to touch his face.


  He closed his eyes at my touch and I shivered, wanting to press my lips against his.


  ‘It’s not as bad as your wrist,’ he said, opening his eyes and carefully stroking the back of my hand. His touch sent a rush of warmth through my body. I threaded my fingers through his.


  ‘Marko. I’m serious. You’ll have to question Sylvia about her involvement with Damir. She’s probably the one who let Philippe and that guard William into the castle.’


  ‘William is dead, Miranda. Sylvia herself stabbed him with a sword after she learned he had murdered one of the kitchen staff.’


  


  ‘Pat,’ I whispered. Tears bit the backs of my eyes. ‘She was trying to save my life.’


  Marko shook his head. ‘I know. Anne told me,’ he said before turning to face me, his eyes shining. ‘You have to go home, Miranda. Marin is too dangerous for you.’


  I dropped my head forward so that Marko couldn’t see the tears forming in my eyes. He was right. For me to remain in Marin was just plain crazy. But despite the danger, I wanted to stay—more than I wanted to go home. The idea of never seeing Marko again was something I couldn’t stand to imagine.


  ‘What if I want to stay a little longer?’


  ‘I can’t let you do that. You’re leaving today, Miranda— now, in fact.’


  I shook my head and clasped his hand in both of mine. ‘No, Marko. I was forced here, but I’m not going to be forced out. You owe me that much.’


  He swallowed thickly and closed his eyes, his chest heaving.


  ‘Don’t make this hard, Miranda.’ When he opened his eyes again, he wouldn’t look at me. I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his neck. He sighed and buried his face in my hair.


  ‘I want to be here with you, Marko,’ I whispered.


  ‘You don’t know how much I want that, too,’ he breathed into my ear, before pressing his lips to my cheek. ‘But you must go home.’ He uncoiled my arms from his neck and firmly set them by my sides.


  ‘But I feel like I belong here now,’ I said, wiping my tears with the corner of my pillow. ‘It feels wrong to be going home.’


  Marko watched me, his eyes dark with melancholy.


  


  ‘Remember I told you about the compulsion, Miranda?’


  ‘No. This is really how I feel; it isn’t the compulsion.’


  Marko stood up and paced the floors. ‘Listen to what


  you’re saying, Miranda. That’s exactly what people say while they are within the grips of the compulsion.’


  I pressed my palms into my eyes and tried to quieten my mind, find my inner truth, but all I heard was a loud voice compelling me to stay.


  ‘Miranda, you’ve been attacked by Philippe, Damir’s men and Damir himself. I’d much rather that you be safe with your family, at home, where you belong. And surely you want that, too.’ His voice became gentler. ‘You’ve been anxious to get back to your family this entire time. They will be so happy to see you again, alive and well.’


  What he was saying made sense. Despite my inner voice, which may or may not have been the compulsion talking, I decided to trust him.


  He extended his arm.


  ‘Take my arm, Miranda. We’re going to my room.’


  Careful of my wrist, I linked my arm over his and began the long walk through the twisting corridors to Marko’s room.


  There, Robbie stood waiting. Of course. He would be the one to take me home. He was paler than usual, which was ghostly pale, and he wouldn’t look at me. But I crossed the room and made him.


  ‘Robbie, listen to me. Sylvia is a traitor. She’s going to help Damir destroy Marin.’


  Robbie continued to ignore me, and instead paced in front of a metal door to the far left-hand corner of the room.


  Marko turned to me, his face trembling, and drew me in close so that my face pressed against his chest. As he tightened his arms around me, I breathed in deeply, memorising his smell, the fierce pounding of his heart.


  ‘Goodbye Miranda,’ he said in a voice so hoarse that it was almost a whisper, before pulling away.


  I clutched at his hand, but he shook it free before storming off. He swept an arm across the dining table, sending wine goblets and crystal carafes crashing to the stone floor. Then he left the room.


  Robbie, who held the door open, finally looked me in the eye. ‘It’s time to go, Miranda.’


  In a daze, I walked a long, dark corridor that gradually gave way to more light—soon the walls around us appeared to be made entirely of light crystal. We entered a large, brightly lit room to our left, and stood before a row of what appeared to be pods or shuttles.


  Robbie stopped at the first pod, its hatch open.


  ‘This is what I came here in?’


  Robbie nodded and sucked in a deep breath. His face and body, all except his dark-brown eyes, were illuminated by the light crystal surrounding us so that he glowed like some sort of beautiful, otherworldly being.


  ‘We have to say goodbye now,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘I’m taking you all the way home, but you’ll be drugged for most of the way.’


  I shook my head, tears filming my eyes.


  ‘I don’t want to go home, Robbie. I want to stay. I’m worried about Marko, and what Sylvia and Damir will do to him. I’m worried about you, too.’


  Robbie groaned, as if in pain, and gripped my shoulders to shake me gently.


  ‘Damir is in the dungeons and Marko has stationed extra guards—you don’t need to worry about Marko. He is safe and I’ll make sure that he remains that way,’ his breathing was hard and laboured. ‘You have family waiting for you. There’s nothing for you here, Miranda.’


  He was wrong. I had everything here.


  I swallowed and blinked away my tears. Why did leaving hurt so much when I’d wanted it for so long?


  ‘Take this now—it’s a different drug to last time; still strong, but it won’t leave you so drowsy upon waking,’ he said, raising an oval tablet to my lips. ‘Please, Miranda.’


  With trembling fingers, I took it from his hand and placed it on my tongue, the memory of how Robbie had kissed it into my mouth that night at Bob’s Bay bringing a flush of heat to my cheeks. Robbie must have been thinking the same thing because his cheeks were tinted pink, too.


  The tablet dissolved quickly, and my brain grew fuzzy after only a minute.


  ‘It’s okay,’ Robbie whispered, wrapping his arms around me and holding my face tight against his heaving chest. ‘Just close your eyes and let go. I’ve got you.’ He sighed. ‘Now that it’s goodbye forever, Miranda, I want you to know how much you mean to me, and how I wish things could have been different. That you and I could have been more than just friends.’


  He cleared his throat and wrapped his arms around me tighter still.


  ‘But I know that Marko loves you, and that you love him. And I know that you can never forgive me for what I did to you…for bringing you here. I’m so sorry, Miranda. I’ll be sorry forever.’


  Tears streamed down my face. There was so much I wanted to say to Robbie, about our friendship, our games of War, about everything that had passed between us during my stay. I wanted to tell him I forgave him, that I didn’t hate him anymore. I wanted to thank him for risking his life for me and for Marko.


  But the drugs were quick.


  I closed my eyes, my body wilting completely as I listened to the wild thrumming of Robbie’s heart until the sound died away and a heavy blanket of darkness consumed me.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  I WOKE TO a myriad sensations at once: the cushion of warm, dry sand beneath me, the tickle of a westerly sea breeze and the slow burn of the midday sun on my skin. When I opened my eyes, the daylight was blindingly bright, like a thousand hot needles being stuck into my eyes, and I had to shield them with cupped hands while I sat up to get my bearings. Gulls shrieked. Warm, fresh air seeped into my lungs, and I let out a deep sigh.


  I was home.


  After a few solid, deep breaths, I staggered to my feet, absorbing the familiar surroundings that now appeared so strange to me. The long stretches of white sandy beach on either side of me were barren, save for a few clusters of squawking gulls, and the weatherboard-shack windows had been boarded up already. Bob’s Bay summer season was well and truly over. Everyone had gone home.


  I glanced back at the water, my eyes sweeping across the clear blue expanse and, without thinking, rushed into it.


  ‘Robbie!’ I shouted, diving underwater with my eyes open. ‘Robbie!’ I said, over and over again, even beneath the water, my eyes stinging as they searched for him there. I kept at it, plunging again and again into the sea, until I realised, with a heavy ache in my heart, that he wasn’t there and he wasn’t coming back.


  Closing my eyes, I tilted my face to properly acknowledge the sun. As its rays caressed my face, tears of joy gathered beneath my lids. I’d missed it so much.


  I gasped, remembering the sun ring, and wriggled my finger. The beautiful light crystal winked up at me, and I sighed with relief. At least I would have something of Marin with me.


  I stared out at the ocean one last time before I headed to the family shack, where I put my lips to the spout of the rainwater tank. The cool water filled my mouth and spilled down my chin and neck. It was heaven to my dry throat, but I didn’t drink too much in case it gave me a stitch. I still had to take a decent hike on a dirt road to get to the highway.


  Taking off my jumper and tying it around my waist, I headed over the soft, creamy dunes, and started on the bumpy limestone track that would lead me to the main road. While I walked, I thought about the day my grandparents and Lauren and I had driven along it—six weeks ago. It seemed like a year.


  The sun bore into my shoulders and almost made me turn back for more rainwater, but I forced one leg forward after the other until, an hour later, the sound of passing cars pricked my ears.


  I ran until the road materialised before me, and waved down the first car I saw. It was too ridiculous to be worrying about kidnappers now.


  The driver turned out to be a nice old lady, who was horrified at the physical state I was in. She gasped at my ripped jeans and bloodied wrist bandage and ordered me to lie in the back seat, with a crocheted pillow under my head, while she drove me to the nearest police station, an hour and a half away.


  As she drove, I babbled uncontrollably from the back, my teeth chattering and my forehead sweating. I told her all about Robbie and Marko, and how Damir attacked me, but she just nodded her head politely and responded with lots of ‘Yes, dears.’


  When we arrived at the police station, the old lady wouldn’t let me get out of the car until she came to the door and got me herself, but by that time a female police officer had rushed out at me with a blanket, as if she’d been waiting there for all the weeks I’d been missing. My teeth ground together as I was led inside, cocooned inside the blanket.


  As soon as the air-conditioning hit my face, I was slapped with an alertness that made me ask for Lauren.


  ‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’ the policewoman asked me. A male officer stood at a coffee machine with the old lady, asking if she wanted sugar.


  ‘Miranda.’ I said, shivering uncontrollably. ‘Miranda Sun.’


  The head of a moustached man materialised from behind a computer screen as soon as I said it, and he rushed around his desk to my side.


  ‘Miranda Sun? You’re the girl who went missing in January?’ he said with disbelief. His face came so close to mine that I could see the tiny pores in his skin.


  ‘Miranda Sun?’ he said again.


  I nodded, and he advised the policewoman to take me into some other room.


  ‘I’m going to call your grandparents, Miranda, while Dot here asks you a few questions.’ He patted my shoulders. ‘Then you can have a lie down.’


  


  ‘I just want to go home,’ I said, aching to see Lauren, Nana and Pop.


  ‘Get this girl some water, Jim. Just half a cup, and don’t let her drink it all at once,’ he instructed the policeman by the coffee machine.


  I was led into a darkened room, which I assumed was their day cell, and gratefully climbed up onto the creaking lower bunk bed. The tiredness overwhelmed me as soon as my head hit the pillow.


  Jim appeared with the water and forced me to sit up and take the cup into my shaking hands. As soon as it hit my lips I gulped it down eagerly, but Jim made a tsk sound and drew it away. ‘Slowly,’ he said, before trusting me with the cup again. I sipped at it, torturously slow, and when I finished, Jim took the cup back and exited the room. I heard him asking the old lady, my saviour, if she’d like a bickie with her tea.


  ‘Can you remember where you’ve been all this time, Miranda?’ The policewoman asked, and I could tell by the sound of her voice and the sparkle in her eyes that she was desperate to know.


  ‘I’ve been…knocked out. I woke up on the beach and then stumbled to the road.’


  ‘Knocked out? For nearly two whole months?’ she said, a false smile frozen on her lips. ‘I think you’ve suffered concussion, sweetie, and you’re not thinking straight. Where have you been all of this time?’ She leaned in, her eyes narrowing. ‘Did you run away?’


  I turned away, outraged, and refused to speak after that. She sighed. ‘I think you’d better have a nap—your grandparents will be here in a couple of hours.’


  I fell in and out of sleep, with different officers popping in randomly to quiz me with questions about my ‘runaway stint’, as one of them called it. I stared at them all blankly until they each began to share worrying glances. They wanted to know if somebody took me from the beach, and whether they had hurt my wrist and why, and so on.


  I became so tired of the questions I ended up spinning some story about an old man with a long white beard who took me far away and kept me in his house for six weeks. This sent them into a frenzy of questions as they filled little notebooks with excited scribble, jotting down every phoney detail that spilled from my lips. I almost laughed a few times, and hoped that there wasn’t some poor old guy out there that fitted my fake captor’s description.


  At some point I dozed off again, but my senses immediately alerted me to the little bell on the front door of the office ringing. I leapt off the mattress and ran across to the hallway, my belly rising against my lungs, my lungs pressing against my heart.


  The sound of my grandparents’ voices hit my ears as I bolted into the foyer and I rushed at them, my right leg clipping against the edge of a desk, my eyes tearing up as I caught the shocked expression on Pop’s face.


  ‘Miranda,’ he said in a croaky voice, his wrinkled mouth trembling, as I hurled myself into his open arms. Nana’s frail arms encircled my back, and I turned my head so that I could bury my face into her neck and breathe in her familiar rose perfume.


  When we finally broke away, I saw Lauren in the background, her eyes red with tears and her face blotchy.


  ‘I’m so sorry, Miranda,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t help you. I thought you were gone—like Aiden.’ Her face crumpled up and she broke into a sob.


  ‘I’m okay, now, Lauren.’ I said, trying to stem my own tears.


  


  Nana and Pop grabbed us both and squished us against them, and it felt so good.


  It felt even better in the back seat of Pop’s car, with Lauren holding my hand, knowing we were heading home and that I’d see my bedroom again and all that was familiar to me.


  However, halfway there as the sun began to set through the trees, I brushed the pad of my thumb over the warmth of my sun ring, and tears prickled my eyes. Marko was at the bottom of the ocean now, dreaming of the sun and the rain and…maybe me.


  He’s all alone now…at the mercy of Sylvia.


  ‘Everything is going to be fine now, love,’ said Nana, twisting in her seat so she could look at me. Tears had made her eyes glassy. They must have hurt so badly while I was gone. I should have hated Robbie and Marko for this…but I just couldn’t.


  ‘I’m sorry, Nan,’ I croaked.


  She shook her head and swallowed thickly. ‘No. No. Don’t be sorry. It’s the monster who took you—his fault. But the cops will get him and lock him away. The main thing is you’re going home now. Whatever happened— and you can tell us when you’re ready—is in the past. You just concentrate, one day at a time, on resting up and eating well.’


  ‘Loz missed you so much she said when you got back she was moving into your bedroom to watch over you,’ said Pop from the driver’s seat. I smiled at his eyes in the rear-view mirror.


  ‘I did n—’ Lauren started to protest, but then she dipped her head at me and shrugged, half-smiling as though embarrassed. ‘Well, yeah, I did say that actually.’


  A lump the size of Uluru formed in my throat. I gave


  Lauren’s warm hand a squeeze. In the past, even as children, she used to cringe whenever I’d tried to hold her hand. I was always the annoying little sister. This time, she squeezed me back.


  ‘Thanks, Loz, but you don’t have to. I’m okay.’


  ‘Later, tonight, of you feel up to it, you can tell me some of what happened,’ she leaned over and whispered in my ear. I nodded, wondering how she was going to take my story.


  When we arrived home, to my parents’ house in the suburbs, where my grandparents now lived with Lauren and me, I saw an old black car in the driveway that I’d never seen before.


  ‘Your birthday present, love,’ said Pop, hugging me to his rail-thin body after we’d gotten out of the car. ‘It’s a ’69 Valiant—solves the Ford versus Holden argument.’


  I smiled, but didn’t move to touch the car—I just wanted to get inside and evade the prying eyes that peeked through the hedges next door. There were even a couple of news vans parked across the street.


  After walking through the front door, I headed straight to my bedroom and spent a good ten minutes running my fingers over my things while listening to Nana fend off journalists and visitors at our front door. I felt trapped in a time warp—as though I’d been away for years, not weeks.


  I took a long shower, and then slipped my favourite T-shirt nightie over my head, before joining my family at the dinner table for our first meal together.


  ‘I bet you’re hungry for a good feed, love,’ said Nana, her eyes watering while she dished up the mashed potato. It seemed to be stuck to the spoon, and no matter how many times Nana shook it the potato remained glued.


  ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered in a raspy voice. ‘I ran out of cream and used grated cheese instead, like on that fancy cooking show.’ A strangled sob escaped her lips. ‘I should’ve used the sour cream instead.’


  Using my fork, I stood up and scraped the potato from the spoon onto my plate. ‘It looks great, Nan,’ I said and watched her mouth quiver into a forced smile, the gesture making my throat tighten. ‘I love your potatoes.’


  After the mashed-potato episode, we reverted into some kind of weird, TV-commercial family, filling up awkward silences with lots of unfunny jokes that received more laughter than necessary. Nobody asked me about what had happened, or what I’d been through. The police had given my grandparents my false story, and I was sticking to it. I didn’t want to worry them any more than they already were. As it was, every now and then a thick silence would descend and I’d look up and find their teary eyes on me. If I were to tell them about Marin I was sure they wouldn’t understand. It would be hard for them, and they didn’t deserve any more hardship.


  Lauren nudged my foot under the table and winked at me, grinning. I’d test my story on her first, and see how she took it, before revealing anything to my grandparents.


  ‘I think Miranda needs a rest,’ Nana said a few minutes later, and dropped her knife and fork onto her mostly uneaten plate of food. She yawned and rubbed at her wrinkled cheeks with her palms. ‘I think we all need an early night.’


  The idea of going to sleep made me think of my room in Marin, and of Marko’s room, and Marko’s bed—the bed we’d kissed on, and would have perhaps done more on had we not been interrupted after Robbie had escaped. In that moment I had wanted to stay in Marin so badly.


  I raised my hand so that the sun ring caught the dining-room light and reflected tiny, sparkling rays against the nearby water carafe. Tears warped my vision and I quickly wiped at my eyes before anyone could see.


  Pop and Nana shared a worried frown of concern, and stood to clear the table. As the cutlery clattered against the plates, I looked up to find Lauren’s eyes on me. She held my gaze until Nana and Pop moved into the kitchen and then, ever so slowly, a gentle smile curved her lips.


  ‘I missed you, Randy.’ Her fingers grazed the back of my hand. ‘I’m so glad you’re home.’


  I nodded and wondered how she was going to feel when I told her the truth about Mum and Dad, and Aiden.


  * * *


  Later, when it was bedtime, Pop came to tuck me in, and kissed me on the head like I was a kid again. I hadn’t been tucked in bed since I was ten, but the gesture was comforting.


  But when I caved and I tried to tell him a little about the underwater city, he hugged me tight to his chest, his frail body racked with huge sobs.


  ‘Don’t worry, Miranda,’ he whispered after he’d caught his breath and sniffed a little. ‘Whatever happened down there at the beach, it’ll never happen again, love.’ He stroked my hair.


  ‘We won’t be going to Bob’s Bay again, ever. Your Nan and I have been talking. First thing on Monday, we’re going to put the shack up for sale. And then we can forget any of this ever happened.’ He kissed me on my forehead, smoothed the covers down and turned off the light, leaving me alone in my bedroom for the first time in what felt like forever.


  I lay there in the dark hardly breathing at the idea of never returning to Bob’s Bay, and of never again seeing Marko, and of never knowing if Sylvia was a traitor to her younger brother. The idea of Marko being hurt—or worse, dead—with me never knowing made me feel like I was drowning.


  Lauren sauntered in a few minutes after Pop left, and perched on the end of my bed. After dinner, while we both watched some reality TV, I’d told her a little of what had happened to me. To my great surprise, she’d listened without running away or laughing.


  ‘Tell me more about this underwater joint and the guy you were engaged to,’ she asked in a curious voice, before breaking into a wide smile. ‘You got engaged after knowing someone for less than two months? That is so unlike you, Randy.’


  I shrugged. ‘I was forced into it—held captive. So it wasn’t like I had a say in it.’ A long sigh escaped my lips as I conjured Marko’s face. ‘The weird thing was, when he finally released me I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay with him.’


  ‘It’s called Stockholm Syndrome,’ said Lauren flatly.


  A thick silence engulfed us, and for a while I kept my head down, fiddling with strands of my hair while I tried to think of a subtle way to bring up all of the issues we had between us in one cohesive sentence. It was only until she was about to leave my room that I finally gathered up the courage.


  ‘There’s something I have to tell you, Lauren, about Mum and Dad, and you’ll probably hate me after you hear it.’


  Lauren spun around and eyed me curiously. My lungs felt like all the air had been squeezed out of them. I was desperate to purge the truth that had been rattling around inside of me for so long.


  ‘After you went out that night I rang them. I was pissed off that you’d left me home alone on my birthday, so I called them on the phone and told them that you’d left the house. That’s why they were headed back.’


  ‘I know,’ she whispered, after a long silence.


  My head jerked up.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I know what happened, Miranda. I know what you did. I read your diary.’ She sniffed and wiped at her nose and eyes, which had turned red. ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Why aren’t you angry at me, then? If I were you, I would hate me.’ I knotted my fingers into my hair, and tugged at the long strands. ‘I rang Dad. And because I rang they raced home, probably tipsy from dinner drinks, and got wiped out by that bus.’


  Lauren stepped back, shaking her head, her face screwed up, a lone tear streaking down her face.


  ‘No. After you rang them, they called me on my mobile. They were still at the restaurant, and wanted to know where I was and why I’d left you alone.’ Her chin quivered. ‘I spoke to Dad and we had an argument, so he said they were coming to pick me up from the party.’ She placed a hand over her forehead and slid it down over her wet cheek, her shining eyes meeting mine.


  ‘So it was my fault. They were going to stay at the restaurant but I had to go and be a little miss bitchy and get Dad so riled up that he wanted to come get me from the party right away.’


  ‘But I shouldn’t have called them in the first place,’ I said, my throat choking up.


  ‘No.’ Lauren said, her voice firm. ‘If I hadn’t left my little sister alone on her sixteenth birthday just so that I could go be with some jerk,’ she poked a finger at the window as if her ex-boyfriend was standing outside, ‘Mum and Dad would be alive today.’


  


  I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths, the sound of Lauren’s quiet sobs making it hard to stop my own tears.


  ‘So you forgive me?’


  ‘Only if you forgive me, Randy.’


  ‘I do.’


  Lauren wiped her face with the sleeves of her dark-blue cardigan.


  ‘Me too, then.’


  A minute or so later Lauren flung herself onto the mattress and gazed up at the ceiling.


  ‘Tell me about this place you went to, about this Marin city.’ she said, grinning through her tears.


  ‘Okay,’ I croaked, not really sure if she was just humouring me or not. ‘But I’ve got to warn you, you’re going to hear about Aiden—and you might not like what you hear.’


  Lauren stiffened and then stayed quiet for a long time. ‘Because you’re my sister and I miss you, I’ll listen. But you’re seriously starting to sound crazy. The only reason I want to believe you is because you have never ever lied to me—well, not really. The night of the accident doesn’t count.’


  ‘Before I explain everything, you have to know that I don’t have issues with you anymore.’


  Lauren frowned and stiffened slightly. ‘What issues?’


  I sucked in a deep breath through my nose. ‘I’ve been jealous of you my whole life.’


  When she started to protest I put my hand up to shush her. ‘No. I’m not anymore. Well, at least not like I used to be.’ I pictured Marko the night he told me I was beautiful and that he liked me for who I was. ‘Somebody helped me with that. So it’s not a problem anymore. I’ll never let my insecurities come between us again. Ever. I think we can be closer now.’


  Lauren raised her head and shuffled across the mattress to make room for me. I lay down beside her. ‘Tell me what happened; the whole lot, from the beginning.’


  ‘Well, after our swim that night, I woke up in a strange bed, a full-on fairytale bed.’ I closed my eyes and conjured up the clouds of silk woven between the winking pearls, and the mermaids and mermen carved into the four wooden posts.


  ‘Keep going,’ Lauren whispered, and I took a deep breath before plunging back into the darkest depths of the ocean, to Marin.


  * * *


  Hours later I finished my story, just as the magpies outside greeted the rising sun with their warbles and Lauren’s lashes fluttered closed. I sighed. My chest hurt and my eyes stung from reliving Aiden’s last breath and my last moments with Marko and Robbie again—everything so real and vivid.


  While the house slept, I crept out the front door and sat on the lawn to watch the sun rise up in the east. It winked at me through the branches of the large Moreton Bay fig tree that stood proud and ancient in our front garden.


  I automatically groped at my ring finger, where Marko’s sun still rested. Fat tears slid down my cheeks. I was happy to be home with my family—I truly was. But now that I’d resolved things with Lauren, I couldn’t help but pine for Marko, the one guy who managed to make me like myself enough to believe that he wanted me.


  It was like an uncontrollable urge, this wanting to return to Marin, to protect Marko from Sylvia. Maybe Marko was right—maybe the compulsion was whispering to my deepest subconscious, luring my thoughts to Marin. Or maybe my feelings for Marko ran deeper than I knew.


  Warm sunlight caressed my face through a gap between the leaves of the tree, and I drew a deep breath and cast my eyes around me, drinking in the light and the bright, almost surreal surroundings. This was where I should want to belong. This is where I should be happy, with the real sky above me and the sun on my face.


  My eyes rested on my black Valiant, waiting patiently for me in the driveway. A ray of sunshine lit up the corner of its rear bumper, creating a little silver star. A vision of me driving down the highway towards Bob’s Bay chased away some of the sadness that weighed down my heart.


  But the sadness swiftly returned. Even if I went down to Bob’s Bay every day for the rest of my life, there’s no way I’d be able to return to Marin because no-one would be waiting in the water for me.


  Shaking with the horrible reality that I’d never see Marko—or Robbie—again, I broke out in a sweat and raced inside, directly to the bathroom. The house was quiet and dim, so I flicked on the light in an attempt to diminish some of the darkness.


  The shower spray hit the tiles full blast while I undressed. I needed to wash away all this dread—this sickening, sinking realisation that I’d never return to Marin.


  I flung my bra off and, once again, to my disbelief, the sun ring got caught and slipped off my finger to ping against the hard floor. It was like deja vu. What was it with me and this ring? I rushed over to it, thankful it hadn’t gone down the drain. I scooped it up into my hand and checked it over for damage.


  To my horror, when I touched the stone, it came away from the band—but then I remembered Marko’s words: It’s a locket ring. You can store my picture beneath the crystal if you like. I fell hard to the ground.


  


  Right at the base of the locket was a small square of folded paper, no bigger than my thumbnail. I took it out and carefully set down the ring.


  Through the haze of the rising steam from the shower, I gently unfolded the wafer-thin piece of paper.


  My head felt light when I recognised the black, stylish handwriting. My eyes devoured the words.


  Miranda,


  I hope this note finds you safe and well with your family. I hid it in your ring, knowing that fate would decide whether or not you’d find it. If you are reading this, then fate is my friend.


  I sent you back to undo my dark and terrible deed of taking you, but now that you have been returned I offer you this:


  Miranda, if by some miracle you wish to return to Marin by the time it is your eighteenth birthday, then I will be waiting for you at the very place you were taken. I will be there at midnight, January thirteenth of next year. By this time, Damir will be dealt with, along with his men, and Marin will once again be a safe city.


  If you return, you return as a free citizen—free to choose who you keep as your company. And while I can’t help but hope your heart belongs to me, I respect any choice you make.


  Marko


  Tears of relief blurred my surroundings. I rested my back against the cool tiles, covering my naked heart with Marko’s letter.


  Someone knocked on the bathroom door.


  ‘Miranda,’ Nana called out in her croaky morning voice. ‘Are you alright?’


  I cleared my throat.


  ‘I’m fine, Nana.’


  


  ‘Okay. I’ll put the porridge on.’


  Closing my eyes, I listened to the sound of the running water, like rain drops, like stars falling. I pictured the stunning ballroom, the way the crystal stars had rained sparkles over the dance floor where Marko had held me close in his arms.


  Lauren and I were sisters again. Mum and Dads’, and even Aiden’s, souls could rest easy now.


  All that I needed now was Marko.


  I let out a great, shuddery sigh, and pictured diving deep into the cool blue ocean, swimming towards the glittering city of Marin. I pictured Marko’s face, imagined his lips forming the words from the letter he gave me; I remembered the way his eyes had held mine when he’d told me I was beautiful.


  A soft smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, but it was soon followed by a sickening dread that had me trembling against the tiles.


  Sylvia.


  I would return to Bob’s Bay on my eighteenth birthday, and would willingly step into the ocean. But the question was…


  Would anybody be there waiting for me?


  talk about it


  not quite ready to move on from what happened?

  let’s talk about it.
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