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      Children’s home, Bethnal Green, East London, ten years previously

      

      Alfonzo nestled the crying baby girl carefully in the soft bed. “Pass me the boy.”

      The guard passed the wriggling toddler with a mess of raven hair from his doting nurse’s arms to the head of the Bonaci family.

      “You have his ring?”

      The guard took the ancient white opaque ring from his breast pocket and handed it to Alfonzo.

      He lifted the boy’s fidgeting hand and pushed the oversized ring onto the middle finger. The spike penetrated the poor little mite’s skin between the knuckles.

      He squealed in pain and all the more when he saw the rich red blood run down his fingers.

      Everyone around the little bed watched as the ring began to swirl with a white smoke, changed to blood red and then gradually cleared to turquoise.

      “She is not…” The guard went to protest.

      “Wait! Give it time.” Alfonzo reassured him.

      Gradually, the ring swirled red again and settled to the deepest purple.

      Murmurs of satisfaction came from the big Santalini guardsmen gathered in the room.

      Ignoring them, Alfonzo put a drop of the boy’s blood on his finger and dabbed it on the little female baby’s rooting mouth until she sucked it and removed all trace of the Santalini blood. He then took a pin from a velvet cushion in his pocket and pricked the baby girl’s finger and asked the little boy to poke out his tongue, which he did. Alfonzo dabbed the blood onto the boy’s tongue. “There. It is done. They are bound till such a time when they can do it for themselves.”

      The nurse came forward to take the boy. Alfonzo removed the ring from the boy’s finger, put it in a velvet pouch and put it back in his breast pocket. “Watch them like your own,” he said with a hint of warning. “We will return when the boy reaches puberty, when he will be blooded in truth. Ensure they are never adopted and are known as brother and sister to keep them together. They must never be separated. Is that clear?”

      The nurse curtsied. “Yes, sir.”

      “All is in accordance with the binding contract between the Bonaci and Santalini Houses. That this special dispensation be allowed to safeguard the locations and lives of the Soul Breathers for the king, who is to come. And all accept that this is a sacred gift to the Santalini family. All who agree say aye?”

      All present said a resounding “aye”.

      “You may now say your farewells,” Alfonzo said, already making his way to the door.

      The guards all said an emotional goodbye to baby Keenan, the beloved boy whom the cousins and brothers wouldn’t see for another ten years.

      Alfonzo paused in the doorway, impatient to move on, “Come, we have another three to place. Time is of the essence.”
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      Ten years later

      

      “I don’t wanna go nowhere. It’s me birfday,” Keenan said, his voice already growing deep with approaching manhood.

      “I don’t care if you are thirteen now, Keenan, you are still under my care and must go for your check-up. Are you ready to go, Lacy?”

      Lacy ignored the nurse and skipped and twirled around in a world of her own. The only person she ever truly took any notice of was Keenan.

      The nurse tutted, tidied them up as best she could, then ushered them outside to a waiting taxi.

      Eventually, when they arrived at the plush Harley Street clinic, Keenan became immediately nervous. Kids like them didn’t get to go to places like this. Not unless someone wanted something. He grasped Lacy’s hand while the nurse spoke to Reception. Then they were shown to an examination room towards the back of the clinic.

      Keenan’s unease grew as they entered the room and he looked around at the faces of several old-looking men. All of them were tall and most of them were built with it. The size he wanted to be— “What’s this then?” he said, turning to the nurse, instantly suspicious of the welcoming committee.

      He had already built a hot-head reputation at the Home. Everyone knew he wouldn’t take any shit from anyone, and that included grown-ups. As well as that, he took his responsibility for his sister seriously, bordering on the insane. In fact, other kids were frightened to go near her.

      He leaned down to whisper in her ear, “Get ready to run.”

      The oldest man then spoke softly in his funny accent, “Welcome, Keenan.”

      “Whatta you want?” Keenan said aggressively, with a face like thunder.

      “I am Alfonzo, Lacy’s uncle. And these are two of your brothers, Marius and Drago.”

      “Yeah right … you never answered my question.”

      The two men Alfonzo had pointed at smiled at each other with a look like they were proud. Didn’t add up.

      “You have reached an important crossroads in your life, Keenan. It is time for you to become a man in the culture you come from.”

      Keenan pulled a face. He’d learned very early on that adults said absolutely anything to get you to do what they wanted. “I dunno what you’re going on about. But you make a move on us and you’ll be sorry.” His whole body was coiling, ready to fight.

      “Please calm yourself, Keenan. After today, you won’t see us again until Lacy is in her eighteenth year.”

      “You leave her outta this,” Keenan said, pushing Lacy behind the shelter of his larger body.

      “Then you will be reunited with your family,” Alfonzo persisted.

      “I won’t go nowhere without my sister … what do you want from us?” Keenan said, narrowing his eyes, trying to back up subtly as he spoke.

      Heavy hands landed on his shoulders.

      Not willing to give up without a fight, Keenan kicked back with his foot, catching the guard behind him in the shin, making him grunt. One kick was enough and he quickly grabbed Keenan by the scruff of the neck before he could run. The other guard grabbed Lacy. They weren’t as stupid as the adults Keenan normally dealt with.

      It took two of the brothers to struggle with him to the bed and threaten to strap him down if he didn’t quit. Lacy was led to the bed calmly, not willing to go anywhere without Keenan.

      “Get on the bed please, Lacy,” Alfonzo asked quietly.

      Keenan still struggled but his arms and feet were held fast.

      “I’m just going to give your finger a little prick okay, Lacy?” Alfonzo said.

      “Leave her alone!” Keenan began to struggle wildly as he watched Alfonzo produce a small needle and prick Lacy’s finger and squeeze it so a bead of blood welled on the tip. He stopped struggling as soon as he saw it. His eyes never left the droplet of blood. It was as though he was hypnotized.

      Lacy was calm throughout the whole thing, but was looking from her finger to Keenan’s face. “It’s okay, Keenan. It doesn’t hurt.”

      He looked at her face briefly to check she wasn’t scared, and then he licked his lips. He frowned with pain as his fangs slowly protruded into his mouth, making it difficult to close. Anxiously, he looked around him, knowing they could all see him changing.

      “Easy there,” Marius said, trying to steady him.

      Keenan started to struggle in fear.

      “It’s okay, Keenan. You come from a family for whom needing blood at certain times is natural,” Marius explained. “Today is just your blooding. All you have to do is bite her and then it’s over.”

      Keenan stilled and looked at the one who spoke, who was meant to be his brother. Then at the one holding his feet, who nodded and smiled, showing teeth similar to his own.

      How did they know so much about him being different? “Where?” Keenan asked, which came out in a husky whisper.

      Lacy was sitting up, still holding out her finger.

      “There is not enough blood on your finger, Lacy, but you can choose where. It can be your wrist or your neck,” Alfonzo said kindly to her.

      “It’s okay, Keenan. You can bite my arm like you always do, I don’t mind.”

      The men looked at each other, a little alarmed, but they said nothing. They didn’t want to embarrass them or interrupt the necessary ceremony.

      Keenan, unable to resist, crawled closer to Lacy and picked up the hand she was holding out to him. He ran his tongue along the finger with the small bloody stream, never taking his eyes from hers, and then struck her wrist lightning fast, making her jump.

      She showed no pain or fear and stroked his thick, wavy hair with her free hand, while his head moved in rhythm with his sucks.

      “Has he done that before, Lacy?” Alfonzo asked.

      “Yes, but not for a long time. When his teeth hurt, it makes him feel better if he can bite something.”

      Alfonzo lifted her other arm and saw several bite mark scars. “It appears they have bound themselves.”
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      Six years later

      

      “Take me with you, Keenan. I look old enough.” Lacy whined.

      “No, Lace. I’m working,” Keenan answered flatly.

      Keenan walked her up to the children’s home front door with difficulty while she dragged her feet. Her curfew was nine-thirty as she was still only sixteen.

      Keenan no longer lived at the home because he was now nineteen and was out in the big bad world of trying to scratch a living. He shared a run-down flat with three others of his crew. All Ne’er-do-wells like himself but as tight as brothers. “Go on, go in. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Can’t I stay at yours and see you when you finish work?”

      He shook his head, smiling. “Nice try. I don’t know how late I’m going to be. And you only want to stop me pulling anyone.” He pinched her cheek.

      Lacy stood on the doorstep for extra height and reached up and put her arms around his neck. He had to be a foot taller than her now, well over six feet. “I don’t know why you bother with the skanks around here,” she whispered, looking up into his eyes.

      He tried to peel her arms away, but she clung on like a limpet. “Stop, Lace. You’re my sister, for god’s sake,” and he looked around nervously for any witnesses.

      “I don’t care, Keenan.” Her eyes narrowed to that look that was way beyond her years. It heated him in a flash, and he put her forcefully away from him.

      “We could go somewhere, Keenan,” she whispered. “Just you and me. Then we could be together.”

      He smiled at her and touched her cheek gently and gave her his most patronising look. “You’re just a kid. You haven’t lived at all yet. I can’t take you for mine until you’re old enough to know what you’re doing.”

      Her face fell and she sulked like she would cry. “I am sure, Keenan. There will never be anyone for me except you.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her chastely on the cheek, then turned and walked back up the path with his hands in his jeans pockets. She couldn’t see him close his eyes and take a deep breath to get a grip. “Go in!” he shouted back over his shoulder, but he felt her eyes on him from the shadows.

      

      The unlicensed club was small, seedy and smoky and everything went on there. Keenan and his crew mingled with the crowd, supplying weed, speed and various pills.

      He wasn’t proud of his line of work, but coming from where he did, you made your money where you could. And a couple of pulls by the Old Bill for assault made it hard to get a job in Tesco. So they dealt in anything – mobile phones, credit cards, dope—whatever fell into their light fingers.

      When they were younger, they’d shift the dealers’ drugs around on their pushbikes. It was clever. The police never searched little kids. Besides, he was the only white boy in his crew and looked squeaky clean back then.

      Nowadays, he sported a slit in his eyebrow, his hair was overlong and his ears were full of shrapnel. He’d also started a love affair with tattoos, which served to further express his severe problem with aggression. So he and his boys fit right in here in the illegal drinking club in East London.

      Everything was selling well this particular night. The music was sweet and he’d just decided to take five and spark up a fat one he’d pugged behind his ear, when Vince came up and touched his arm. Vince was his closest friend – well, after Lacy. He’d come from the same children’s home. Black as Newgate’s Knocker, as the old boys said, Vince was a cockney chancer cut from the same cloth as Keenan, and he always had his back.

      Keenan leaned down to hear what Vince wanted to say over the pumping reggae bass.

      “Lacy’s here,” Vince said.

      “What the—” Keenan said, with his brows knitted together, annoyed. Then he caught sight of her being pulled up onto a podium and cavorting around with a scantily clad female dancer. She was gyrating and emulating dances much older than her years. “Fucking hell,” Keenan spat. He pinched the end of his spliff and put it back behind his ear.

      He weaved through the crowd with Vince following behind and stopped in front of the podium. “Get down, Lace,” Keenan ordered.

      “No, it’s okay, they let me in,” she said, continuing to dance and looking really cute in a white outfit of a fluffy top showing her toned brown midriff, way too short skirt and black gladiator sandals. Her hair was a mass of brown curls. Every red-blooded male in the place was ogling her, which Keenan was all too aware of.

      “Get down, Lace,” he repeated. “I’m taking you home.”

      “I’ll only get down if you take me home with you,” she said, wiggling cheekily.

      Rumours already abounded about their odd relationship. The word incest was never far from people’s lips, as their devotion was so obvious and viewed as unnatural. Even though they weren’t really brother and sister, they still had to keep their cover, although now they were getting older, they questioned why more and more.

      Keenan couldn’t help a grin creep onto his features as he watched her trying to look sexy and grown up. Just as well she didn’t realize she didn’t need to try. She would wipe the floor with him one day. “Now, Lace!” he said, starting to lose patience.

      “Nope,” she said, as she executed a slut drop so she was low down looking at him provocatively in the eyes.

      He seized his chance, grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder. Then he pulled her skirt down to barely cover her behind. He turned to Vince. “Give me the keys to the van. I’ll take her home and come back for you all.”

      “Okay, mate,” Vince said, handing them over.

      He marched out of the room, up the steep flight of stairs to the peeled-paint front doors leading to the street.

      “Reg,” Keenan nodded to one of the bouncers, as if carrying his sister over his shoulder was the most natural thing in the world. “She’s not allowed in in future, right? … No matter what she says.”

      The bouncer chuckled. “All right, Keen, no worries.”

      Lacy heard and screamed. She punched Keenan’s back as hard as she could, demanding to be let down.

      “Pack it in, Lace, otherwise I’ll smack your arse.”

      She continued to struggle all the way into the next street, where their small white van was parked.

      Keenan looked around, opened the rear doors and threw her in.

      “Fuck off, Keenan. Let me out!” she screamed. “I’m old enough … you went when you were younger than me.”

      Keenan got in the back when he was confident no one was about and shut them inside the van. “Shh!” he hissed.

      “No I won’t! You’re just trying to get rid of me so you can go and get off with a girl.”

      “No I’m not … Shh!” he repeated.

      She was about to shout something else when he pushed her down flat, squashing her with his body and put a hand over her highly glossed lips. He stared into her eyes and his breathing was suddenly laboured.

      Shocked into silence, she stared up at him, her own chest rising and falling quickly.

      Confident that she wasn’t going to shout any more, he released his hand from her mouth. His face was mere inches from hers. His blood began to pump fast as it always did when he was in close proximity to her—when he needed to drink.

      He hadn’t done it in ages, always keeping his distance to lessen the urge. He knew he was weird, but Lacy kept his guilty secret, which bound them together even tighter.

      She voiced the words he was thinking: “Do you want to drink?” she said, in barely a whisper.

      He closed his eyes. His heart hammered. He could feel her pulse. Fuck, he could hear it. He could fucking smell it. What was he to do? Feeling helpless, his fangs ached and descended. And always along with it came the damning arousal. His face burned and when he opened his eyes, her cheeks were aflame as well.

      She was wild and beautiful, and as he looked down, he could lose himself in her.

      Sensing his weakness, she lifted up her arm to expose her wrist to him. Already scarred with past bites, she wore them like trophies.

      Keenan’s eyes went from her lips, red and plump, to the tick of her pulse. Then back to her lips again.

      Slowly, he bent his head and put his mouth on hers. He’d never allowed himself more than the briefest of kisses before. Terrified of giving himself over to his nature and harming her with his fangs or forcing himself on her young body, not yet ready for him.

      He slanted his mouth slowly over hers. Her eyes went wide with surprise and then slowly closed when his tongue pushed into her and probed and gently explored her beautiful, small mouth.

      Her tongue tentatively met his and circled and gently stroked his tender fangs, which were now at their full razor-sharp length. The tang of her jasmine-scented blood quickly swamped his mouth and he groaned in approval.

      “Stop! Fuck!” he growled, pulling out of the kiss before he lost control and took her here and now in the back of a dingy van.

      “Please, Keenan.” Her eyes were pleading with him. His tracked back to her wrist. She noticed straight away and put it across her face, kissing distance from his lips, luring, tempting him. He shut his eyes tightly and cursed himself for his weakness, then struck fast and precisely, making her jump and sharply take a breath.

      He drew long, hungry, ecstatic sucks. She let out a slow breath and relaxed and put her free hand into his beautiful, black, tousled hair. His head moved in a rhythm that spread down his body to his slim hips, pinning her to the floor. Dangerously aroused, he had to stop his mind from clouding completely with the aphrodisiac quality of Lacy’s blood. Slowly using every ounce of his willpower, he withdrew his fangs and licked over the puncture wounds.

      A loud bang on the side of the van made both of them jump. Keenan put his finger to his lips to keep Lacy quiet and as sylphlike as he could for such a big bloke, he climbed over and eased himself down into the driver’s seat. Just in time for Vince to peer into the side window.

      “Fuck, Vince!” Keenan closed his eyes and let out a breath, clutching his heart. He got out of the van and wiped his mouth of any sign of blood or lip gloss. Vince noticed, he was sure of it, but he kept his gaze steady in the way blokes do to say ‘your secret’s safe with me’.

      “Lacy all right?” Vince asked.

      “Yeah … she was upset. But she’s all right now.”

      Vince nodded, keeping up the charade. “Okay, mate … later!” And he turned back in the direction of the club.

      Keenan got back in the van and started the engine in relief.

      

      Cambridge

      Malleven Mancini walked into the old pub nestled amongst the period buildings near the campus. He stood on the threshold and took no more than two seconds to home in on the easy aura of his cousin, Cesarè Florianna.

      He picked his way towards him, through the throng of students who always frequented the place as their local before they went on to parties and clubs. Cesarè was lounging on a sofa, wasted, with a girl on either side of him. Sensing Malleven’s approach, they immediately felt the need to go to the ladies. Malleven sank heavily into the vacated space and held up a baggie between his index and middle fingers and shook it.

      “Fuck, Malleven!” Cesarè said, snatching it from his hand before anyone could see, and pushing it into his skinny jeans pocket.

      “I’m sure you could’ve washed your own damned coke in seventh grade, Cesarè,” Malleven said, throwing him a shrewd sideways glance.

      Cesarè smirked, slow-eyed, already stoned from several joints he’d smoked throughout the day. Studying philosophy at the university, he maintained that it helped him reach a higher plane of understanding. “Yeah, but you do it so good, Cousin …” Cesarè’s voice trailed off as he spied two girls across the room preening and posing, whilst trying to act natural, to get their attention.

      Malleven followed his line of vision. Both of them were very successful with the girls, but there the similarities ended. Cesarè was a lazy student. His hair was wavy, light brown to just past his shoulders and tinted blond by the sun. He had blue eyes, was unshaven and lived in jeans and a tatty shirt. Malleven, on the other hand, was a brilliant student of chemistry, groomed to perfection. His dark coffee skin was always closely shaved, and silk shirt and crisp slacks kissed across his muscled frame.

      All the Florianna princes were sent from Italy to Cambridge, paid for by their family’s considerable fortune, and Cesarè took that for granted. Malleven had been plucked from an obscure branch of the family and favoured by an uncle with high expectations. That leg up was all he needed. Malleven’s determination to succeed and outdo all who looked down on him was strong and overriding. He was so successful at inventing himself that people forgot his humble beginnings. “Go over, Cesarè. Bring them with us if you wish?” Malleven said, bored already. He knew the drill with Cesarè, but he had only a mild interest himself and could take girls or leave them.

      “Could be a hassle if I see someone I prefer there,” Cesarè sighed.

      Malleven went to rise from the sofa; someone infinitely more interesting had caught his eye. “I will fuddle their fucking mind for you … hell, Ches, call yourself Florianna.”

      Cesarè laughed easily and got up, clapped Malleven on the back and walked lazily over to the girls.

      Malleven gracefully weaved his way to the bar and quickly caught the attention of the striking black boy behind the bar with green eyes. “Scotch and soda and a beer,” he rumbled in his beautiful Italian accent.

      The boy made the drinks and said the price and looked at Malleven in the eyes. Malleven held his gaze for several seconds while he studied him. He had long perfected his mental persuasion skills, seeing it as an art form and a special hobby of his.

      As he gave over the cash, he allowed a finger to stroke the boy’s palm and adeptly scanned his consciousness. He quickly discerned that the boy was lower-class Atlantean, which wasn’t a surprise given his height and unusual eye colour. Maths was his subject and he was working his way through college – admirable.

      Malleven prided himself on his telepathic skills, a firm believer in it being like a muscle that grew with exercise. Eventually, he wanted to be good enough to use the skill remotely as the Murrs were rumoured to do and so relieving him of the need to touch skin. “Are you in halls?” Malleven asked, already knowing the answer.

      The boy nodded slowly, still held in Malleven’s thrall.

      “I will come to you later,” Malleven said, looking deep into the boy’s eyes.

      The boy made no remark on the fact that he hadn’t told Malleven his floor or door number.

      “Later then,” Malleven said, smiling. “Steven.”

      The boy hadn’t opened his mouth once, but Malleven felt him stare after him as he turned away and walked back towards his cousin and the two giggling girls.

      “Ah, Malleven … meet Genna and Sophie.”

      Malleven glanced from one to the other, “Incantate …” and bent and kissed each of their hands.

      They both looked at one another and giggled.

      “Cab for Flor … anna,” a cockney voice shouted from the doorway.

      Malleven knocked back his drink and Cesarè smacked his beer bottle down on the bar. “Come, girls … your carriage awaits.” Cesarè put out his arm to show the girls the way.

      Malleven rolled his eyes, already knowing he would give them the cash for a taxi home and they would have no memory of how they came to be in London. Even so, he climbed into the back of the black cab and grabbed the brunette to sit on his lap. “Come, Poppy, keep me warm.”

      She squealed, “How did you? ...” She looked at her friend, shocked. “Only my mum calls me that.”

      Malleven laughed and shrugged it off. He faced her on his lap so she was forced to put a hand on each of his shoulders to steady herself. “Your mother must have seen what a perfect flower you are.” And he kissed her deeply.

      Cesarè laughed from his spot on the seat next to him, marvelling as always at his cousin’s audacity. “To the West End!” he shouted to the cabbie and grabbed the other girl.
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      Two years later and Lacy was old enough to leave care. However, as much as he wanted her with him, it was going to cause problems of its own. There was a certain amount of safety in the Home. One thing he was doubly sure of was he didn’t want her living with three other blokes, even if they were like brothers to him. And so he was resigned to look for a place of their own.

      He knew that it was a turning point. One he wasn’t totally happy with, as she was so young. His resolve where she was concerned was tenuous at best and it wouldn’t take much for him to sink his teeth into her soft neck and her beautiful body at last. The two things were so connected. The clock was ticking.

      The only way he’d kept off her this long was due to a constant string of faceless women. And convincing her that he saw her as a sister. Always telling her she needed more experience before he’d bother with her. He knew he hurt her but he was seriously running out of options.

      Keenan despaired at her constant cock blocking with the women he got with. Even finding her in the wardrobe spying on him more than once. Then she’d fall about laughing when the poor naked girl he was with freaked out at the weirdness and stomped out of the place, vowing never to return to such a bunch of raving perverts.

      No, time was definitely running out. He would sit her down tonight and tell her his plans.

      First, he and Vince had to go to Number Eleven, a little club in Mile End, to collect a couple of ounces from someone and shift it. Then he’d come back and have it out with her, finally.

      

      Lacy had been in love with Keenan as long as she could remember. He was her knight in the silver hoodie. He fought every battle for her, making people give her a wide berth for fear of angering him, because everyone was scared of him. And when he looked at her, it was as though she were the only person in the world. Her heart flipped at the mere thought of him.

      In fact, she could think of no other better-looking or fanciable man than Keenan. She loved the way his deep voice rasped, and the way he smelled clean of soap and maleness. She even loved his temper that he barely kept a rein on. It made his beautiful duck-egg-blue eyes flood with blood, making him look dark and evil, and he would stalk her like his prey. She would pretend to run but let him catch her and allow him to drink her blood till his temper ebbed away and he was contrite and loving.

      Although he would always stop himself from making love to her. She knew he became aroused, but he’d always use the brother‒sister crap like a contraceptive.

      They weren’t blood relatives, but when she threw that at him, he’d then switch to excuse number two: that she wasn’t experienced enough in life. Not as much as the slappers he fucked, obviously. She threw the soap across the bathroom from her suds-filled bath.

      Keenan had given strict orders not to flounce around the flat semi-naked in front of his boys, so he made sure they went out beforehand. She used to think it was because he got jealous, but now she had started to think that it had more to do with her black stripes, which emerged all over her body when she was in water for any length of time.

      What a freak. No wonder he didn’t want her. He’d tried to make her feel better about them when she was little by showing his arms were the same and that meant they were really related, but it did little to make her feel better when she competed with other girls.

      No, he didn’t want her. She’d all but begged to go with him tonight, but he’d said he was going south of the river and he didn’t want her with him in case of trouble.

      Well, she was branching out on her own tonight and getting some of that valuable experience he was always going on about. Razz was collecting her at ten. He was a white, tattooed wide boy who drove a souped-up car and ran with a few boys Keenan knew. Except Keenan and his boys hated Razz and his. Only because they were rivals, Lacy reasoned.

      She couldn’t win. Keenan didn’t like anyone. It was only a week ago that she had been in a club dancing with a really nice black boy from Tottenham, called Desmond, when Keenan had bounded over to them in about three strides and knocked out three of the poor boy’s teeth. Then he’d shouted at her, ‘You got that boy hurt, Lacy, playing your silly games.’

      She’d then screamed at him. ‘How was she supposed to get any experience if he never fucking let her?’ Then she became acutely aware of the looks on people’s faces around them, only then the words were already out, and it was too late.

      Well, tonight, Keenan was south of the river and she was going to Number Eleven, with the dishy Razz. She’d show Keenan how grown up she was.

      Determined to see her plan through, she got out of her bath before her markings became too prominent. She’d decided on a black jumpsuit, hair up with curls cascading down, and big hoop earrings. She would wear high heels and hope she didn’t have to do too much walking in them.

      She was nearly nineteen now and it was about time she was allowed to grow up. Tonight, she was going to make some headway.

      

      Keenan waited in the office at Number Eleven to collect the package that he and Vince were to deliver to Big Frank in Bermondsey.

      They’d been kept waiting due to some sort of delay, so they’d been drinking in the bar for the last couple of hours. He was itchy tonight, and it had nothing to do with shifting drugs. He wanted to get it over with so he could go home and check on Lacy and tell her what he’d decided. He just had a funny feeling he couldn’t shake off, but he put it down to nerves.

      He was called into the office at last, where he received the packet, instructions and walked out into the main club to collect Vince.

      

      Lacy stood stiffly with Razz at the bar, trying to look like she was enjoying herself. She couldn’t help but notice the space that had cleared around them. It was like the circle you get when you drop a pebble in a pool.

      Maybe Razz had the same effect Keenan did on people. She smiled up at him. He looked at her with shrewd, stone-grey eyes. He wasn’t bad-looking, she supposed. Not a candle to Keenan, though. He was tall and stocky, but Keenan had about another six inches in height on him, although probably leaner.

      Shit. She had to stop comparing him with every single man she came into contact with.

      “Lace!” The stern voice said from behind her.

      She froze.

      Razz squinted.

      She turned and they both looked at Vince.

      Her heart stopped. Fuck! Anxiously, she looked around.

      “Can I have a quick word, Lace?”

      She was about to say okay when Razz touched her arm to stop her. “Vince?” Razz said, in a way of greeting.

      Vince nodded. “Razz.” Then he directed his gaze to Lacy again. “Lace?”

      “She’s having a drink with me tonight,” Razz cut in.

      “What are you doing here, Vince?” Lacy asked, worried. “Keenan said you were south of the river tonight?”

      Vince nodded, “We’re just going. Keenan’s in the office.” He widened his eyes to communicate a silent warning and a sense of urgency, which was not lost on Lacy.

      “Don’t worry, mate. I’ll look after her,” Razz said, grinning, showing a gold tooth.

      Her heart hammered.

      “Lace, come on!” Vince said, more forcefully.

      She went to walk away with Vince to stop a bad situation escalating, when Razz pulled her back to him roughly. “No you don’t.”

      Vince had witnessed enough and stepped between them and went nose to nose with Razz.

      Lacy backed away slowly, ready for it to kick off between them. She’d witnessed trouble a thousand times and this was no different.

      Then everything happened really fast. There was some posturing and pushing. Vince swung at Razz. Razz ducked, then he ran at Vince, pushing him into a table. Lacy just got out of the way in time. They rolled around on the floor and then Razz scrambled to his feet and ran through the crowd and up the stairs to the street. Vince rolled onto his side and curled into a ball.

      Lacy ran to him and knelt on the floor. Vince was groaning and holding his side. She tried to see what was wrong and went to move his hands that were clutching his side when she noticed the blood. “Bloody hell. Vince!” The blood was on her hands and his were drenched in it.

      Heavy hands pulled her up by the shoulders and out of the way. She looked up at the bald bouncer in a daze. Then the world went silent when she saw Keenan push through the crowd.

      Everyone moved out of the way.

      

      The minute Keenan walked into the club, tension hung in the air like an electric storm. He could smell it. When he saw the crowd surge like scurrying vermin, he homed in and made his way to its focus, his temper ramping up already. Lacy. He knew she was there; he could feel her.

      When he walked up to her as she was standing with the bouncer, he scented blood instantly. He knew it wasn’t hers, but he had to touch her to make sure.

      Keenan looked into her face, white with shock, and didn’t have a chance to chastise her for being there before she pointed down at Vince’s huddled body.

      He crouched down and saw the area he was clutching. A stab wound. “Who?” he rasped. His voice was descending with his anger to a bad place and he knew his eyes were flooding as he could only see red like some heat-seeking camera.

      “Razz,” Vince grit out.

      Keenan went to pull away on a roar, but Vince grabbed him with surprising strength, “Wait, Keenan.” He breathed heavily to try to steady himself and deal with the pain. “I know what you are going to do … use your head. Don’t lose it, okay?”

      Keenan closed his eyes and nodded.

      “Go home,” Vince continued, “go in my room.”

      “Shh!” Keenan cut in. “Save your strength.”

      “No listen, Keen. It’s important … taped under the dressing table is an envelope. Take it, it’s yours.”

      Keenan frowned in confusion.

      “It’s got a passport for you and Lace, and a credit card. Go to a hotel at the airport; ring the number on the piece of paper. They will get you a flight.” Vince grimaced in pain.

      “I don’t understand,” Keenan said in desperation.

      “Just do it, mate. The blokes that came before … they sent it … now she’s past eighteen.” Vince lost consciousness for a minute.

      When Vince came too again, Keenan felt Ricky at his shoulder, then Dan. He stood up. Facing Dan, he said, “I have to go.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Dan replied.

      “No!” Keenan said, “I want you two to mind Lacy and Vince. Go with them to the hospital and I’ll meet you there.”

      When Keenan could finally bring himself to face Lacy, he looked daggers while he jabbed his finger at her, “You fucking stay with Ricky and Dan, d’you hear? You don’t go anywhere else,” he rasped, his voice going completely.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      Keenan ignored the question. “Give me your phone,” he demanded.

      She handed it over to him immediately. He was glad to see her subdued. Her big mouth shut. “I’ll meet you at the hospital.” His blood was on a rolling boil and he could not trust himself with her in his present mood. So he left her standing there, exited the club and went into the drizzling night.

      

      His first port of call was his flat. His mind was troubled by the information Vince had given him. As soon as he let himself in, he grabbed a holdall and stuffed in as many clothes for him and Lacy that would fit. Then he went to Vince’s room and found the packet exactly where Vince said it would be.

      He couldn’t help but take a peek at the contents. Two brand-new passports. He wondered how they’d managed to get two passport-sized photos of them. He didn’t dwell on the implications of that. Then there was a credit card with Keenan Santalini on it and not Santos, the name by which he’d always been known. Fuck! Who were these people? And what did they want – more to the point?

      Well, his options were limited at the moment, so he’d take what help he could get and worry about sorting it out later.

      Then, at the bottom of the pile, was a piece of paper with an old-fashioned coat of arms or something on it. It reminded him of a posh school’s crest. It had the name Alfonzo Bonaci on it, and an address in Ireland with a phone number. He slipped it in his pocket, stood up and did a quick scan around.

      Deciding that he had everything they needed, he closed the door on his flat and his old life.

      

      Keenan and Razz had crossed paths a few times, being from the same manor. He knew him well enough not to like him and he was sure the feeling was mutual.

      The other thing he was sure of, without any shadow of doubt, was that the only reason he had picked Lacy to take out to that particular club was to piss him off and show the watching world he was some sort of big man who would dare go out with Keenan Santos’ sister.

      So knowing him of old, it didn’t take him long to track him down to his part of town. He also knew he’d be mob-handed, tooled-up and waiting for him to come for him. Oh yeah, but he didn’t know who he was dealing with, especially as he didn’t have time to mess about. He dropped off the package he was meant to deliver and collected the money.

      He opened the envelope and whistled. There was at least ten K in cash. He ran a thumb through the bundle so it fanned out. Yep, this would be their start. Fuck Big Frank, he wouldn’t hang around long enough for the fallout.

      Wasting no more time, he hit the call-back button on Lacy’s phone. Razz picked up in two seconds.

      “Keenan … you took your time?” Razz said, with a sneer in his voice, obviously for the entertainment of an audience he had with him.

      Keenan tried to calm his anger so his voice was audible, “The garages … Union House … now!” He sounded like gravel.

      “I’ll be there in ten,” Razz said, and laughed.
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      Keenan stood waiting in the shadows. He needed to stay calm as he could barely see; his eyes were so swamped in blood. He took even breaths – in one two, out one two. He tried anything to keep his head. Vince’s words echoed; his old friend knew him so well. Vince knew that when he lost it, there would be no rational thought and he could leave himself vulnerable.

      Headlights swung into the large Tarmacked area in front of the garages and brought him to attention. All he could see were yellow blobs with his red vision, but he knew who it was by the pumping bass throbbing from the car.

      The car stopped a few feet away from him, but the engine kept running. He heard two doors open and slam, then he stepped out from the shadows.

      “You alone,” he demanded, pointing to the orange glow of the driver he instinctively knew was Razz.

      Then he heard Razz’s voice, “This won’t take long, Steve.” The grin was evident in his voice while he wrapped something jangling around his knuckles.

      The passenger door opened and closed again and the second orange form disappeared, leaving him and Razz alone.

      It didn’t take much to light his fuse. A simple “How’s your mate?” from Razz, and Keenan flew at him.

      His fangs descended in a flash so they were clearly visible, and judging by the look of horror that crossed Razz’s face, he’d seen his eyes burn red like stop lights.

      The rest was a blur.

      All Razz could do was bring his fists up to try to protect his face, but Keenan was like a demon possessed. He struck at his neck, ripping his throat out in his first lunge.

      Such was Keenan’s ferociousness that he shook Razz’s body like a Pit Bull until the eerie gurgling stopped from Razz’s mouth and he hung limp and boneless like a dog with a rag doll.

      Keenan released what was left of Razz so it flopped with a thud on the floor and turned his attention to the stationary car. He bent his knees and cocked his head slightly at an unnatural angle to get a look into the windows. He made out the three glows occupying the car, watching the bloody scene.

      Not moving, he watched the frantic actions of the passengers as one jumped into the driver’s seat, released the handbrake and tried to make a hasty getaway.  If he’d been capable of sane thought, he would have laughed at the car hopping along while the driver panicked until he eventually steadied his foot enough to drive out of the garages and away, shitting himself.

      
      Keenan walked for about an hour after he’d killed Razz. He needed to calm down in order to think straight.

      After a while, he got his colour vision and his depth perception back. He looked down at his hands and his shirt and realised he had to clean himself up before anyone saw him.

      He headed back to his van that he’d hidden and raked around inside for a change of clothes. Then he threw his soiled ones in a dumpster outside the youth centre nearby. He soon broke in and found the toilets, washed the blood off his face, neck and forearms, as best he could.

      
      Lacy had been sitting in the hospital waiting room with Dan and Ricky for what seemed like all night. Vince had been rushed into surgery to stop the internal bleeding, but luckily, he had sustained no major damage, so he was going to be okay.

      She’d breathed a sigh of relief when they’d been told. Tonight had been her fault and she was scared stiff of facing Keenan when he eventually rocked up.

      Speak of the devil, there he was. Walking down the corridor toward them shrouded in a sports jacket and baseball cap. Everything about him shouted predator. She would know him anywhere. Her heart flipped, then sank. Shit.

      Dan and Ricky stood up immediately when they saw him approach. They both embraced him and brought him up to speed with what was happening to Vince.

      Keenan nodded and spoke to them quietly, but hadn’t brought himself to look at her once. Just as she thought she would cry, he looked at her and tilted his head to the side to motion for her to go with him. Fuck. She stood warily and slowly walked over to him.

      He picked up her hand and held it tightly like you would a small child. She looked down at his hands and saw the blood rubbed into the creases of his fingers. He had clearly tried to wash it off, but had to do it hurriedly. She swallowed hard.

      “Later,” Keenan said, and hugged each of his boys. “Don’t go back to the flat,” he ordered. “As soon as we are settled, I’ll send for you.”

      They both nodded. It was obvious there would be repercussions from Razz’s friends, as it looked as though they had to disappear ASAP.

      “As soon as Vince is out of surgery, get him out of here,” Keenan said.

      Both boys looked at each other, then nodded in agreement.

      The situation was beginning to dawn on her, but she didn’t have time to question anything as Keenan turned away and pulled her along with him.

      “Keenan … Keenan,” she said over and over, having to run along next to him to keep up. “Where are we going?”

      “The airport,” he said coldly.

      Fuck, this was serious. He must have killed him. She’d never seen him so angry with her. And, for the first time in her life, she didn’t feel totally safe with him. It was as though she’d poked the tiger with the stick one too many times.

      
      As soon as they entered the uniform, run-of-the-mill hotel room, Keenan threw down their bag and said he needed a shower. Without further words, he went straight to the adjoining bathroom and switched the shower on to cold. He shed his clothes, stepped under the spray and closed his eyes.

      He’d had better fucking days. His blood was still thrumming. Although his anger had given way to a more fundamental need, an overwhelming instinct to claim Lacy as his own, both her blood and her body. He was in turmoil. He was scared of letting go of his emotions, but there was no putting it off any longer. The inevitable was here.

      He looked down at his emerging stripes and asked himself for the millionth time who he was kidding. He was a freak. Tonight was proof of that. When he’d ripped Razz apart like a wild animal, it confirmed Lacy deserved better than that.

      “Keenan.”

      Her voice came quietly from the other side of the bathroom door. He sighed and rolled his head back and looked at the ceiling for strength.

      “Please, Keenan … I’m sorry.” She was crying. He could hear it in her voice.

      He swallowed hard and reached a decision quickly. “Come in.” He never allowed himself to be naked in front of her … usually. He was always careful in case he lost his cool. However, tonight was a new start. No more games. No going back. She came in.

      Keenan watched her eyes, red and puffy, rake over his entire body like a touch, as
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