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      Camberwell, London

      JJ didn’t have time to argue before Latitia bundled him into her tiny wardrobe. The door shut, it went black and he fell against the back panel.

      ‘Sssshhh!’ Latitia hissed from the other side. ‘Don’t move!’

      Chance would be a fine thing. The slightest muscle flex and he was sure he’d set off the Speak ’n’ Spell under his foot, it was so crammed with stuff.

      Sneaking out of school during the day seemed a good idea at the time. They never got any privacy; not in the cramped bedroom Latitia shared with her little brothers. Her mum, Valarie, was supposed to be at work and it was just the end of term rubbish and not much to miss. Now here he was, with a feather threatening to make him sneeze, because Valarie had decided to come home from work early. If she found them, she wouldn’t be happy, because on top of the obvious truanting, they were supposed to be keeping apart. But that was never going to happen.

      He strained to hear if Latitia had been discovered, but there was no sound at all. He couldn’t stand the inactivity, so he moved carefully and poked his head out to see what was happening. At the opposite end of the cluttered room—a lavender shrine to boybands and kids’ TV, Latitia had her ear to the door, trying to hear through to the other side.

      What is it? JJ projected, straight to her mind, forgetting himself.

      Luckily, she was so engrossed, listening, she just flapped her hand for him to stay quiet.

      JJ stepped out silently, straightening the collar of his white shirt, at the neck of his navy school sweater and crept up alongside her. She glared at him but didn’t say anything and concentrated on listening. She looked so cute in her tiny braids, tumbling into hazel eyes, so unusual against her warm caramel skin. Making even her dull uniform sexy, with her shirt knotted at her waist and filling out the shapeless black pants in all the right places. He pulled her closer to his body while they both kept their ears to the door. He studied her face, wondering how he was ever going to keep his hands off her. He could so easily kill her. Even with her mother just the other side of the thin, plywood door, he almost leaned in for a kiss. Except something stopped him and rocked through his whole body. It went through his limbs, pulsing electricity up his spine, exploding at the back of his mind. He recognised the feeling right away. Like a mental signature. An Atlantean was coming. A very powerful one. Stronger than anyone else he knew. The king. His second father, biological father to his siblings, Alexia and Xavier, was approaching quickly. Dante.

      There was a light knock on the glass of the front door. Like an expected friend, not using the doorbell.

      JJ put his index finger to his lips for Latitia not to make a sound. The front door was opened and Valarie’s joyful shriek rang through the flat where she was clearly pleased to see him.

      Latitia was staring wide-eyed, straight at him, gauging his reaction for who it might be.

      ‘My father, the king,’ he whispered.

      Latitia’s eyes widened further while her mouth made an ‘O’.

      There was no point going back in the cupboard, now. He needed to hear what Dante had to say. After Xavier had managed to talk Dante out of pulling them straight out of there, nothing had been said about them all going home to their secret family hideaway for Christmas.

      JJ swore under his breath.

      After making noise in the kitchen for a few moments, where he guessed Valarie was making Dante a drink, they went into the living room and closed the door. Now they couldn’t hear a thing.

      JJ cracked the door ajar.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Latitia hissed.

      ‘I don’t know about you, but I want to hear what they’re saying,’ JJ said, ignoring her look of terror and already moving out into the large, square hallway. There was nowhere to hide. Just a big magnolia space, with a coat rack that couldn’t hold another coat. Only upright by the weight of the wooden chest underneath, overflowing with all different-sized shoes for the five kids and mom that lived there.

      Dark shapes moved on the other side of the mottled glazed front door.

      Latitia jumped and JJ pulled her down into a crouch with a hand over her mouth. ‘My father’s guards,’ he explained, in a whisper.

      They kept low on the dated patterned carpet, until they reached the living room door. Thankfully, it hadn’t fully closed and they had about an inch to listen and spy. He didn’t care so much about the arrangements; he was more intrigued with what had brought the king all the way here, to a household barely above the breadline, and an insignificant human woman, to explain the trip to her himself. Anyone could have done it for him.

      He had a clear view of the familiar tall, black-swathed frame towering over the soft, plump curves of Latitia’s mother. She was still wearing her dark-blue nurse’s uniform and was an attractive woman, even after five kids. Dante’s back was to him, but he saw enough when Valarie’s arms went around his waist as he hugged her to him tightly.

      JJ was stunned. Even though he knew they had history, it was still a shock to see for himself the obvious feeling they had for each other. The hug went on for several seconds, until he wanted to cough to stop them, it felt so uncomfortable. Latitia seemed as glued to it as he was. She flashed an alarmed glance his way that said, ‘What on earth am I witnessing?’ It was clear to him that Valarie meant more to Dante than any passing fling.

      ‘It’s good to see you again, Val. You look well,’ Dante said, releasing her, but keeping a hold on her hands.

      ‘Older. Fatter, maybe,’ she said. ‘You haven’t aged a day.’

      ‘Greyer, and a few more pounds, possibly?’

      They both laughed and Dante hugged her again. They were clearly delighted to see each other.

      

      Latitia watched her ordinary, drab mother, hair scraped back and no makeup, wrapped in the arms of a man – no, a king, she’d only ever imagined in her daydreams. There, he’d been a faceless ghost and now he was here, real and standing in her living room. Tall, athletic build, head to foot in tasteful black, with black hair that touched the collar of his military-style jacket. She couldn’t see his face clearly, but what she could see was startlingly like Xavier. His obvious affection for her mother and his soft Irish voice did not fit the character she’d imagined married to JJ’s mother. He’d been cold and cruel, driving JJ’s mum into the arms of his gorgeous father, Jay. This man blew that theory out of the water. He was stunning.

      ‘I can’t believe you’re actually here,’ her mother was saying. ‘Thanks for the TV, by the way. The kids love it.’ She was staring up into the king’s eyes with complete adoration. Latitia had never seen her mother act so gooey-eyed over anyone before.

      Dante held the sides of her mother’s face and planted the gentlest of kisses on her furrowed brow. ‘You are such a desirable woman, Val. How do you stay so young?’

      Latitia couldn’t believe it when her mother dissolved into fits of giggles and gave the king a playful shove. ‘Stop it! Still a charmer, Dante.’

      He laughed, pulling her back into his body with a groan. ‘I don’t say that to all the girls, you know.’

      Latitia’s heart was beating hard, not quite believing what she was seeing. This was clearly a meeting between two people who knew each other very well.

      This time when they pulled apart Valarie asked, ‘Is everything OK? What brings you to this part of the world?’

      ‘Apart from seeing you, you mean? Excuse me a moment,’ Dante said, putting his finger to his lips and turning his body to look straight at them.

      Latitia almost didn’t hear the summons to come in, she was so struck by the impact of his eyes. That smile. His mischievous expression. He was by far the most striking man she’d ever seen. Not beautiful in the same way as JJ’s father, but dark and dangerous, with lively, shrewd eyes that appeared to be laughing. So like Xavier, but sexier, with added years that smoothed out the edges. He had a warmth and charisma that Xavier very definitely did not. He smiled right at her, proving he knew exactly where she was. ‘Hello, there. Come out, JJ, and bring Val’s daughter with you.’

      Latitia felt JJ sag back from the door with a groan. She stood up slowly and followed him as he pushed open the door and went inside.

      

      JJ had been stupid to think his father wouldn’t sense him the moment he neared the flat. He guessed he’d hoped that his Atlantean presence would be masked by his father’s many guards. It had been wishful thinking. Dante was more powerful than anyone he knew and would know him as easy as a wolf catches a scent. At the very least Dante could have kept his cover. But he should have known that he had no problem with big scenes or displays of emotion. He was passionate in all things. Fearless and unapologetic. Always sociable, witty and larger than life. But he was unpredictable and could easily slip into the hard, no-nonsense statesman role and was frighteningly clever.

      JJ approached a little sheepishly, allowing Latitia to catch up, and took her hand. He had no idea which Dante he was going to get.

      Valarie looked annoyed with Latitia. ‘I thought I told you two to keep apart … and why aren’t you at school?’ she added, as if it just occurred to her.

      Dante did nothing more than pull JJ into a tight hug, surrounding him with his signature cologne and kissing his cheek loudly. JJ was used to it, but it was always a shock to feel that engulfed by someone so open with their feelings. Dante was completely ignoring Valarie’s anger. After releasing him just as quickly, he picked up Latitia’s hand, cracked his wolfish grin and openly appraised her, sending a crafty wink JJ’s way. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ Dante said, sounding more Irish than ever. ‘You are your mother all over again.’ Then he pulled her closer by the hand he still held and kissed her gently on the cheek. No doubt taking the opportunity to craftily read her.

      Magic, power, influence, whatever Dante had, its results were immediate. Latitia put her hand to her cheek where he’d kissed in bewilderment. She was floored by the effect Dante had on everyone. Maybe because he was an actual king. Possibly because he was charming and accessible, but mainly because he was so enigmatic. He simply eradiated power.

      It made JJ’s heart sink. He and Xavier had a long way to go to have half of what Dante had to be king.

      ‘Ah, leave ’em. They’re grand,’ Dante said, dismissing it as a trifle, still grinning at Latitia. He looked at Valarie sardonically. ‘Can’t you see, they’re gonna see each other whatever?’

      

      Latitia felt dizzy, she was so captivated by the man in front of her, who, she noticed, still had hold of her hand. He commanded the sparsely furnished room of tatty leather furniture and ridiculously large TV that he had sent them. She was completely starstruck and marvelled at how smoothly he handled a potentially explosive situation with her mother. He wasn’t hardened or aloof. In fact, he was nothing like she imagined the husband of JJ’s stunning mother. She didn’t have one but two of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen in her life and, what was more, she managed to keep them in love with her. Her heart ached for just the smallest part of that.

      ‘What about two more cups of tea, Val?’ Dante said, smiling, then resting his eyes shrewdly on Latitia again. Valarie got up from her chair with a huff and gave Latitia a dagger look as she went out to the kitchen. Dante finally dropped her hand with his smile and looked sternly at JJ. ‘Has she taken the elixir I gave you?’

      JJ shrugged moodily. ‘Yes … well no. We couldn’t complete the course because of her getting ill and everything,’ he said, flashing his eyes at her, guiltily.

      Latitia was vaguely reminded of the disgusting drink JJ had given her, but she was more fascinated by the family dynamic. She’d never seen JJ so subdued.

      Dante simply nodded and pulled out three vials from the breast pocket of his stylish jacket. ‘Here, take them.’ He raised his eyebrows to indicate, quickly.

      JJ leaned forward and snatched them, stowing them quickly in his trouser pocket before Valarie came back.

      

      JJ hated that Dante had known exactly what situation he was going to find. So much so that he’d even come prepared with elixir. He let out a weary sigh as Valarie walked back in with the teas, none the wiser. She gave Latitia hers with another sharp look and JJ’s without any eye contact at all and went and sat back down in the armchair. It was clear she was really angry with the both of them.

      Dante hadn’t missed a thing and leaned forward and gave Valarie’s hand a squeeze. On the surface, it was showing affectionate support, so much a part of Dante’s character, but to those who knew him, he was affecting her psyche; scanning and calming her telepathically, gently putting her at ease. He did it constantly with everyone, without their knowledge. Even getting away with it with most Atlanteans. He affected the course of every meeting like that, socially or in business.

      JJ had to hand it to him; if he’d honed his skill with presidents and prime ministers, poor Valarie didn’t stand a chance. It had never really occurred to JJ before, but he was witnessing a masterclass in kingship right here. Every kiss, every squeeze of a hand got him whatever he wanted.

      JJ let out a slow, steady breath. He and Xavier had so much to learn. All these years, they’d wasted their time on aggression when all it needed was a light touch or brush of skin.

      Dante smiled knowingly as if he’d followed JJ’s inner thoughts. He gave Valarie’s hand a last pat and let it go as if he’d made his point. ‘Now I have you all together, it makes things easier.’

      Dante looked directly into Valarie’s eyes and JJ wondered if Dante was actually entering her mind. Although something in the way he was with her told him that he wouldn’t do that. He seemed to have real regard for Latitia’s mother. Latitia flashed her eyes at JJ nervously as if she wasn’t sure what was happening.

      ‘I don’t think separation is going to work with them, Val, do you?’ he said, looking back at them.

      Valarie huffed and looked at them begrudgingly. ‘What are we supposed to do with them, then, Dante?’ Her volume was rising and so was her pitch. ‘My kids haven’t been the same since your kids came. They’re lovely kids, but⁠—’

      Dante leaned forward, cutting across her before she got too emotional and picked up both her hands again. He nodded sympathetically as if he agreed with everything she said. ‘And you have every right to be upset, but they’re all doing so well. I hear your boys are celebrities around here. They’re happy. Their grades are good at school.’

      Valarie looked away in frustration. Then, with a huff, she shrugged a little, forced to give him that.

      ‘I tell you what. Why don’t you all come to my home for the holidays? I have a little island retreat. A great doctor that can give the kids the once-over to put your mind at rest and we’ll have a lovely time into the bargain. You can meet Tia and the family. What do you say?’

      Valarie just stared at him while she absorbed what he’d said, obviously searching for reasons to say no. ‘What, all of us? I’m not sure … there’s work and everything,’ she said, shuffling irritably in her seat to face him squarely.

      Dante laughed. ‘Don’t get too excited, it’s only a small island.’

      JJ rolled his eyes.

      ‘An island?’ Valarie repeated, flatly.

      Dante tipped his head. ‘It’s called Filfla. A tiny dot, barely visible on the map.’

      

      Latitia watched eagerly, wanting to jump up like a small child and shout, ‘can we?’ In the end, she couldn’t keep quiet. ‘Please, Mum. I want to go.’

      Valarie sagged in exasperation with her.

      Latitia used all her willpower to rein it in. Her mother knew she was being railroaded and if they weren’t careful, she’d say no just to give herself space.

      ‘I know you want to, baby, but you have to think about your brothers.’ She turned her attention back to Dante. ‘It’s Dwayne … he and Alexia had a thing …’ She fidgeted. ‘It’d be awkward.’

      Dante clasped her hand in both of his and nodded, sympathetically. ‘I know. And I wished heartily that that were still the case. My mind would rest easier than with the guy she’s chosen, that’s for sure. But here’s the thing. Kids get their hearts broken every day. They cry. It’s the end of the world, then they move on and they forget quickly.’ He sat back in his seat and let out a chuff of laughter. ‘Plus, there’ll be a hundred bloody cousins descending on me for Christmas, half of which will be female. So I don’t think he will be brooding for long,’ he finished, sardonically.

      Latitia held her breath as her mother appeared to be teetering, but something was still stopping her being sold.

      ‘Argh, come on, Val. Let me repay you a little for all the things you’ve done for me in the past. Let me do this small thing for you,’ Dante said, looking into her eyes intently.
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      Valarie got to her feet so quickly that JJ thought she would storm out, but instead she wandered over to the window. He knew that view of Camberwell: a sea of haphazard box houses, dumpsters and old cars. Overgrown gardens, dumped furniture and the two huge gasholders just behind. However, that wasn’t why she’d taken herself there. She didn’t know it, but she was escaping Dante’s hold. Rubbing away the pain on her forehead, disguising it as thinking.

      Intrigued, JJ watched the master at work. All Atlanteans had certain mental powers by varying degrees, but Dante was the strongest. Mostly bestowed on him when he’d married his mother and took the throne. Some said it was unnatural to hold that much power and was what made him crazy and unpredictable. But most understood it was how he held the crown, and many had tried to take it. He was an exceptional male. Human leaders respected him and Atlanteans loved him. And, most importantly, the fates had chosen him.

      Dante rose fluidly from his seat and came up behind Valarie to look out over London. He gently held the tops of her arms and spoke softly into her ear. ‘Please don’t worry, Val. I would never let anything happen to you. Your kids are now like my own. I’ll see to it that they want for nothing.’

      It was so intimate. JJ glanced quickly at Latitia, who seemed mesmerised. Her mother turned in Dante’s arms and looked up adoringly, eyes dewy with tears. With that fatal mistake, she’d already lost whatever internal battle she was waging. He almost felt sorry for her and half expected Dante to come straight out with the truth of who they were. ‘A hey, no need to worry about a thing. We’re just a harmless, separate species, living alongside you clueless humans for thousands of years.’ He was that confident in his power to achieve his desired outcome. But with Latitia right there, it felt wrong. Uncomfortable. Like the spell needed to be broken.

      However, JJ had to admit that Valarie was right to be concerned. After months of trying his hardest not to get involved with Latitia, for all kinds of reasons, not the least of which was causing her death, he’d only ever brought her more trouble and pain. It was hopeless to fight it. The more he fought, the more fall-out he created, until he was forced to give in and admit he wanted Latitia in his world.

      But what then? ‘What about after, Father?’ It would be pointless for all concerned to go through the mind bend of learning the truth, that a hidden hybrid race had ingratiated themselves into their lives, only to have a meltdown and have their memories taken afterwards. ‘What then? Will we be able to come back to school?’ he said, not able to keep quiet any longer.

      Dante released Valarie and let out a slow breath, as if he was getting a hold of his emotions.

      Valarie immediately went to walk away, but Dante caught her and turned her to face him again. ‘That all depends on Val.’ He picked up her hands and looked deeply into her eyes. ‘If she sees who we are and still thinks it’s best for you not to mix with her kids, then that will be your answer.’

      JJ couldn’t believe he’d batted the decision so easily to Valarie. He was soon on his feet, on Dante’s heels, walking Valarie towards the door. It wasn’t that simple. He couldn’t lose everything he’d built there, and he sure as hell knew that Latitia couldn’t deal with that kind of trauma. Once was enough to send her out of her mind. He was already racing over a hundred scenarios that could happen while they were there, none of which were good. How crafty Dante had been to extricate himself from blame. There were hundreds of cousins. Loads of kids of similar ages. Fear gnawed at his ribs as he thought of the many Santalinis with teeth, Florianna with mad telekinetic skills and water breathing Murrs that stepped right out of the fountain in the middle of their home. His heart twisted and plummeted. Valarie would never accept it, even if Latitia did, she would surely have a breakdown.

      Valarie opened the front door and Dante came to a standstill next to his two huge guards and turned back to face them. He smiled and picked up Valarie’s hands for the last time. JJ sensed Latitia right behind him and reached for hers. There seemed no point in hiding their relationship any longer.

      ‘Give us just two weeks, Val.’

      JJ’s eyes dropped to the king’s thumb, gently rubbing the soft skin on the back of Valarie’s hands. ‘Let me show you who we really are at last and what we can do for you and your family. I promise, you won’t regret it.’

      Something from long ago passed between them, JJ wasn’t sure what, but Valarie swallowed and nodded as if emotion rode her hard.

      Dante leaned in and kissed her cheek lovingly, lingering a moment longer than he should.

      ‘It’s been lovely seeing you, Dante,’ Valarie said in a cracked voice.

      Dante seemed reluctant as he let her hands go and walked away, looking back over his shoulder, smiling and shaking his head as if she held some power over him.

      JJ was left with a be ready from Dante, projected directly to his mind and his heart full of conflicting emotions at what it could all mean. His parting words left a dread-filled hole in his stomach. Latitia would see the Murr of her night terrors with no room for half-truths or excuses. Everything would be laid bare.

      He guessed they’d stop once everything was revealed, anyway, but he couldn’t stop the fear building inside him. Dante was about to throw them all in the deep end, in his confident, larger-than-life way. Taking for granted that they would all somehow swim and, no doubt, just as ready to teach them the lesson of their lives if they couldn’t.

      JJ couldn’t be so confident. Dante hadn’t seen the look on Latitia’s face when he’d revealed his true form to her, before he’d scrambled her memories.

      Whichever way he turned it over in his head, his father made no sense. JJ thought all the secrecy was meant to protect humans like the Johnsons. Dante was about to rip the band-aid off and JJ knew without any shadow of a doubt that if Valarie reacted badly to it then him and Latitia, their new life at the school, their businesses, everything they’d built, would be over.

      The thought terrified him.

      

      Xavier’s heart was fluttering up into his mouth, all the way in the car, through Paige’s run-down, litter-covered estate. Then it turned somersaults as he parked his sleek little Mazda MX5 and sat, like it was a silver bubble of calm, shielding him from the run-down world outside. He took a breath, opened the door and after putting an expensive Italian loafer out onto the gum-splatted tarmac, he stood and smelled the dishwater air. It was now or never. So, clicking his key-fob over his shoulder and hearing the comforting pip of the car lock, he set off, taking long, purposeful strides. Blind to the path lined with overflowing rubbish bins, urine-smelling stairwell and gangway of cigarette butts. The whole way to the front door of the  second-floor maisonette where his girlfriend, Paige, lived.

      His nerves were completely irrational because he had no doubt he could make her mother agree to anything he wanted her to. He guessed it was more to do with how Paige would take it when she knew what he was. After all, it had backfired on JJ, which had driven them to this situation in the first place. That bad decision had almost destroyed their life when he’d had to wipe Latitia’s memories.

      Xavier suppressed his fears and trampled them right down into the pit of his stomach. It wouldn’t happen to him. What he and Paige had was real. It wasn’t some high school infatuation.

      That was enough to send his butterflies into freefall.

      He hurriedly knocked the door before he wimped out completely. Xavier Dubonnetti, crown prince of the Atlantean nation, never cowered away from anything. He was a leader already and he always got what he wanted.

      ‘Hey!’ Paige said. Her face brightened the moment she opened the door. He gathered her up and kissed her. He couldn’t help himself. Her warm, soap-scented skin tantalised his senses, making him crush her to him.

      ‘Zav-yay … Zav-yay,’ her young brother and sister shrieked, bounding out.

      Xavier bent down and produced the customary chocolate bars.

      ‘Yay!’ they cheered, grabbing one each and running off with them. ‘Thanks, Zav-yay.’

      ‘Check you can eat them before dinner, guys.’

      He knew they’d start on them as soon as they were out of sight.

      Linda, Paige’s mother, came out from the kitchen drying her hands on a tea towel, while Paige closed the door behind him. ‘Hi, Xav. Are you staying for dinner?’

      His eyes immediately went to Paige’s. Her eyebrows went up, willing him to say yes and melting his heart. But he couldn’t succumb. He still had stuff to arrange for his Murr drug business before they all left for Filfla at the end of the week. ‘Can I have a rain check on that, Linda?’ he said, smiling an apology. ‘I’ve a hundred things to do before I go home for Christmas.’ He was secretly pleased with the immediate look of disappointment on Paige’s face. ‘That’s what I want to talk to you both about, actually,’ he said, holding eye contact with Paige the whole time. ‘Do you have five minutes?’ he said, switching his attention back to Linda.

      Paige’s aura brightened to deepest indigo as she looked pleadingly at her mother to say yes.

      ‘OK, let me just take the pots off the heat,’ her mother said.

      Paige kissed him on the mouth, quickly, as soon as her mother disappeared back into the kitchen, then led him into the sparsely furnished living room.

      Xavier barely noticed the tatty black leather three-piece suite and bare magnolia walls, anymore. There was so much more to the little house than stuff. Paige’s little brother and sister briefly glanced their way. They were intent on watching TV and eating their chocolate, which was already a smear at the corners of their mouths.

      Linda breezed in and took them straight out of their hands, to their shrieks of complaint. ‘After dinner!’ she said with a glare at them both.

      Xavier grinned. He’d have done exactly the same at their age. Then he frowned as a thought struck him. JJ would have hidden his and produced it when Xavier’s had been confiscated by the nanny. It wasn’t the clever move that plucked his heart strings, it was that he would have shared his.

      He squashed the unpleasant feeling when he realised that Linda had sat down in the leather armchair and was waiting for him to speak. Paige squeezed his hand as if she sensed he was far away and pulled him to sit with her on the sofa.

      He angled himself to face them both and scratched his head, not really knowing how to start now he’d got their attention. He guessed it didn’t really matter as no wasn’t an option, but a natural yes would be nicer. He frowned, running a finger and thumb against his forehead.

      ‘What is it?’ Paige said, sitting forward a little, immediately concerned.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Honestly.’ He couldn’t believe how hard this was. Paige meant so much to him already. He looked across at Linda, who was beginning to look puzzled, but momentarily distracted by Paige’s sister scrambling up into her lap. ‘Linda, there is something I wanted to ask you.’

      Linda smiled and nodded while she arranged the girl on her lap more comfortably.

      ‘You know I’m going home for Christmas?’ He felt Paige immediately sag with disappointment next to him. ‘Well, I wondered, my mother and father wondered, if you would all like to join us. I mean, it would be different… We have a large, unconventional family, but…’ He tried to stop himself rambling, but couldn’t help it as no one had said a word.

      Linda looked stunned.

      Paige was gripping the life out of his hand and looking wide-eyed at her mother in an expression of pleading and wonder. Her little sister got down from her mother’s lap to jump and chant with her brother, ‘Father Christmas, Father Christmas!’

      Xavier wanted to shout for them to say something. Anything, as neither Linda nor Paige had moved. He couldn’t tell if it was shock or whether she was trying to find a reason to say no, even though there wasn’t one. He wouldn’t allow it. She would be panicking at being caught off guard. He could just imagine. No presents. The difference between the two families to buy them. Feeling different in their company. It made him smile. Nothing would even come close to what she should be concerned about.

      Then, of course, she hit on the clincher: ‘Don’t you live in Ireland? I have a passport that might still be in date, but none of the kids have one.’

      Xavier turned his head in time to see the hope drain out of Paige’s face. The problem seemed insurmountable to her. It gave him the courage to reply to Linda straight and to the point. ‘My father is very influential. As long as he has their full names and dates of birth, he will be able to sort that out.’

      Hope returned to Paige’s face as she looked intently into his eyes. He had already told her he was royal. The cogs in her mind were already turning as the truth of it now clicked into place. He decided to hit them with both barrels as he didn’t want to bat away any more excuses. Linda had already used up her one and only valid reason. ‘We’re not going to Ireland. We’re going to my father’s hideaway retreat of Filfla. You will be very privileged as literally no one outside our trusted circle has ever gone there.’

      ‘Fli-fla, Fli-fla,’ Paige’s little brother, Luke, began to chant. ‘I want to go to Fli-fla.’

      His cute mispronunciation made Xavier chuckle. Then he took in the stunned look on Linda’s face. ‘There’ll be loads of kids there of all ages. I literally have hundreds of cousins. You’ll hardly be noticed.’ That wasn’t strictly true. Very few outsiders ever got to see their world, let alone humans.

      He turned to Paige expecting her to be thrilled, only to see red cheeks of embarrassment. He had no idea why. ‘It will be lovely, I promise you,’ he continued, now worried he’d lost them. He was suddenly envious of JJ. He bet he was finding this a lot easier with his father, Dante’s, connection already with Valarie.

      His gaze went back to Linda, who looked more uncomfortable than pleased. It was exasperating when he was only trying to do something nice.

      ‘I think you might have to explain where Filfla is and who you are,’ Paige said, quietly.

      None of it was what he was expecting.

      Linda was looking between them now, a little alarmed. ‘What? What does she mean? Who are you, Xavier?’

      Xavier wished he could go back in time and repeat this after thinking it out better, but he’d started now, so he pushed on. ‘Filfla is a tiny island off the coast of Malta.’

      When he still got no response, ‘In the Mediterranean.’

      Linda still looked confused.

      ‘Xavier is a prince, Mum,’ Paige said.

      Xavier raised his eyebrows and smiled at Linda, but her confused look was changing from horror to disbelief and even a bit angry. This was not how he saw any of this going. He simply nodded and ploughed on, the conversation now feeling like a quagmire. ‘That’s true, but you wouldn’t have heard of us, we are a very secretive nation. My father would very much appreciate it if you kept it that way.’

      Paige looked worried as she studied her mother’s reaction. She did look traumatised. Heaven knew how she’d react to the full story. He got to his feet; the inactivity was killing him. Even the little ones were quiet, looking at each of them to see if they should be scared. He needed to get out of there. ‘Look, I’ll leave that to sink in, but a car will come for you all on Saturday morning at eight.’

      Paige stood with him. He hated that she was so worried and he gripped her hands. ‘Can you get a passport photo from everyone and get them to me as soon as possible? My father will sort out the rest.’ She nodded and smiled weakly. He wished he could comfort her and tell her it would be alright, but that would have to come later, when they were alone. He turned back to Linda, getting to her feet in a daze. He had no patience left for sugar-coating anything after seeing the effect it was having on Paige. ‘Pack for winter. It’s warmer than here, but windy and the palace can be draughty this time of year. We’ll be flying out of Biggin Hill airfield and it will take around three hours to get to Malta.’ He shrugged moodily when he remembered. ‘Unfortunately, the Johnsons are coming.’ That seemed to bring her back to the room as if it added authenticity to what he was saying. These humans were insufferable at times. ‘Don’t worry about presents, just your own for each other. Believe me, when you see my lot, you’ll understand. There’s just too many of them.’ He nodded, leaving it at that and made his way out to the hallway.

      It was Paige’s hand that beat him to the handle of the front door. She didn’t make eye contact right away. It troubled him more than anything. He turned her chin to look at him, not willing to leave on a bad note.

      ‘Why, Xav? Why all of us there?’

      That wasn’t the response he’d expected. Maybe he’d played the whole thing completely wrong. When he looked into Paige’s eyes, he didn’t see happiness and excitement, only worry and hurt. He was normally so calm and strong about all his decisions. Instead, his mind was scrambling and his heart pumped out of rhythm. For the first time in his life, he felt unsure about himself. All he could say was the truth. ‘I thought you’d be pleased.’

      ‘Yes, but my whole family, Xav? How is my mum supposed to feel?’

      It didn’t seem that odd. People spent Christmas together all the time. His heart began to sink. Maybe not in her world. Perhaps they didn’t do that kind of thing at all. When he really thought about it, they didn’t even go round each other’s houses for dinner. He couldn’t think of a single dinner party happening since he’d been there. He felt so stupid now. No one had any money to cater for whole families.

      Xavier cupped the side of Paige’s face with his hand. ‘I’m sorry, I’m a complete arse. I didn’t realise it would make you and your mother so uncomfortable.’ He leaned in and kissed her tenderly on the lips. It felt the natural thing to do.

      Paige melted instantly. Forgiving him for his lack of sense immediately. He loved her all the more for that. He pulled out of the kiss and studied her face intently. It was open and completely trusting. He swore if they’d been alone, he would have ravished her there in the hallway. Sweat was already gathering on his brow. He gathered himself together, ‘Look, Paige, you already know who I am. Please understand that although I’ve made a hash of it, all this comes from the best intentions.’

      Paige was already nodding, trying to close the gap so she could kiss him again. But he had to get across his point. ‘But, Paige, you don’t know everything and your whole family needs to know as it will affect you all. And the same goes for the Johnsons.’

      Paige finally stopped trying to dismiss his worries with distracting kisses and gave him her full attention. ‘What do you mean?’

      Xavier rested wearily on a hip and held onto her hands. ‘After Christmas, everything at school will change. Who I am … what I am, affects everyone. You need to know for your protection. I can’t say more than that.’

      ‘Because of kidnap, or something like that?’

      He bobbed his head. ‘Possibly, yes. When you come to my home, it will all make sense. I promise. But please understand that I want you to know me. I need you to accept me for what I am if we’re ever going to go the distance.’ He wasn’t sure where the speech came from, but he meant every word. It mixed him up inside that she meant so much to him. He couldn’t even bear to think of the consequences of rejection. He and JJ would simply disappear from all their lives like they’d never been.

      Paige seemed to understand as the look she gave him was one of love and wonder.

      ‘You’re not a placeholder, OK.’ With that reminder of an earlier conversation, he crushed her to him and gave her one blistering, all-consuming kiss. His temperature rose dangerously and he felt Linda approaching. With that, he had the last word. ‘You will all be coming on Saturday.’ Then, in the next breath he left, the door shut behind him and he was gasping the cool London air.
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      JJ felt a strange mix of emotions as he rode up in the cage lift. Despite an excruciatingly long week at school, where he’d been trapped doing stupid, inane things, while his life hung in the balance, everyone was coming and everything was set. He should feel great.

      If he was honest, most of it stemmed from a very real fear after his last disastrous attempt at revealing his true self to Latitia. That had led to her almost losing her mind. Now he was taking her home to weirdo central to introduce her to his whole secret world. Where the cute little island retreat his father had pitched so eloquently, was in fact, a WWII bunker, made over to a palatial homage to their home planet and gifted to them by the prime minister of Malta himself. There would be hundreds of relatives, with all kinds of abilities, not to mention those coming and going from their underwater city through a gateway to the sea. Bloody hell.

      The lift reached the top. He took a moment to gather his composure. He didn’t do meltdowns. That was Xavier’s department. He had to think practically, one catastrophe at a time. He’d left Latitia in her usual family chaos to pack and was back to the peace of the penthouse loft he shared with Xavier. No stressful packing for them. Just laptops and phones, everything they needed was at home. He felt immediately better.

      He stepped out, still amazed and proud that the penthouse was theirs. They’d changed so much. He and Xavier had grown up since they’d been there and accomplished a lot in a short period of time. Despite their father cutting them off, they’d found their loft and ways to fund their lifestyle themselves. He, with his already thriving B2H social media platform and Xavier with his sell-out Murr performance drug business. Now they had their work cut out convincing their father to let them keep it. And it all boiled down to their girlfriends. Ironic really, when they’d been forced to use Dante’s team of virtual assistants for the day-to-day running of it all, just to go. Without it, their little trip home that could ruin everything would be impossible. It was enough to blow his mind.

      JJ certainly didn’t expect to walk in and find Xavier sitting on one of their large leather sofas, the night before they were supposed to leave, with his head in his hands. He assumed he would have railroaded Paige and her family, in his own inimitable style and found it easy. He walked past the kitchen and threw down his keys on the burnished metal countertop. ‘What’s the matter?’ JJ asked. For a moment, his heart spiked, that everything had been cancelled.

      Xavier let his hands drop, leaving his hair an uncharacteristic black mess. ‘It’s bloody Alexia. I just got off the phone to Dad and he said she’s refusing to come home for Christmas unless the Russian godfather of Atlanteans is invited too.’

      JJ frowned. He didn’t usually agree with Xavier’s attitude towards his sister, but on this occasion, he had a point. Yaro Demidov, or Rasputin, as he was known on the street, was a powerful underground Atlantean, as shady as they come. They knew almost nothing about him, except he came from a hitherto unknown, disregarded, branch of the Santalini royal family. That meant a dangerous, disgruntled, vampire. The thought of that in the centre of court, where all his aunties, young children and Latitia would be, gave him the shivers too. ‘What does Dad say?’

      ‘Nothing yet,’ Xavier said, looking a little relieved. ‘He’s meeting with him tonight before he gives her his answer.’ Xavier looked him dead in the eye. ‘We need to get there first.’

      JJ was already shaking his head. He totally got Xavier’s frustration, but this was not something they could get in the middle of. ‘Don’t jump the gun,’ he said, patting the air for him to chill out. ‘Dad won’t go in blind. Let’s give him a chance.’

      Xavier said nothing more, but slapped something small, circular and black on the coffee table and glared at him.

      JJ stared at it, frowned, then shrugged at Xavier, confused. ‘What?

      ‘Take a closer look. It came out of the remote when I threw it. The TV sound has been playing up for weeks.’

      JJ flashed an alarmed glance at Xavier and scooped up the small disc and brought it to his eyeline. It was about the size of a button, but flat and had two thin wires sticking out of it. ‘A bug?’ His mind was already working on the perfect place it was found. Powered by a battery device used automatically the moment someone cane home. ‘Who? Demidov?’

      ‘Has to be. No wonder he’s always two steps ahead of us.’

      JJ looked up at the ceiling with the mind-crushing thought that he was taking Latitia right into the midst of all that madness.

      Xavier was already on his feet, grabbing his keys. ‘Come on. We might not have much time to warn Dad before he gets there.’
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      Alexia rode in the back of Yaro’s blacked-out car and gripped his chilled hand. It struck her even after weeks together that he never seemed to warm up. That his family were part of her race but separate. One that had been treated abysmally by her ancestors. They were Santalinis but Ambragio. The immortals. A small off-shoot of elite agents that had been forgotten, dismissed, and written out of the Atlantean history books. Only to appear in human fairy tales as evil blood suckers of the night.

      She looked up at his pale, chiselled jaw. He was so serious and deep in thought. She often thought of him as a perfectly contained storm. A pent-up tempest of emotion that was barely visible on the surface, that only she saw at night. Alone, when the lights were doused and his brilliant-white aura broke through.

      He sensed her watching him and looked intently down at her. He no longer covered his crimson eyes in front of her. He tipped his head and kissed her without saying a word. He was almost three hundred years old. Older than anyone she knew and yet she could tell a current of nerves ran through him too. Or maybe it was excitement, she wasn’t sure.

      She was nervous because he was meeting her father, the king, for the first time. She guessed this was huge. A lot was riding on it for them both. Her happiness depended on this one meeting. If her father allowed him home to Filfla, it would mean accepting him as her boyfriend. But for Yaro and his people, it was acknowledging their existence as an Atlantean family. There could be no bigger gesture her father could make than offering his own daughter. Yaro’s life’s work would be realised. Everything he’d worked for. She couldn’t imagine how it must feel to belong to a family that had been eradicated from history.

      She calmed down her heart by touching her chest. Her father was fair, but he was also a statesman. Nothing would be straightforward. Yaro would not only want her father’s blessing to date her, but he would demand recompense. An apology at the very least and their existence announced to the whole Atlantean world. That would cause a problem with the Santalini royal family. As their closest relatives, they would have to welcome Yaro’s people into their fold. Despite her standing firmly with Yaro’s cause, she understood what a diplomatic headache all this was going to be for her father. However, Yaro’s family had been wronged and it had to be put right.

      Alexia gazed up at him again and gave his cool hand a squeeze. He brought it to his mouth and kissed it absently. Her heart fluttered. She’d fallen in love with him within days of meeting him. She couldn’t believe she’d actually thought she was in love with Dwayne Johnson. What a fool she was. Compared to this, it was a teenage crush. When her brothers had cruelly tampered with his memories to keep them apart, she’d been heartbroken. Then Yaro had swooped in and saved her and changed everything. He was like no one she’d ever known. He was a vampire in the truest sense of the word. So much more even than her cousins, the Santalinis. They were huge, muscular soldiers and only drank blood within their marriage bond. So apart from extraordinarily long canines, they were like any other warm-blooded Atlantean.

      Yaro was a different being entirely. He was cold-blooded and had to keep covered from the light and constantly kept warm. His skin was pale, threaded with blue veins, and he had no colour in his irises at all. They were harsh-looking and red from the blood flowing through them. In fact, what completely amazed her was that he was two different people. The one she was looking at now, pale skin, dark soul and effortlessly dangerous. And the other, that thrived in the darkness with light bursting out of him like an angel.

      Living with him in his dark world did make her sometimes yearn for simple sunlight, but there was so much more to him that it made every sacrifice worth making. He had great powers, most of which she still didn’t know their extent. He could move faster than she could see and half of London was terrified of him. Urban myths had grown up around him. He was a ruthless businessman that no one dared cross. He was proud, strong, and, of course, he drank blood. For him and his family, it was the food that sustained them and they consumed little else. They were the Ambragio, the immortals of the race, because of their long lives. She had begun to crave the sting of his fangs and what it was to be completely his.

      She dropped her gaze to the pale hand that held hers. The blackened talons for nails that pitted her skin. The many tiny glyph tattoos that went up the length of his fingers, all the way up his pale arms. It sent cold shivers of excitement all over her.

      Today, he wore a beautifully tailored black suit and black shirt, with a perfectly narrow black tie, whose pattern was only visible in the weave of the black silk. He was always impeccably dressed. Maybe not with the flare of JJ’s dad, Jay, but with equal class and finesse. The monochrome look against his pale skin made his eyes and lips a perfectly contrasting red.

      She noticed the light-cancelling wraparound sunglasses gripped in his other hand. She felt a pang of sadness that he felt the need to wear them in front of her father, but she understood why. Today was all about their similarities, not their differences. His blue-veined forehead crinkled with worry as he ran through everything in his mind as if to make her point.

      She pulled her hand from his and ran her fingers through his black, tousled hair. He closed his eyes briefly, welcoming the soothing touch. He was as utterly terrifying as he was beautiful. Like a wild animal straining against its bonds. No other being could even come close to his magnificence. His fangs distended past his lips at the proximity of her wrist, compelling her to bring it to his mouth. Her hand began to shake as she courted death. She was under no illusion how dangerous he was. Nevertheless, she longed for him to drink from her completely, to be his only sustenance, and not just to taste her as he’d done on that one terrifyingly beautiful, nerve-awakening time.

      Love was a gnawing, biting thing, in the centre of her chest. Something that would need to be satisfied soon. Her eighteenth birthday would eventually come and he would no longer hold himself back. She felt it growing inside him. Straining in the corded muscle of his shoulders and the clench of his jaw. And she longed for that day. She needed it. But at the same time, she was petrified of it. For now, she was satisfied with his attentiveness. The way he cared for her. Cherished her. Catered for her every need. Like no one ever had before. Making her feel like an adult – a grown woman.

      Although she never truly forgot he was wild. A creature that allowed her near, that could cancel her existence in a second. But that just heightened the intrigue. He was a powerful magnet. Drawing her to him. She was hopeless. Helpless. Addicted to every expression, every movement he made. Completely fascinated by his beauty. The way he paid her careful attention, while keeping his coiled restraint; she was playing with a tiger. Longing for every spine-tingling moment. Losing her breath in anticipation for the leash to snap.

      She’d fallen out with her brothers over him. Even JJ, who was her favourite person in the world, who she’d adored since birth. But both he and Xavier did not approve of her choices. Well, it wasn’t their call to make. It wasn’t even her father’s, because with a love like this, no one got a choice. It slammed into you like a freight train and took all your sanity with it. That’s what they didn’t understand. The fact they thought Yaro only wanted her because she was the daughter of an Atlantean king didn’t come into it. Of course it had occurred to her in the beginning. A niggling doubt at the back of her mind. She was perfectly aware she was a prize to a man like Yaro. One whose deepest desire was validation. But when they were alone. When there was no one around to witness the gentle way he cared for her. Not taking advantage of her youth for her blood or her body; nothing in this world would convince her he didn’t care. Even when she’d pleaded with him to treat her like an adult, all he’d done was nick her skin at the wrist and sample the smallest drop.

      That had been right at the beginning. ‘To create a link,’ he’d explained. Leaving her panting and yearning for more. But he’d gone on to explain, ‘I will always know where you are now, even in the daylight.’ She hadn’t missed the way his chest heaved with the effort and his brow furrowed when he tried to withdraw his fangs.

      He’d wanted her. Even then. It made her angry and confused. He’d behaved like a perfect gentlemen. Seeing to it that she had her own room and could come and go as she pleased. Then she’d relaxed into this growing crush, that soon bloomed into outright adoration. Knowing absolutely that he was fighting his impulses, ready to snap, to have her.

      So she’d relaxed a little more. Satisfied with having the best possible place to live for her brothers to sweat. She’d spent her days moping around the house, searching and rummaging whenever she could, to find out more about Yaro. The male who pulled her more and more to him every day, without lifting a finger. He was a captor without chains. She’d become his willing slave, eager to do anything for him within days.

      He sat with her every evening for meals, even though he didn’t eat at all. He studied her, watching her every movement with low-lidded eyes.

      They talked often. He, posing seemingly insignificant questions and then listening closely while she talked for hours. About her brothers and all her siren aunts. Their partners and her father’s council at which they all took a seat. The other Atlantean family houses and from where they all came. Their children, her many cousins, he listened to it all. He seemed particularly fascinated with the unconventional family she grew up in, with Jay being JJ’s biological father and, of course, the wonders of the underwater city of Murrtaine where she’d spent much of her childhood.

      ‘Do you swim?’ she’d asked, suddenly. He was descended from one of the purest bloodlines, but she’d never met an Atlantean more suited to the earth. There was no pool in his house. In fact, he literally never mentioned water.

      He’d just smiled and nodded slowly in that knowing way he had about him. ‘It is not something one forgets,’ he’d said, his smile growing, slightly mocking her.

      She’d eventually ventured out to school to see her brothers, but they soon annoyed her by treating her as the child she no longer was. She ran back to Yaro, upset and revelled in him taking her into his arms. He smoothed it all away. Caressing her with his wonderful scent that she knew contained his magical, luring power. She wasn’t a fool. She knew he exuded it a lot whenever he was around her.

      Sometimes, when she awoke with a start in her room, she was sure it had reached out to her in his sleep. It felt like a soft, seeking frond that travelled up from the vault where she knew he slept in the basement. It went up through the house, opening her door where it wrapped itself around her. After a few days, she’d begun to expect it. She lay awake waiting, and it always came. Until she couldn’t sleep without it. She understood then what it was: an extension of him, that sought her out from his subconscious.

      Then one night, she got out of bed and decided to follow it. It became a trail of black mist, graceful and beckoning. Doors opened miraculously, right up to the huge, three-feet thick, circular vault door in the basement that clanked and opened for her to enter.

      She walked in cautiously, her skin prickling in fear. Until she came across Yaro’s sleeping body, reposed and deathly pale against the black satin sheets of his huge, canopied bed. A soft glow from a single bloodred candle lit him perfectly and dramatically like an old painting. He really did look like a sleeping vampire. Her breathing stopped. Except for the sheet that only covered his lower half, he appeared to be perfectly naked.

      She knew she should go, but she found that she couldn’t and stood for several minutes admiring him. Simply watching the slow rise and fall of his chest. He looked so peaceful, his usually tense brow now totally smooth. The only hint to the danger within was the tiny glyph tattoos that appeared to cover his entire body. She’d only ever seen them from the tips of his fingers to the cuffs of his expensive shirt.

      Something told her that if she doused the candle, his aura would burst through like a spectacular angel, even while he slept. But she didn’t want to wake him and reveal herself to be trespassing into his personal space. Even though he had drawn her to him, whether he was aware of it or not. At this moment, he was innocent. There was no criminal mastermind while he slept.

      She guessed it was at that point she’d known she would never leave him. She instinctively knew there would be no one else who could satisfy her. He was perfect. A strong Atlantean. A royal that none of the alpha males in her family could intimidate. She knew he could hold his own with them all. He would never be diminished by a living soul. Not even her father.

      That night, in the vault, as she went to turn away, something gently stopped her, making her turn back. The wonderful smell grew and filled the place where he slept. Somewhere inside him, he must have wanted her there. No one got to see him this vulnerable. Not unless he wanted them to.

      She didn’t want to sleep alone, so squashing down the voice that whispered it was a bad idea, she silently crawled onto the bed and slipped under the oily sheet. The bed was firm, but it still dipped. She kept her eyes on him and held her breath. He didn’t stir.

      She was shaking. It was freezing and her body was alive with anticipation. She tried to stop shivering. She knew his blood needed it this cold to sleep, so she curled into a ball and wished she’d brought a quilt, or at least a throw with her. She was never going to be able to sleep. Her heart was beating too fast with her own daring for a start. She barely knew him. He was a stranger who was a self-confessed, dangerous criminal. She was a young girl who’d just got into bed, without permission, with a male fifteen times her age. She must be mad.

      He, on the other hand, continued to sleep peacefully.

      She was about to turn and creep out the way she came, when the feeling of soft plumes of smoke crept over her again. It began to stroke down her bare arms, warming and bringing her skin alive, everywhere it touched. The smell she associated with him grew, until it clouded all her senses. Somehow, she knew it was his inner magic, enticing, winding itself around her, crushing her resolve. He hadn’t moved a muscle, but it felt like a snake constricting, holding her in place, ready for him to eat.

      By this point, she could no longer move, even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. Something deep down wanted this. To follow it to see where it ended. Her heart hammered and she didn’t even feel him move.

      Until he struck.
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      There was no time to scream. Alexia’s hair was out of the way and Yaro’s teeth pierced the side of her neck and clamped down hard. A low growl reverberated next to her ear and his strong arms that had moved so fast, crushed her. One around her back, the other around her waist and she was facing the other way. She was nestled perfectly against his taut body as he curved around her in one fluid manoeuvre.

      She only attempted to move once and he growled and gripped her harder.

      Then she felt the pulls. Huge, heavenly drags at her neck that seemed to reach down to her groin. He was drinking, but it felt like the pull of harp strings with butterflies going outwards from her chest to the extremities of her whole body. She should have been repulsed, or at the very least scared, but she wasn’t. She didn’t struggle. She submitted completely. It all made sense. He called in his sleep and she came. For this, she now realised.

      He had warned her on that first night. He’d said if she lived in his house, he would drink her blood and this was it. And it was heavenly. She felt warm and safe and her whole body felt alive to his touch. She’d never experienced anything like it, nor would she again. It was the being held so completely that melted her. All without being hurt, in a dangerous predator
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