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			Preface

		


			Myths and the supernatural are deeply embedded in stories and beliefs around the world. But they also change over time to resonate with our current culture and fears. The original vampires of folklore were bloated, reanimated corpses that feasted on flesh or organs. Now, they are aristocratic, brooding romantics who have mostly lost their initial terrifying personas.  

			I’ve always been fascinated by mythology. Give me faeries, werewolves, dragons, vampires, phoenix, mermaids and banshees any day! I’ve also been enthralled by anything to do with witches, whether real or fictional. What has particularly struck me is the way many female figures have remained evil, whereas male characters seem to have developed a more heroic side. Is this simply historic gender discrimination? Think Medusa, Sirens, Harpies, Bellatrix (Harry Potter), Lilith, and the Grand High Witch (The Witches). 

			I remember a Siren being introduced as a villain in my favourite program, Supernatural. True to form, she was manipulative, seductive and narcissistic. But, to me, she was one of my least favourite villains of the show. She even seemed a bit whiny if I’m honest. Yet it got me wondering -what more could I find out about these enigmatic creatures? As it turns out, the answer was a lot. What emerged from my research was a winged symbol of forbidden knowledge and temptation. I began to wonder; what was the story behind the Siren? Why were they feared so much? And how did they feel about their own lives? 

			Many supernatural creatures have continued to evolve over the years, but Sirens seemed to have stalled since the Middle Ages, when they merged with the figure of a mermaid. The idea for the Heart of a Siren came swiftly and with a passion to allow these beings to adapt to the modern world while reviving their original story. Before I began writing, I delved into ancient Greek poems and stories such as Homer’s The Odyssey and Metamorphoses by Ovid, to dig out the real origin of the Sirens. The more I read, the more I wanted to challenge the myth of them as evil mermaids. What resulted was a novel of heritage, determination and the struggle of perception; both how we view ourselves and how others see us – ideals we can all relate to on some level.  

			I really hope you enjoy it! 

			

			 Carla Shaik

		


		


			Chapter One
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			I revelled in the warmth of my favourite unicorn duvet and hugged Mr. Bear tightly. His once soft, fluffy fur was now rough and frayed from repeated spills and washes. But none of this mattered to me; he was my best friend. I kissed him gently on his forehead as my mum’s soothing voice washed over me.  

			“Our story begins with the most powerful of emotions; love.” She began. Her voice wobbled slightly as she spoke, but her emerald eyes took on a faraway quality. “Yet, this is no ordinary love story. It’s one filled with deceit, betrayal, and heartache. However, it’s one that we must tell to retain our heritage and remind ourselves of who we truly are. Hades was the most feared entity on earth. He ruled the underworld with a smile on his face and found great joy in the torture of others.”

			 I could almost feel a chill run down my spine as I imagined his sinister grin—the kind that mirrored the constant nightmares I had never confessed to. My mum continued, unaware of my sudden trembling. 

			“That is, until his gaze landed on the enchanting beauty of one young woman, Persephone. He had never felt the pull of love, yet it was so strong that he immediately went to his brother, the all-powerful Zeus, to ask for help. Between the two of them, they concocted a plan to trap her. 

			“Persephone regularly joined her mother, Demeter, to tend to her bountiful crops. You see, Demeter was the Goddess of Harvest and Fertility, so her role was to blanket the earth with life. One day, Persephone was out frolicking in the field that her mother was tending to, surrounded by her three beloved handmaidens: Peisinoe, Aglaope, and Thelxiepeia. These are your ancestors, Andorea, the original Sirens from which we all descend.   

			“Anyway, so the girls were playing among the fresh spring flowers when Persephone’s attention was suddenly drawn to one specific flower. Can you guess what that flower was?” 

			I knew exactly what flower she was talking about; all Sirens had to because we feared it. The bright yellow narcissus, known by mortals as a daffodil, was our kryptonite. Just one touch could scorch our skin like a raging fire. “The nacissisusus mummy!” I announced proudly.  

			A delicate giggle escaped her perfectly shaped lips. “Yes, darling, the narcissus. Its pure, untainted beauty captivated Persephone. She drifted closer, overwhelmed by the compelling desire to hold it in her slender hands. But all was not as it seemed. The narcissus had been planted there by the Earth Goddess Gaia, who was following the orders of Zeus. Unaware of this, Persephone knelt down in the freshly sprung grass and pulled at the stem of the narcissus. Yet, it wouldn’t budge. Confused but determined, she continued to tug at the flower until eventually she had the slender stem in her hand. However, her energies had all been drained from the effort. As she admired the shimmering beauty of every bright yellow petal and traced the subtle veins with her fingers, she was suddenly distracted by a horrifying sight. The tiny hole from which she had drawn out the flower shaft began to rapidly grow in size until it resembled an enormous chasm. From this black void came the terrifying sounds of the black horses of Hades, which froze poor Persephone to the spot.  Her handmaidens tried to save their beloved master, but to no avail. They were no match for Hades as he grabbed the frail beauty and dragged her to his underworld kingdom.”   

			She stopped talking and gazed at me with a cloud of concern. I smiled through my tears, silently encouraging her to continue. She hesitated a moment before diving back into the harrowing tale as I clutched my duvet with clammy palms.  

			“When Demeter returned from her duties, she was shocked to see three weeping handmaidens, with her beloved daughter nowhere to be found. Instantly, she granted each young woman a pair of magnificent golden wings so they could search for her daughter. They searched and searched, Andorea, across sky and sea, but of course Persephone was nowhere to be found. As you can imagine, Demeter did not take this well. Out of anger, she cursed the three girls and banished them to the remote Greek island of Anthemoessa.  

			“Doomed to live their lives alone and ashamed of their failure, the girls began to sing with every ounce of pain that flooded their veins. The longer they lay on that island, the angrier and more despondent they became. Their songs became powerful forces that no one could resist. Ship after ship landed on that island, which elated the girls because they were no longer alone. But the curse was too strong, and they were doomed to kill every man they were intimate with. Until Thelxiepeia fell ill. She vomited night and day, becoming weaker with each wretch. Peisinoe and Aglaope begged the Gods to save their sister, but their calls were never answered. They fed her every morsel of food they could find, yet Thelxiepeia continued to weaken.   

			“Then the fateful day came when Thelxiepeia gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. The sisters were overjoyed. They became convinced that their curse had been broken. How could they now be cursed when they had been handed such a miracle? Their joyous calls pulled ships to them from every corner of the globe. They rejoiced in the scent of Thelxiepeias’ newborn baby, named Iris, and revelled in every movement she made, no matter how small. However, their joy was not to last. Despite their attempts to remain distant from the men who courted them, the girls gave in to temptation time and time again. Every time they did, another man died. Desperate and broken, Thelxieperia begged one of the sailors to take her daughter away from the forbidden island, even though she knew it would break her heart into a thousand pieces.   

			“So, Iris was taken to the mainland, where she grew into an exceptionally beautiful and intelligent young woman who bore many more children over the years. Yet not one of those children had a father; the curse had passed down to her from her mother, and that same curse follows us, Andorea.” She delicately brushed a wavering strand of hair behind my ear.  

			“It’s a harsh lesson we must all live by. We are cursed women. You will grow into an exquisite young lady who will turn heads wherever you go, but you must never give in to desire. Love is the trigger for our curse. Once you join as one with a man, he is doomed to die, and you will be plagued with the full powers of a Siren.” Her words hung in the air like thunder, and I shifted uncomfortably on the bed, my fingers involuntarily clutching the fabric of my duvet. An instinctive retreat bubbled in my chest, urging me to inch away from this legacy I had never asked for, yet I remained still, nodding in silent acknowledgment. 

			“You are so young, Andorea.” She whispered. “I don’t mean to scare you. Yes, we are cursed, but we strive every day to live our lives as Thelxieperia would have wanted. I want only the best for you.” Her lips brushed my forehead as her arms wrapped around me.   

			“I love you, Andorea.”  

			

			“I love you, too, Mummy.”   

			She pulled away and lowered her head, but not before I saw a single tear slide down her porcelain cheek.  

			“What happened to them, Mummy?”   

			She smiled weakly as she pulled the duvet up around my shoulders. “That’s a story for another day, my darling. It’s late, and a certain young lady needs her beauty sleep. Goodnight, Angel.”   

			I lay awake for hours that night, pondering on the story that tugged violently at my heartstrings. What happened to the handmaidens? What happened to Persephone? How would I live with this curse hanging over me? Would I ever truly be happy?   

			When I finally fell asleep, I was plagued with confusing nightmares and intrusive thoughts that would cause a human child to wake up screaming for comfort from their parents. But I was a Siren, part of a proud lineage that dates back to Ancient Greece. I had to be strong, no matter what the future held for me.
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			Ten years later  

			“Hey, Andi! Over here!”   

			I threw a quick wave at mum and dashed across the immaculate green to the school entrance, my backpack knocking against my hips.  

			“Hey, Frey!” I replied breathlessly. “How was your weekend?”  

			“Ugh, boring.” She grumbled.  

			I suppressed a giggle. Freya had been my best friend for as long as I could remember. A lot of other people found her hard to cope with, but I personally loved her brash outspokenness.  

			“So, fancy hanging out after school today?” She asked. “Mum’s been driving me crazy. She’s trying to rope me into redecorating the baby’s room now.” Her plump brown tinted lips formed into an unmistakable ‘model’ pout.  

			“Sorry, Frey, I can’t tonight. My family is doing that thing.” I sighed.  

			“Oh yeah, I forgot. Do they seriously still do that? What the hell is a First Light party anyway? I never understood your family’s weird traditions.”   

			To be honest, neither did I. I was lucky to even have Freya, considering I was descended from a bunch of singing freaks.   

			

			“It’s to celebrate the start of Spring. I don’t really get it myself, Frey, but mum insists I have to be there.” I huffed.  

			“I knew I loved you for a reason. You make me feel normal.” She cackled. I responded with my characteristic eye roll.  

			“Well, I’m going to love you and leave you. I have to catch up with Miss Eval before first period,” announced Freya. She blew me a kiss, her eyes sparkling with laughter.   

			“See you at break.” I replied.  

			“See ya, bestie.” She turned and flashed her biggest grin my way before dashing through the glass double doors, her long mahogany braids fanning out like thick ropes behind her. I stood there a moment longer, taking in the aroma of freshly cut grass, and contemplating how I was going to survive this party. I came up with nothing.  

			[image: ]

			By English class, second period, I was already feeling fed up. I sat on my seat absentmindedly twirling my pen in my hand while the rest of the class bustled around me. I was in no mood for chit chat, not that many people spoke to me anyway. I was the creepy girl with the crazy family who lived in a mysterious house on the hilltop. For the millionth time that day, I thanked the Gods for Freya.   

			The sudden quiet in the room made me turn, and that’s when I saw him. A boy I had never seen before strolled into the classroom like a God approaching his servants. The first thing I noticed was his eyes. They were bright green with golden flecks. I thought those eyes were reserved only for Sirens—yet, they drew me in just the same. His flaxen blonde hair was sort of wild but in a seriously cute way, especially when it flopped down over one eye. I watched as he strode towards the only empty chair, right in the middle of the room. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.  

			As the chatter around me started up again, I stole a peek at the mysterious new arrival. To my surprise, he stared right back at me and smiled. I returned the gesture eagerly.   

			Unfortunately, my ‘love at first sight’ moment was suddenly interrupted by the arrival of our teacher, Mr Bower. As usual, he strode in with the confidence of an army captain. “Right class, the lesson has begun!” His deep voice boomed through the ruckus. “Find your seats and bring the chatter level down to zero, please.” He waited a moment, rolling a piece of broken chalk in his wrinkled hands. The long, dark hairs were clearly visible on his knuckles. He didn’t speak again until the room fell into a deathly silence.   

			“So, we have a new student with us today. His name is Adrian. Please help him feel welcome.”   

			I watched with fascination as every eye in the room turned towards Adrian. His eyes remained at the front of the classroom as if he hadn’t noticed.   

			Mr. Bower continued. “Right, today we are going to start our new topic: Ancient Greek literature. Who can tell me the name of the famous poet who wrote ‘The Odyssey’?”   

			My hand shot into the air automatically. I knew practically everything about Ancient Greece because of my family history. I couldn’t help but get a little excited.   

			“Yes, Andorea?” Mr. Bower’s deep set hazel eyes bore into mine.   

			I took a deep breath. “It was Homer, Sir. ‘The Odyssey’ is thought to be the sequel to his other famous poem, ‘The Iliad’, which recounts the final weeks of the Trojan war. His writings are considered to be the earliest surviving works of Western literature.”   

			Mr. Bower smiled, showing a yellowing set of wonky teeth. “Yes, very good, Andorea. I believe your family is of Greek origin, aren’t they?”   

			Now all eyes were on me. Why did I have to constantly show myself up? I began gulping like a fish out of water. “Er, yeah, I guess, originally yeah. But that was a long time ago.”  

			“True, but clearly you know a lot about your heritage. Good work, Andorea.”   

			I smiled weakly.  

			“Freak.”   

			The word was softly spoken, but nothing missed my ears. I whipped my head around and glared at the culprit, a slim crimson haired girl with a nose that was way too big for her face. Her smile was a mixture of sickly-sweet sarcasm and contempt.  

			“As Andorea said,” Mr. Bower announced. “The Iliad was Homer’s first famous work, and The Odyssey is thought to be the sequel to this. However, The Odyssey has many interesting connotations connected to the beliefs of Ancient Greece. We will start exploring these today. Namely, the prominence of the Gods.” He turned towards the blackboard and began writing:  

			

			“Sing in me, Muse, and through me tell the story  

			of that man skilled in all ways of contending,  

			the wanderer, harried for years on end,  

			after he plundered the stronghold  

			on the proud height of Troy.”  

			

			The chalk made a distinct ‘tap’ as he placed it back in the holding tray and turned back to face us. “Now, I hope you can all agree that Homer is clearly expressing the pain he felt on the journey home from the epic war described in the Iliad. His first line, although there are many translations, seems to be ‘Sing in me, Muse.” So, I ask you, what is a Muse?”  

			I knew what a Muse was. My whole family was descended from one. Yet I stayed quiet. I didn’t want ‘know-it-all’ to be added to my ever-growing list of derogatory nicknames.  

			“I believe Muses were Goddesses that ruled over the arts and sciences.” said Adrian.   

			My head snapped round so quickly I could have sworn I felt a crack in my spine. His voice was soft but assured.  

			“Yes, Adrian, that’s correct.” Mr. Bower sounded just as impressed as I felt. “The Muses were actually considered to be the source of all knowledge derived from poetry, lyrics, and myth. The word muse is still used today to describe something or someone that’s the source of inspiration for creative artists. It’s interesting that you used the plural term, Adrian. Do you know how many original Muses were thought to exist?”  

			“Seven.” He replied.  

			“Actually, there were nine.” I interjected.   

			Adrian turned to me, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and intrigue.  

			“Well done, Andorea.” Exclaimed Mr. Bower.   

			I lowered my head and let out the smile that had been bubbling below the surface. I could still feel Adrian’s eyes on my back. Now this was the kind of attention I could get used to.
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			A familiar but unwelcomed sight greeted me as I walked through the door of my home. The vast living space was elaborately decorated with hundreds of leafy green streamers. Gold and pink flowers adorned every surface. An array of lit candles of different sizes and shapes hung gracefully from every available area of wall space. Mum had truly outdone herself this year!  

			“Darling, I’m so glad you’re home.” Mum glided into the hallway as if she were walking on a cloud. She was dressed in a floor length emerald gown that shimmered with each play of light. Her hair cascaded in perfect spirals over her slender shoulders.   

			“Hi, mum.” I greeted.  

			She leaned down to land a delicate kiss on my forehead. “You are just in time to help me prepare the last bits for the feast. Your aunt will be here shortly, and you know how picky she can be. Do you mind?”   

			Inwardly, I sighed, outwardly I smiled, dropped my bag, and followed her into the kitchen.   

			“So, how was your day, honey?”   

			“Yeah, it was okay. We had a new boy start at school today, and he’s in my English class. He seems to know a lot about Greek history; that’s our new topic.” I looked up to find her staring at me with the strangest look on her face.  

			“Oh?” Came her only reply, as she busied herself meticulously laying countless slices of various meats onto a platter.  

			“Er, yeah, he knew about the Muses. Anyway, I got a merit in class for my interpretation of Homer’s ‘The Odyssey’. Having a family that originated in Greece clearly put me at an advantage!”   

			Finally, she turned to face me, a nervous smile playing on her pink tinted lips.  

			“Oh, I am so glad. Congratulations, Andorea! Could you please carry this through to the living room for me? It should fit near the centre of the table, next to the Horiatiko Psomi.”  

			I couldn’t help it; I glared at her with a look of complete bewilderment.  

			“The Greek bread, honey.”   

			“Of course, mum. I just haven’t heard you speak Greek for such a long time.”   

			She looked lost in her thoughts for a moment. “Well, as you said, we are Greek after all.”   

			With a feeling of unease, I carried the plate through the long hallway into our lounge. The metal of the plate felt cool between my fingers. The dining table was now so full it wouldn’t have looked out of place at a medieval banquet. I found the spot on the table for the meat and stood back to survey my mum’s extravagant efforts. It looked way over the top to me.  

			“Damn!” The plate I had placed down was skewed compared to everything else. I quickly dashed forward to fix it, nearly toppling straight into the luxurious fruit filled pastries as I did. A sharp squeak escaped my lips.  

			“Oh, doesn’t it look amazing, Andorea! I really hope the others will be pleased!”   

			

			I quickly regained my composure and spun to face her, hoping the nerves weren’t evident on my face. Her mouth was turned up in a wide grin, but her hands gave away her true feelings. They continuously fluttered up to play with her ruby necklace, like delicate butterflies. 

			“It looks amazing, Mum.”   

			This seemed to please her. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pulled me closer. “Please be good tonight, Andorea, we don’t want any awkward moments. This is supposed to be a special occasion.”   

			I swallowed my actual emotions and lifted my face up to hers. I hoped my eyes wouldn’t give me away. “Of course, mum. I am certain all your efforts will make this First Light party the best yet.”   

			Finally, her smile reached her eyes. She was positively glowing. Then the doorbell rang.  

			“Oh, my goodness, they’re early! Check everything is in its place quickly, Andorea!” She dashed out into the hallway and smoothed her voluminous champagne curls in the huge antique mirror. Then she took a deep breath and opened the elaborately carved oak front door.   

			My aunt stood tall; her face adorned with a forced smile that ignited a simmering frustration in me.   

			“Varidea, my dear sister!” Don’t you look nice? You must have been on your feet the whole day.” Her intense gold eyes sparkled with a mixture of disdain and amusement as she kissed my mother on the cheek. “Oh, and you may want to check yourself in the mirror, your mascara is running a bit.”  

			I felt helpless as my mum lowered her head like a servant in waiting. “You look stunning as always, Crusentia. Please do come in.” She mumbled.   

			“Thank you,” I watched as my aunt dumped her tan suede jacket on mum’s arms and strode into the lounge. Her ebony black hair was tied up in a stern bun that made her look even more menacing than usual. “Look at how pretty this place looks.” She mused. “All that extra light really does make this room look bigger.” She turned my way and gave a tight smirk that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a horror movie. “And how is my beautiful young niece?”  

			“A year older than the last time you saw me.” I retorted.   

			Her smirk broadened. “Is this a new fashion trend I don’t know about?” She quipped.   

			Crap! I dared to steal a glance at my mum, whose tear-filled eyes locked with my own.  

			“Oh,” I stammered. “You’re a little early. I was just helping mum finish the last bits. I will go get changed now.”   

			My aunt’s imposing golden eyes narrowed as she looked me up and down, from my plain black school shoes to my messy hair bun. Then turned her glare onto my poor mother. “Well,” She declared. “You know your mother has a knack for leaving everything until the last minute.”   

			I threw one last appeasing look in mum’s direction and dashed up the stairs. Awaiting me on my bed was an elegant azure, blue gown, carefully laid out to avoid creasing. With a lump in my throat, I started to undress, but I was interrupted by a loud ping. Eager for a distraction, I lunged at the phone:  

			Frey: Hey, I snuck out to take a break. Mum is on a proper mission to get the baby’s room finished! How’s the special sunshine party going? xxx  

			Quickly, I typed a reply, knowing that time was against me. I didn’t want to leave Mum downstairs with that evil witch one moment longer than I had to.  

			

			Andi: Not good! Will fill you in later xxxx

			I got changed at lightning speed and brushed out my own platinum blonde locks until every strand glimmered in the artificial light. My hair was my pride and joy, like it was for every Siren. Well, our hair and our unique eyes. I looked closely in the mirror; gold flecks had started to appear around my pupils. Without warning, Adrian popped into my head. Something about him intrigued me immensely, but I just couldn’t pinpoint what it was. One last deep breath, and I was ready. I descended the stairs and was greeted by another unwanted face.   

			“My darling granddaughter, how are you?” Grandma Ordina’s  graceful stride brought her close enough to plant a gentle kiss on my cheek before she took a step back to give me the once over.  

			“Well, look at you, all grown up. You look simply stunning, Andorea. You are certainly becoming a woman now. One that will break many hearts.”   

			Harsh cackles echoed around me.  

			“Do you have a boy in mind yet?” She inquired.  

			The question sent chills down my spine.   

			“Just remember, Andorea,” My aunt spoke up. “Men are not for love; they are there for one purpose and one purpose only.” The gold in her eyes intensified as they drilled into mine.  

			“My daughter will be just fine.” I spun around in surprise. Mum was standing rigid like a statue, challenging my aunt with every muscle. The air in the room weighed down on me like a thick black cloud. For a full minute, there was only silence.  

			“Well.” My aunt purred. I braced myself as she strode purposefully towards my mum. She didn’t speak again until she was just inches away from the delicate, wilting flower that was my mother. I struggled to comprehend how the two of them were even related, let alone sisters. They were polar opposites in every way. Crusentia was truly a black beauty, from her intense black hair to the self-assured fire that roared with every word she spoke. My mum, on the other hand, emitted a lightness that appeared frail next to her imposing older sister. The only thing that connected them was the ghostly pallor of their skin.  

			“Don’t be so stuck up, Varidea. You can’t blame us for enquiring. Just look at the genes she carries within her.”   

			The abrupt sound of a door slamming grabbed everyone’s attention.  

			“Ladies! So, where’s the party!?”   

			My broad smile stood out in contrast to the tense glares that surrounded me. My aunt Celeste always had great timing! Maybe the night could be salvaged after all.
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			Later that evening, laughter enveloped the room as Crusentia rolled her eyes in defiance.   

			“Oh, come on, Celeste. Your first boyfriend was worse! I remember he had a pimple right on the end of his nose!”   

			Celeste giggled like a naughty school kid. “I promise you, he was so cute before that. Just bad timing is all. Besides, little Nari came out perfect, just like all the others.”   

			A coy smile spread across Crusentia’s lips. “So, how are your daughters? Has the last one turned yet?”  

			“The last one? She does have a name, you know. Just because you can’t remember the names of your own daughters doesn’t mean you have permission to ignore mine, Crusentia.” Celeste’s retort was met with a huff of disdain.   

			“I chose to let my daughters learn how to make it on their own. It gives them strength.” Crusentia couldn’t resist shooting a harsh look at my mum.   

			“In fact, Narissa and Aria should be here any minute,” Celeste announced. “Oh, and yes, she has turned.”   

			A knowing smile passed between my two aunts as the doorbell rang.  

			“They’re here!” Celeste practically shot out of her chair and darted towards the door. “My babies! You made it!”   

			I watched as Ari strode in with a self-assuredness that could rival Crusentia’s— nothing new there. However, my breath caught short when I spotted Narissa behind her. I liked Nari; we used to play all the time as kids, but the woman standing in front of me was not the sweet, fun girl I used to build forts out of bedsheets with. Her soft, wavy chestnut hair had been replaced with poker straight tresses that emphasised the sharp edges of her facial features. Her short scarlet dress hugged her curves in all the right places and showed off her shapely legs. This girl had power and knew how to use it. I watched her with a mixture of fascination, awe, and melancholy.  When her eyes met mine, I felt very inferior.  

			“Andorea, my dear cousin. How lovely to see you again.” Nari’s broad smile showed off a set of perfect white teeth.   

			“It’s good to see you again too, Narissa.”   

			She draped her silver velvet coat across my arms and made a beeline for my grandmother before I had a chance to protest. “Granny!”   

			I watched as they folded into a tight embrace.  

			“I missed you so much! I have so much to tell you!”   

			Grandma Ordina surveyed her youngest granddaughter with the biggest grin on her face. Yet again, I felt very inferior.  

			“I can tell, child. You look simply Megaleios! I’m so proud of you.”   

			Never had anyone but my mum spoken those words to me. I was acutely aware that my grandma only ever spoke Greek when she was insanely happy.   

			Suddenly, a piercing ring interrupted my piteous thoughts.  

			“Oh, excuse me, ladies. I have to take this.” With a gruff sigh, Crusentia strode out of the living room with her phone clasped to her ear. I moved closer to hear what she was saying:  

			“I’m going to assume you have an exceptional reason for calling me when I explicitly told you I was attending a family event this afternoon?” I could hear the clack clacking of her metal heels on the wooden floor as she waited impatiently for the answer.   

			“I see. And how did you hear of this mysterious new witness?” More clacking.  

			“Relax, Lara, I see no reason to worry. I will liaise with the prosecutor first thing in the morning and sort this out. Remember, I never lose.”   

			I dashed back into the living room just in time. Crusentia strode in, making an immediate beeline for her drink, but quickly stopped in her tracks.   

			“I see my glass is empty, Varidea. Do be a dear and pour me another one.”   

			Without a word, my mum picked up the glass from the polished mahogany table and shuffled into the kitchen.   

			“Hey, you all want to see something cool?” Suddenly, Narissa jumped back from Grandma Ordina and spread her arms wide. An overwhelming light enveloped her elegant frame. It was so strong I had to avert my eyes. When I looked back, delicate, shimmering gold feathers seemed to blanket the entire space behind her. Spreading out from her hips, they eventually came to a single point on either side, just above her head. They must have been over 6 feet tall! With a glint in her gold rimmed pupils, she softly beat her wings back and forth, causing a number of mum’s delicate flower decorations to float to the floor.  

			“Aren’t they just beautiful!” She gushed.   

			“They are just perfect, like you. My little angel!” Celeste’s eyes glimmered with pride, causing Narissa to strut across the lounge, scrutinising every single one of our reactions.  

			“Auntie Crusentia, you’re not looking!” She whined. Crusentia raised her eyes for just a split second with a mixture of annoyance and nonchalance.   

			

			“Congratulations, Narissa. I’m sure you are very proud. However, it’s not the first set of wings I have ever seen, and they are still young. They will grow and define as you embrace your role as a Siren. Otherwise, they will wilt.” Another glaring look turned my mother’s way.   

			“Well, they’re better than yours,” Narissa mumbled.   

			Without warning, Crusentia shot out of her chair. Her head held high as a mighty gust whirled through the room, knocking ornaments and decorations in every direction. I screamed as a priceless Chinese vase narrowly missed my head.   

			“You are such a naïve child, Narissa. Your fledgling wings are simply a shadow compared to mine, which have been nurtured for over 30 years.” I could only stare in amazement. Thousands of feathers lined her magnificent, room sized wings. They had arranged themselves into delicate patterns that glistened like ripples of sunshine on a clear blue river. As I watched, the patterns seemed to rotate in a never-ending system of endless symbols and swirls.   

			A loud cackle interrupted my thoughts. “Oh, Auntie, you are so easy to wind up!” With that, the whole room burst into waves of laughter.   

			“Crusentia, come now. You know that competition is not worthy of a Siren’s time.” Her mother’s words did something to Crusentia that I had never seen before. Her wings faded slowly as she crossed her arms around herself. Even as she sat, she refused to meet her mother’s gaze and continually twisted her fingers around her wrists.   

			“Now, I believe it’s time to eat.” Grandma Ordina announced.

		


		


			Chapter Five
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			“So, the sunshine party? Tell me all!” Exclaimed Freya. She was practically bouncing up and down as she spoke, seemingly unaware that several other students were staring at her like she was some sort of alien.   

			This was the part of being a Siren that I hated the most. I wanted to tell my best friend everything, yet I found myself withholding too many details. How could I tell her that two of my family members sprouted gold wings in our living room? Or that my grandma celebrated the return of Persephone with a candle ritual so powerful it cut out electricity to our whole street? When I finally did speak, the words that flowed sounded so…. ordinary.  

			“Not a lot to tell, really Frey. We all dressed up, Mum’s family treated her like a slave, and we ate dinner under candlelight. That’s about it.”  

			“Yeah, why do they treat your mum like that?”   

			A deep sigh crushed my diaphragm. “I don’t know, Frey, but I intend to find out.”  

			[image: ]

			

			My hand slipped as I went to open the front door. I wiped my palm over my trousers before trying again. This time I succeeded. The room felt unbearably hot when I finally stepped in.  

			“Hi, love, how was school?” Mum inquired.  

			“It was okay.” Why was my voice shaking? Clearing my throat, I finally mustered up the courage to broach the subject. “Mum, I have a few questions about last night. Could we sit
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