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Part One
1
Adele’s eyes were glazed, her pupils unfocused. Her usually pursed lips hung apart, making her look slack-jawed, blurring the sharp beauty of her features. There was no animation in that face, no spark in her eyes, and her complexion was a sickening green. 
Was this a mistake? Ardhi wondered, stepping closer to the window and opening the gap between two flimsy blinds with his fingertip, which was instantly coated with dust. What if she wasn’t ready for it? What if this wrecks everything instead of helping?
Adele blinked then, and frowned deeply, leaning closer to the screen of the chunky old computer he’d dug out of the office, furrowing her brow. For a moment, she looked human again, free of the zombie plague that was the world wide web. But then she darted a look towards the window, where she knew he was standing, monitoring her, and her fingernails rose up to her teeth before she looked away once more.
What? Ardhi thought, feeling his insides tense like a coiled snake awakening from slumber. What had Adele learned? The list of things that could go wrong back in Seaview while he strategized five thousand kilometers away was long.
Ardhi moved to go to her, but at that moment, Adele shut the computer and rubbed her forehead, a weary gesture. 
It’s probably nothing. Ardhi told himself, recognizing Adele’s ‘woe is me’ posture, which usually only concerned her own well-being. Her favorite reality star probably just got divorced.
As lovely looking as Adele was-the girl was a pain; It was too cold, too wet, the distance they had swum too grand, she was sick of funding their excursion, she missed her parents, she missed her friends….aside from her skin tone and the new shine in her white-gold hair, Adele seemed to resent everything about being a mermaid. She didn’t see the bigger picture- just the little one Ardhi had rubbed out by taking her out of a world she believed she’d dominated before. 
Because getting dumped for another woman you were waitressing with is apparently just a minor hiccup in an otherwise charmed life. Ardhi thought wryly. Adele could claim she wasn’t usually the girl those things happened to until she was mottled red in the face, but Ardhi had his doubts. You were either a winner, or a loser. And for the time being, they were both losers.
But Ardhi was going to change that. And Adele was going to help, even if he had to drag her by her pretty mint-green fluke all the way back to Seaview.
‘What do you think?’ A melodic voice, free of any trace of worry or paranoia filled the dingy living room. 
Ardhi twisted to see his most faithful recruit standing in front of the open bathroom door. Steam swirled out from behind her and clung to her bare skin. She’d toweled dried her hair but not enough, for rivulets still ran down her shoulders. It was an arresting sight.
‘Well, you’re blonde. Adele did good, I think,’ he said, tilting his head to the side and eyeing her critically. Was it enough? What else could be done? She had an incredibly feminine body, an exquisite face and a certain way of moving that suggested self-possession-but Ivyanne was the most glorious creature on land or sea-if Ardhi wanted to turn Lincoln’s head away from the princess, he needed a goddess to use as bait.
‘Why thank you…’ she purred, putting a hand on the curve of her hip and posing while fluttering her eyelashes. She tousled her hair. ‘I miss the red, but I think this could be fun.’
‘I still think it could be lighter.’ Ardhi hedged, uncertain. He really didn’t know if she was up for the task, but he hoped Adele’s insight into the mind of the man she hadn’t been able to hang on to herself would be of use in this shiny new wrapper.
The front door opened and Adele hurried inside, clasping the laptop to her chest and clenching her teeth against the cool air that rushed in behind her until she locked it out. She shivered then turned, freezing when her eyes fell on the other woman. 
‘You’re naked!’Adele gasped, looking mortified.
The other woman smiled. ‘You’re astute.’
Adele frowned. ‘Can’t you cover up, just a little?’
‘We’re mermaids, Ice Queen. Lighten up.’
Adele glowered at the other woman, then exhaled heavily-wearied once more, a feeling Ardhi shared. The two women had been arguing like feral cats in the twenty four hours since they’d met, driving him crazy. Still, it was to be expected-his plan to get Ivyanne back was bound to make Adele feel out of sorts, especially given that she still had feelings for the guy he wanted their ally to seduce.
‘Actually, we’re screwed.’ Adele twisted to face Ardhi, anxiety pinching her delicate features. ‘Operation home wrecker probably isn’t going to cut it, mate. Lincoln’s not the only issue waiting for us back in Seaview.’ She smirked. ‘You could say :We’re going to need a bigger boat.’
Ardhi’s lungs constricted on the tail edge of an exhale, and he ignored her ridiculous joke. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ His heartbeat had already begun to quicken and that familiar hot pressure pooled in his hands like lava. ‘They haven’t…?’
‘No.’ The levity faded from Adele’s eyes like a sunset leeched by darkness. ‘I don’t think so anyway. And they may not get the happily ever after you bestowed upon them.’ Adele swallowed. ‘Because Tristan Loveridge is still alive.’
Of all the things Ardhi had expected her to say-that was not one of them, and he wasn’t even able to process the statement at first. He stared at her, wondering if this was just another dumb joke. But her returning gaze was sombre and steadfast-and the hands gripping the laptop to her chest were white-knuckled in fear. She knew Ardhi was going to lose it.
‘Wait.’ The third party spoke, a warm, moist hand landing on his bare shoulder. ‘Tristan survived being stabbed through the ribs? You said it was a twelve inch blade!’
Ardhi closed his eyes, gnashing his teeth together, trying to recollect the moment he’d been reliving for days-he remembered the blade piercing, and sinking deep between the other man’s ribs. Yes it had met some resistance, but the blood that had streamed out- it had obscured Tristan’s lifeless body in the water. How could anyone had survived that, man, mer or beast? Was it possible that Ardhi had somehow missed every vital organ in his haste to get back to Lincoln?
Ardhi expected to feel rage, but his body was too tense to let a single sensation take grip on him. He opened his eyes, stared blankly at Adele, who was shifting nervously from one foot to the other.
‘How do you know this?’ He asked, surprised by how even his voice came out. 
Adele hugged the laptop more tightly with one hand and raked the other through her hair. ‘I checked my Facebook. Don’t freak-I didn’t talk to anybody-but Ilsa had sent me like a million messages over the weekend, and one was saying that if I came back, I might still have a shot with Lincoln, because she’d seen Ivyanne get on Tristan’s boat with him on Thursday afternoon-alone-and drive off somewhere together.’ She paused. ‘Not that Ilsa knows that Tristan’s supposed to be dead, like you said, they would have covered that up-but she wouldn’t mistake him for someone else either.’
Ardhi was astounded. Did their hanging out mean that she was actually still considering marrying the bottom feeder? Even after Ardhi had given his life to unite her with her supposed human soul mate? It was unthinkable! Bile rose in his throat as his fingertips began to pulse with the need to hurt something. 
But another thought calmed him; If Lincoln’s love didn’t carry enough weight to make Ivyanne send Tristan packing...well, it erased any lingering doubts Ardhi’d had about his rightful place in Ivyanne’s life. If neither man was enough for her, then he’d stop at nothing to convince her that he was the only option.
‘On the bright side…’ Adele started, ‘you’re not going to have to worry about the whole ‘murderer’ label thing hanging over your head when you go back now.’
Ardhi hoisted an eyebrow. ‘Does attempted murder sit better with humans? Because it won’t make a difference to our kind, and if I’m going to have to right my wrongs, they’re going to expect me to apologize to the scumbag.’ His insides tightened, physically repelling the very idea. No, he wouldn’t be doing that, and he wouldn’t be fighting Tristan for Ivyanne’s attention again either. He was above that now.
Adele shrugged. ‘Small price to pay for stabbing someone, don’t you think?’
‘Not to me it’s not. To me it’s more than I can afford-or intend-to pay.’ He turned away, staring back towards the window, feeling that calm settle more deeply over him now that he was thinking again, instead of reacting. 
Okay so this was a mess up-a major speed bump-but it wasn’t unmanageable. He cast his mind over the plan he’d already had, and realized there was no reason to derail from it-Tristan or no Tristan-Link was still an obstacle. Ardhi wouldn’t be able to kill one of his own creations, as it went against every fibre of his being to do so, but he could get him out of the way without bloodshed by preying on his human weaknesses.
‘Tristan lived.’ He said this simply, calmly, watching a light mist of rain turn the grass outside the window silvery and slick-a calm rain, courtesy of his focused, centered dismay. ‘Well, I’ll have to rectify that.’
For a moment there was silence. Then, the two girls erupted at once.
‘So I still get a crack at this Lincoln guy?’ One crisp, lightly accented voice demanded.
‘Rectify life?!’ Adele’s voice was shrill. ‘You’re going to kill him again? How are you going to convince everyone that you’re a martyr and not a villain if you come after their golden boy a second time?!’
Ardhi faced her and smiled. ‘Because no one will know it was me,’ he said, with a slight smile. ‘They’ll blame fate, and Ivyanne will blame herself. She’s cursed, remember?’
Adele stared at him, the horror in her blue eyes told him she’d just gone from reluctant ally, to liability. He’d known it was a possibility all along, but the fact that Tristan’s fate had sealed her position made his blood boil. 
Stupid bitch, he thought, sensing her desire to flee. The charge in his hands crackled into his palms, and his fingers flexed, then curled-focusing it instead of resisting this time. He was going to need it to put her in her place.
‘I didn’t sign up to be a party to this.’Adele said, shaking her head, confirming his intuition. She glanced at the other woman. ‘We don’t need to do this-’
‘I want to do this.’ The other woman said, smiling, stretching. ‘Lincoln sounds like a tall drink of water darlin, and I’m thirsty.’
‘You didn’t sign up at all.’ Ardhi pointed out to Adele, smiling at his more faithful ally’s enthusiasm. The room flashed, and the lights flickered as a crack of lightning lit the atmosphere beyond the walls. He took a step towards her. ‘You were recruited because I needed you. You didn’t have an option then, and you don’t have one now.’
Adele swallowed, backing up a pace. ‘And what will you do if I say no?’ 
Ardhi grinned at her. ‘That’s the dumbest question I’ve ever heard. But if you want a demonst-’
Adele moved to run, but she hadn’t managed to twist the handle on the door before Ardhi caught her hair and yanked her soft, fragile body up against his chest, feeling a different kind of power sluice through him as she cried out. He clamped his hand over her mouth, stifling her scream, and felt her body begin to shudder as his energy broke free of its barriers and penetrated hers in a wave that crackled instead of crashed. Two seconds was all it took, before she went limp in his arms. He released her hair and she fell to the dusty timber floor like a broken swan.
‘Dumb question.’ He repeated to her motionless figure.
Outside, the rain stopped as the pressure within him abated. 
⁓
Two Weeks Later
‘You feel so amazing in my arms,’ Lincoln whispered to Ivyanne, rolling onto his side and running his hand down the softly sculpted lines of her bicep, nuzzling his nose against hers, inhaling her fragrance until the oxygen in his lungs carried traces of frangipanis, coconut and sun-warmed linen. Beneath them, her waterbed wobbled, and he gripped her more tightly, unable to bear a single gap between her body and his. 
He could never get close enough to Ivyanne, especially at moments like this when she was dry and her hair billowed between them, tangling around his arms, tickling his cheek. 
‘How amazing?’ Ivyanne asked, and her arm slipped over his waist, pulling him to the curve of her body. Her hand on his bare lower back was so hot that he groaned, feeling himself harden as his firm limbs crashed into her soft ones. ‘Show me what I do to you.’
Lincoln was caught off-guard by this demand. ‘But...the rules….?’
Ivyanne smiled wickedly. ‘Sneaking around is what we do, Link,’ her fingers slipped beneath the waistband of his shorts, glancing off the top curve of his rump and making the firm flesh tingle in expectation. She leaned forward and rested her lips against the underside of his chin, staring up at him through gold-tipped lashes that made the green of her eyes more arresting by contrast. Her lips didn’t break contact with her skin as she mumbled: ‘And no one’s home….’
Lincoln wasn’t going to wait for a starter gun to back up the waving of the white flag. He ducked his head to scoop up her mouth with his own, his growing erection twitching as her mouth parted and welcomed him in with a lazy swirl of her sweet tongue. Ivyanne sighed, the sound traveling through him, and he rolled, needing to press himself into her, to take the edge of his ache. Her thighs opened, making room for him to sink into the depression she’d created and he gasped in her kiss, his hands lifting to catch hers and pin them above her head. He wanted to kiss her all over, her neck, her clavicle, the exposed tops of her breasts, and he wanted her stretched out beneath him so that every inch was open to his mouth.
‘I want you!’ He rasped into her mouth. ‘Now!’ 
But he must have misjudged the stability of the bed because his body kept rolling and suddenly, he was falling towards her bedroom floor, landing with a violent impact that sent a jar through him, startling him back to his senses. The warmth of Ivyanne’s body was gone, but he was lying face-first in boiling hot sand instead.
Sand? He thought, incredulous and disgusted, pushing up and spitting out a mouthful of grains. It didn’t help. It was on his tongue and lips and teeth-not to mention his entire front. Through his damp shorts, his erection was pressing into the soft, unbearably warm surface, burning him.
‘Ahh!’ He spat again and looked up to Ivyanne, wanting to know how her bed had ended up on the beach-but instead of looking into his lover’s eyes, he found himself squinting up at a hammock through the glare of midday sun. It was empty and swinging violently. And somewhere nearby, the sound of laughter was mingling with the gentle slap of low tide against the shore of Bracken Island. 
That laugh cleared a path through his disorientation as he sensed imminent embarrassment. After only four short weeks-Lincoln knew Tristan Grey’s throaty chuckle well, and it was almost always directed at Lincoln. He turned around, wiping sand from his mouth, to see Tristan holding a volleyball to his chest and grinning at him, while Saraya looked on from a few feet away, arms still poised to catch the ball, face alight with amusement and shock-also at Lincoln’s expense. They were almost exactly as they’d been after they had returned from their morning swim. They’d opted for volleyball, but exhausted from work, Lincoln had gone for a nap.
And they’d probably heard his every moan.
‘I’m going to go out on a limb here Link, and suggest that maybe the hammock just wants to be friends?’ Tristan asked, with a smirk.
‘You’re so funny!’ Lincoln shot back, mortified, dusting himself off.
‘And hung too.’ Tristan added, not missing a beat. ‘The hammock probably wouldn’t have bucked me off so quickly.’
‘Sex dreams…’ Saraya said softly. ‘I’ve been there.’ She looked at Tristan. ‘And you were there with me once or twice.’
Tristan snorted. ‘Just twice?’
‘Okay maybe more.’
Lincoln didn’t want to hear another word. Fuming, he stomped down to the waters edge to wash himself off-and cool himself down. Because embarrassed or not, his body was still throbbing in memory of a touch he’d yet to know.
One more day, Lincoln reminded himself as he knelt in the small breaking waves. He’ll go back to Sydney, and Ivyanne will stay with me. And the countdown from fantasy to reality will begin.
⁓
A few minutes after Saraya had excused herself to go shower off, Tristan decided to follow, curious to see what Ivyanne had been up to in his absence, wondering if he should tell her about Lincoln’s most recent humiliation, or if she’d see it as flattery and giggle adoringly, as though she’d forgotten that she was possibly carrying a child that Tristan had sired. Which was sort of how she came across every damn day.
For two weeks they’d been living on Bracken together, Lincoln as a protégé merman, Tristan as a paranoid cling-on. And the only thing Tristan knew for sure after so many hours of studying the girl he‘d fallen for, was that Lincoln Grey had her favor. Her sentimentality towards the newly turned merman was sickeningly obvious. Her eyes followed his movements, her laugh punctuated his words. Where she edged away from Tristan and refused to hold his gaze for longer than a heartbeat, she constantly angled herself towards Link like a flower to the sun. In addition to that, she had this ridiculous compulsion to protect him. She was constantly chastising Tristan for any remark that could possibly hurt poor Link’s feelings, and refused to let him out of her sight for more than a few hours. She swam with Link, taking his training into her own hands, but had yet to put her toe in the water in Tristan’s presence, and followed Lincoln dutifully back to The Seaview for every shift, even though the jig was up when it came to her moonlighting as a human now. 
But the bar was short-handed with Adele gone, and so Ivyanne had picked up the slack, leaving Tristan at home with Saraya and the queen, fielding e-mails about Ardhi, Lincoln and himself, and wallowing in self-pity spawned by rejection.
And now Tristan had to leave. He’d put off work too long, and LoveSun was beginning to suffer because of it, not to mention poor Sven, who’d been attempting to pick up Tristan’s slack and failing miserably. He hoped to go to Sydney for only a few days and try to get ahead, but his L.A office needed micromanaging too, and it was only a matter of time before he’d have to leave the continent to deal with that-a thought that made something dark inside him nibble on something paranoid.
Tristan tried to shake the gloom off, raking his fingers through his curls, frustrated with himself for the descent in his typically optimistic attitude. Being in love, especially with someone who didn’t love him back enough to grant him peace of mind-sucked.
‘I thought finding this island might be tough, but then I just decided to follow the scent of testosterone.’ A voice purred from behind Tristan, giving him cause to pause at the foot of the steps leading up to the porch. ‘And Lo and behold-it leads me right to a Loveridge.’
Tristan grabbed the bannister and glanced back, his mer instincts filling his body with tension at having been caught off-guard. And when he saw the statuesque blond poised on the sand behind him, smirking with her full lips, his attitude took a fresh drop, one which resonated with the sinking of his heart. She was neither a human nor an enemy, and yet her presence filled him with dread. 
‘Lux.’ He said shortly, and she almost smiled in response, as aware of his discomfort, and the trouble she could cause for him as he was. Her violet eyes had always been colored with provocation, but that day, it was of a different nature. Lux had reasons to dislike him, but she’d never indulged in Ardhi’s petty grudge before-her sunny disposition naturally rebelled against any kind of emotional negativity. In fact, she’d been as drawn to him as any other woman was, even though her ‘godson’ had despised him.
But that had changed. The shift was almost imperceptible-or would have been to anyone who wasn’t as in tune with women’s emotions as Tristan was. Maybe it was the stiffness in her gait, or the way her eyes flicked over him with a shade of derision that had only been meant in jest before then, but she was pissed, and he was apparently the reason why. 
He sighed. ‘Do I want to know why you’re here?’
Ardhi’s godmother wrung out her rose-gold hair, and cocked her head, her expression managing to be coquetry despite the tension around her mouth as she regarded him. Water dripped from her, making the thin sarong plastered to her ample curves transparent. She wanted him to look-Lux lived for open admiration- but he stubbornly kept his eyes locked on hers while he awaited her answer.
‘I expected to hear how glad you are to see me…’ She drawled, rolling her ‘r’s’ in her lovely, lilting voice as she flicked her hair back over her shoulder and straightened. ‘Apparently, I was wrong.’
‘I’ll be real glad to see you,’ Tristan said slowly. ‘As soon as I know you’re glad to see me too-and not here to take up Ardhi’s cause where he left off.’
‘His cause?’ She asked, walking closer, all rolling hips and thrusted bust. Her larger frame and rounded curves made her stand out from the other mermaids, a reflection of her decadent, sinful nature, and she flaunted this as an advantage. Which it was. The woman was sex. What common ground she’d had with straight-laced Ardhi all those years still eluded Tristan. He supposed it was a case of opposites attracting, or just sentimentality on both their parts. Tristan wasn’t sure of the details, but he did know that when she’d been first turned in her late teens, Ardhi’s parents had employed Lux to take care of their son while they established their businesses. And even after he’d grown, they’d remained close.
‘Thanks to you, Ardhi hadn’t spoken to me in six months.’ Lux said slowly, sadly. ‘If he had a cause beyond marrying Ivyanne, it was news to me. I’m neither here to take it up, or enlighten the princess about what we got up to last February, if that’s what’s snaking you.’ She paused at the foot of the steps, frowning. ‘I just came to pay my respects to the Kayu-Api’s, and Ivyanne. They weren’t at their house, so here I am.’
Tristan stared at her, weighing her words. ‘What do you mean, ‘Thanks to me?” He asked, confused. ‘I recall being the prey, not the predator Lux. Not to mention the one who woke up in an empty bed.’
Lux smiled. ‘True.’ She shrugged. ‘What can I say? I rarely perform the same act twice, especially when the audience was so satisfied the first time.’
Tristan felt an uncharacteristic blush heat his cheeks as he tried not to remember how thoroughly he’d enjoyed Lux’s attentions, or how thrown he’d been to wake up abandoned for the first time in his life. ‘So….?’
She rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not ashamed of anything I do, Tristan, but according to Ardhi, you ought to have been the exception to that rule.’ She crossed her arms across her chest, as though the memory of his disapproval was making her feel self-conscious to be so near Tristan, while wearing so little. ‘He was still giving me the silent treatment when he died.’
Tristan winced in empathy, then looked towards the house, turning her words over in his head, before looking back at her. ‘So you’re not going to tell her?’
Lux sighed. ‘No. And if you’re worried that he did-and my presence here will stir that up for her-then don’t be. He was ashamed of what I did, and saw it as a failure on his part. That someone who loved him, could betray him with someone he hated.’ She made a face. ‘He wouldn’t have told a soul, and if keeping this between us honors that, then it’s a favor I’ll do for him, not for you.’ She poked him in the chest. ‘You, however, should fess up, if you’re looking to marry this girl.’
‘I will. And plan to.’ Tristan said quickly. ‘But I’m leaving tonight for a few days, and I don’t want to put a bad taste in her mouth first. I can’t afford it, not with-’
‘Me around? Looking to tear your tentacles off her like the toxic jellyfish you are?’
Tristan closed his eyes in reflex to Lincoln’s voice, giving himself a mental ass-kicking. He’d completely forgotten about Lincoln wandering up the beach behind him! How much had Link heard? What was he going to do with what he had? Words failed him. He couldn’t even open his eyes, terrified of the glee he’d see on Lincoln’s smug face when he did.
‘Well hello….’ 
Tristan’s eyes popped open, and he found himself staring at Lux’s profile, astonished by the shift in her demeanor. The remorseful, slightly venomous tone had leaked out of her voice, and those violet eyes were sparkling as they swept Lincoln over thoroughly. 
‘Aren’t you just exquisite?’ She continued, stepping into Lincoln’s space. ‘You must be the boy my Ardhi died for. The one the princess was ready to sell us out for.’ Her plump hand inched out, sliding down Lincoln’s arm. ‘I didn’t get it before, but now...damn. Can I waitress for you?’
Tristan’s eyes shifted to Lincoln, and his alarm faded to amusement to see a startled looking Lincoln do what no unexperienced, horny as hell mer ought to-
He looked down.
And swallowed.
Tristan grinned and stepped back, suddenly praying that Lux performed as well for Lincoln as she had for him. 
 



2.
Ivyanne paced her bedroom floor in bare feet, feeling claustrophobic to be in such a small space, with such a loud voice crackling down the line. She knew she’d hurt her dad. She knew how he hated Tristan. But she also knew that there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it and she didn’t regret it the way he wanted her to. Had it not been for the crappy timing, she wouldn’t have regretted giving herself to Tristan at all! 
Only Lincoln’s inclusion in her world, and the risk of being pregnant, were cause for remorse. As far as breaking the wedlock rule went, she was as ambivalent to it as her father was furious.
And she was sick of him calling daily to lecture her about the only mistake she’d ever made.
‘...I’ve got plenty of other stories Ivyanne.’ Her father went on, as he had been for twenty-five minutes. ‘Your mother had me feature him in a flick a few years ago, and do you know how many of my human production staff he seduced in the three days we were there?’ He paused. ‘And not one at a time either, sweetheart.’
Ivyanne’s stomach rotated slightly at the mental picture her father was intent on painting for her, but it was quickly eclipsed by a memory that was far more disturbing. She decided to play it dumb for a moment, giving into the childish need to rile her father up. One she’d never actually had before. 
‘Dad!’ She tried to sound scandalized. ‘Do you mean, that Tristan had a threesome?!’
‘That’s precisely what I mean!’ The king snapped. ‘Right in the damn solar-powered beach house he’d built!’
‘Oh!’ She smiled, catching sight of his crown on his nightstand, looped over an antique framed picture of her mother. ‘Was it like that time I busted you, mum and Aubrielle together at that summer solstice bonfire….?’
Dead silence greeted her.
Ivyanne smiled.
‘W...what?’ The superior tone had abandoned her fathers voice.
Ivyanne moved towards the window. ‘Oh you know…’ she said casually. ‘I was about fifteen. We were in Hawaii, visiting the Londeree’s resort, and Mano had talked you into trying that Palm Wine. Anyway, I think Leah and I were swimming when you guys thought we’d gone to bed...and we saw that Mum and Aubrielle were kissing in the water. I was shocked to see that, and wondered if she was cheating on you-but just then you surfaced between them. Lord knows what you were doing or to who but-’
‘Hey!’ Her father snapped. ‘That’s enough young lady!’
‘Young lady?!’ Ivyanne’s amusement turned to wrath. ‘I’m almost thirty, father! And while we’re on the subject of age, menages at three hundred and something are about as inappropriate as royal conduct gets! So before you judge Tristan for that kind of conduct as a single man, why don’t you ask what kind of message you guys are sending me about monogamy...or lack thereof? ’
Her father made a spluttering sound. ‘I don’t have to justify anything, Ivyanne. What your mother and I do-’
‘While wasted on Palm Wine-’ She interjected. 
‘Ivyanne Constance Court!’ He bellowed.
Ivyanne ended the call with a stab of a trembling fingernail and tossed the phone to the bed. She was beyond being annoyed with her dad’s running commentary on her love life-she was hurt. She wasn’t an idiot, and she wasn’t naïve. She knew that mer couples messed around with other mer couples on occasion, just as she knew that what had gone down with Aubrielle and her parents hadn’t been an isolated incident. 
But she didn’t judge them for it! So why was he holding her, and a man she cared for, to a standard he couldn’t even stay abreast of? It was one thing for him to want the best for her, but quite another to have expectations that were impossible to live up to.
Though if she was being honest with herself, she had to admit that thinking of Tristan having wild sex like that, even though she’d suspected he’d done that and worse in his years before her father had dumped it on her, made her feel insecure. She was pretty sure Lincoln hadn’t lived that kind of lifestyle, and that with him, exclusivity would be not only a given, but a demand-forever.
What about with Tristan? She made herself ask the question. The man has an appetite! Who knows what you’ll be considering doing to please him three hundred years from now?
The phone rang again and Ivyanne slanted her eyes at the lit screen, considering ignoring it. But the picture she’d snapped of her dad from a photo of them together was on the screen, begging her notice. With a sigh, she sat on the bed, and answered the call.
‘Yes?’ She asked, frostily.
He sighed. It was probably the first breath he’d taken and expelled during one of his calls yet. ‘I’m sorry.’ He said woodenly. ‘Maybe I am being a bit overly judgmental, Ivyanne, but it’s only because I want what’s best for you. I can hear it in your voice-you’re too blinded by him to listen to reason, so I’ll stop wasting my breath on the matter.’ He paused. ‘I won’t let you hang up on me on his behalf-that’s letting him win. So the high, silent road it is. At least, until we know more.’
Ivyanne’s brow furrowed. ‘Dad….no. You’re missing the point. This isn’t about me being blinded by Tristan-it’s about you being oblivious to him, and the favor he did you by...by doing what he did.’
There was a few beats of silence. ‘This I have to hear…’ The king drawled. ‘But I’ll warn you now that the word ‘grandchildren’ won’t work in his defense yet. Not for another fifty years or so, so take heed.’
Ivyanne made another face. She really didn’t want to have this conversation with her dad, but she was beginning to see that it was inevitable. And she’d rather it take place on the phone when he was thousands of kilometers away, then in person, where the humiliation factor would be considerably higher.
‘You’re mad that I went to bed out of wedlock, and with someone you don’t like,’ she said softly. ‘But how mad would you have been, if I’d done the same thing with Lincoln, three weeks ago?’
‘I already told you, Ivyanne-anyone would have been preferable to Tristan!’
‘Really?’ She asked skeptically. ‘Even if meant that I could be pregnant with a half-breed now, instead of a possible Marked child?’
The silence communicated that Ivyanne’s point had been driven home at last. 
‘Hang on…’ her father said. ‘Three weeks ago? When Lincoln was a human?’
‘Yup!’ Ivyanne didn’t see any reason to gloss the matter over. ‘I was that close to ruining one thousand years of undiluted Court blood, with a bartender, behind his girlfriend’s back, in a chlorinated pool in a resort past its prime.’ She bit her lip, letting that sink in. ‘If Tristan hadn’t shown up when he did, looking like he did, I can guarantee you, that you’d have three or four more reasons to be freaking furious with me right now. And I’m not making this up to take the heat off the mistake I did make, dad.’ She exhaled again. ‘Tristan’s seductive and manipulative and a complete game player, so I whole-heartedly agree with you on that. But if he wasn’t… I would have ended up in bed with the only other man who’s caught my interest in this lifetime. And it wasn’t Bane or Ardhi, father. It was always Link-and he tried every bit as hard to steal me away from this kingdom, as Tristan did to keep me within it. For that effort, you owe Tristan gratitude-not disgust.’ She got to her feet, seeing movement on the beach through the delicate lace curtains. ‘Mum too. You really need to stop giving her a hard time. She loves you dad, and she misses you like crazy. You should be at her side and mine, helping us right now-not avoiding us because you’re afraid you can’t hide your contempt.’
‘Ivyanne…’ Ash Court sounded lost. ‘I didn’t realize how hard this was for you. I mean, every Court woman before you waited until quite late in life to uh, cross lines…’
‘It was a different world, and none of them were silly enough to fall for a human at the age of thirteen either. The fact that the man I cared for was forbidden made it that much more of a temptation.’ She shrugged, seeing Lincoln walk across the beach towards the house, and her eyes lingered on the place where his wet board shorts drew down, revealing paler, intimate skin. Yep, he was a liability, all right, and her attraction to him had doubled now that he was mer, and in her face every day.
But her attraction to him wasn’t exclusive either, and she wondered that if things worked out in Lincoln’s favor, would the commitment be as infallible as in her youthful fantasies? Or would the memory of Tristan’s touch make her tremble decades from now? Would she gather with them one night, drink too much palm wine, and beg Lincoln to let Tristan join them in the water? The fantasy was far too appealing and her face flushed like she’d run a mile. She glanced at Tristan’s boat, bobbing in the shallows, and the heat spread lower.
‘I’m weak, I’ll own that. But…’ she smiled, wondering if she was going to piss him off or amuse the king with her next remark: ‘Maybe a full-blood Marked child will be stronger, hmm? After all, all of the fathers in our line were former humans. Maybe Tristan’s child, will be more resilient to withdrawals than yours was.’
Her father snorted. ‘I’ve been with you so far Ivyanne, but if you expect me to swallow that the child of the kingdom’s biggest player and the first princess to have pre-marital sex will have a lower sex drive than its predecessors did, I am going to laugh at you.’
Ivyanne laughed, and it felt wonderful. ‘Okay, you might have the point this time.’
‘Thank you.’ He muttered grudgingly.
Just then, a glimmer of gold diverted Ivyanne’s gaze from Tristan’s boat, and she shifted in time to see a soaking wet figure wrap itself around Lincoln, rubbing his back, a blissful smile on her familiar, face. It wasn’t until the woman pulled back that a surge of recognition sluiced through Ivyanne. She saw now what had thrown her before-the hair color. Flaxen where red ought to be. Ivyanne’s lungs constricted.
‘Dad?’ She didn’t wait for his response. ‘I have to go. Now.’ 
Ivyanne ended the call and pocketed the phone as she leapt over her mother’s bed and flung open the door. Her already overwrought heart began to race as she jogged down the hall, almost taking out a shocked-looking Saraya when she emerged from the bathroom.
‘Do I hear a Scottish accent?’ Saraya asked, her doe-like brown eyes wide.
‘You do.’ Ivyanne said grimly. She took the stairs two at a time, the feelings within her too conflicting to detangle. Ardhi’s Lux was there and she was terrified of having to face her, and seeing the accusation in Lux’s remarkable eyes. But there was so much more to the other woman’s arrival to distress Ivyanne than that-a suspicion confirmed when she came to a halt at the foot of the steps to see Lux holding Lincoln’s face close to hers under the guise of studying him.
But it wouldn’t be a guise. It never was with Lux. The only man she’d never made a play for, was the one she had come to mourn. Aside from Ardhi, the oversexed mermaid regarded every man as fair game. And because she’d been turned after being rendered infertile as a human-every man actually was a potential lover for her, human or mer. The rules didn’t, and never would limit her options, the way they did every other mer.
And Lincoln’s face was in the grip of her perfectly polished red nails. Ivyanne’s stomach tightened.
‘..Just so damn adorable!’ Lux was murmuring. ‘Gosh honey, if she doesn’t snap you up, swear to god that you’ll hunt me down. Or prepare to be hunted.’
‘Lux!’ Ivyanne tried to sound eager, but jealousy tightened her teeth around the greeting. ‘Where have you been? Have you seen the Kayu-Api’s yet? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’
Heads turned to Ivyanne, and their expressions were varied. Vana looked perplexed, Tristan looked smug, Lincoln looked dazed, and Lux’s expression lost its animation. There had been an undercurrent of tension between them every time they’d crossed paths in the past, which wasn’t often. Probably because they were polar opposites of each other, and possibly because they’d both considered themselves Ardhi’s closest confidante.
And now, Ivyanne had inadvertently brought upon that boy’s death, and the accusation was written all over Lux’s face. As the guilt and worry was on Tristan’s face beside her. He didn’t think she knew, but she knew. It was just one more piece of information her father had dropped into her lap as part of case-building against Tristan.
Lux released Lincoln’s jaw and turned to Ivyanne, extending her arms. Ivyanne stepped into them, allowing herself to be encased in a wet embrace.
‘I’ve been all over, no I can’t find them, that’s why I’m here, and because I didn’t know when I’d arrive.’ Lux said softly into her ear, squeezing Ivyanne more tightly. She pulled back after a moment, her eyes watering. ‘Oh honey, look at you. You look-’
‘Like I lost my best friend? Just got yelled at by my dad? Worried that I might be pregnant?’ Ivyanne attempted to make a joke of it, but her voice caught on the emotion in her throat. It had been three days since she’d stopped weeping over Ardhi on an hourly basis, and she feared that Lux’s presence would send her back to the dark. 
‘Pretty much.’ Lux smiled sadly, her hostility shelved for the significance of mourning, Ivyanne supposed. But then she looked over her shoulder, at Lincoln, before returning to Ivyanne. ‘Still...I’ve spied a silver lining or two…’
Tristan snorted. Lincoln flushed.
Ivyanne relaxed somewhat. That was the thing about Lux; Even though she’d make a play for your man, she’d warn you first. It was honest in a refreshing way, similar to how Tristan handled his personal life. Unapologetic. As Ivyanne had to be, if she was going to guard her interests.
‘Yes. But I should preface your introduction by warning you that these two men are off-limits Lux-even to you.’ Ivyanne smiled warmly. ‘And believe me when I say, that Ardhi would have wanted it that way.’
Lux threw back her head and laughed, then pivoted, keeping one arm around Ivyanne’s shoulders as she gestured to Lincoln with the other.
‘Naw, really? But he’s so hot!’ Lux grinned at Lincoln, who was still staring at her, bewildered, and then gave Ivyanne a sidelong look. ‘Is he mute, though? How very Disney of you!’
‘Nah,’ Tristan piped up, leaning against the kitchen bench. ‘He’s just not used to being called good-looking.’ He winked at Ivyanne, a cheeky gesture that made her heart (womb?) skip a beat, even though she was already offended on Lincoln’s behalf.
‘Tall, yes. Intruding yes, deluded-definitely….but never good-looking.’
Vana cleared her throat and turned to shut the laptop on the dining table behind her, not quickly enough though, to keep her smirk hidden from her daughter’s eyes. Saraya didn’t even manage that-her titter floated down the stairs from above. 
Ivyanne was at a loss for words-even when Tristan went too far, he did it with such panache that it made laughter damn near unavoidable.
Lincoln, however, thawed at the comment. He turned to Tristan and snarled : ‘You right mate?’
‘Of course.’ Tristan blinked, looking innocent. ‘Why do you ask?’
‘Because for a second there, I foresaw your death.’ Lincoln’s eyes found Lux’s again and he beamed. ‘It’s nice to meet you. And yes, I’m quite capable of speech.’
‘Except around blondes.’ Tristan nudged him with his elbow. ‘Caught sight of the girl your dad was interviewing this morning when I went in for breakfast, and guess what?’
Lincoln rolled his head on his neck, his expression between exasperated and foreboding. ‘What?’
Tristan smiled. ‘Daddy’s hired you a new employee to fixate on!’
Ivyanne groaned lightly. Lux was watching Tristan with wry amusement.
‘Excuse you?’ Lincoln’s voice was icy.
‘No seriously-she’s exactly your type. Bit shorter and flatter chested than Ivyanne, but more in your league.’ Tristan included Ivyanne in his cunning smile before addressing Lincoln again. ‘First was a socialite, second was a princess...and this one’s a bit of a pixie! You could be engaged-’ he clicked his fingers ‘-by the end of the week!’
‘Tristan…!’ Ivyanne moaned, louder than she needed to. She was trying to draw focus from her mother, who’s shoulders were shaking with silent laughter. ‘For a forty year old man, you can be a real infant, you know?’
‘Guilty as charged.’ Tristan pushed himself up onto the kitchen bench and ruffled Lincoln’s hair. ‘But Link likes it, don’t yah Link? Makes him feel all included in our watery embrace.’
‘Yeah. Your love warms me so.’ Lincoln deadpanned, then looked directly at Ivyanne, his expression serious. ‘You know I’m not going to hit on some new waitress, right?’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘Of course.’ But she had to admit, Tristan had sort of made a good point. Lincoln was going into work that afternoon without her for the first time in weeks, to work with the new girl. What if she was his type? What if he got sick of waiting and….? She blinked the thought away, thinking of how hypocritical it was for her to get jealous and paranoid when she was the one making them all do the waiting.
‘Is this at that resort Ardhi’s mentioned?’ Lux asked, looking at Lincoln curiously. ‘And does it have a bar? Because I could go a cocktail or two.’
‘Yeah. I own it.’ Lincoln straightened somewhat. ‘And we have some killer cocktails.’
‘You mean, your dad owns it.’ Tristan corrected.
‘All right!’ Lincoln wheeled on him. ‘What’s your problem? You’re spewing more bile in my direction today than usual. And given what I just heard outside, that’s a very dangerous thing for you to be-’
‘Go on, fight dirty!’ Tristan jumped off the bench and stepped up to Lincoln, all levity draining from his posture. ‘It’s about time you acted like the sneaky little shit you are.’
‘Tristan!’ Ivyanne shrugged off Lux’s hold, ready to intervene. Tristan was an inch or two shorter than Lincoln, and yet the combination of his build, and his sudden change of mood, seemed to take up all the space in the room. If it came to a fight, Tristan would decimate Lincoln-there was no question about it. ‘What’s gotten into you?’
Tristan glanced at Lux, scowling, then to Ivyanne. ‘Nothing you won’t find out about soon enough, I’m sure.’
Ivyanne rolled her eyes. ‘Oh...Tristan I already know.’
Tristan blinked at her. ‘What?’
‘You do?’ Lux’s voice was smaller than usual.
Ivyanne nodded, trying not to see the slightly disappointed expression on Lincoln’s face. ‘Dad told me, okay? And Ardhi told him. So if you’re lashing out at Lincoln in paranoia, save your breath.’
‘Nothing paranoid about it,’ Tristan grumbled. ‘You should have seen the look on his face when he overheard it mentioned. Like someone had given him five hammocks at once!’
‘What?’ Ivyanne was confused. ‘Hammocks?’
‘Right there with ya…’ Lux drawled.
‘You are such a smart arse.’ Lincoln sneered, standing taller himself.
‘And you are such a brown noser!’ Tristan shot back. ‘Admit it, you couldn’t wait to tell her. Just like you can’t wait to meet Ash and give him as many more reasons to hate me as you can manage.’
‘Tristan..’ Ivyanne whined. ‘Back off, okay?’
Tristan’s head whipped around to include her in his glare. ‘And Ivyanne takes poor wittle Wink’s side again!’ He shook his head at Lincoln, looking disgusted. ‘How nice it must be for you, to feel so protected. By. A. Girl. No wonder I’m more of a smart-ass lately than usual! The kingdom needs me to step up!’ He gestured to the room. ‘Why don’t you just admit that you’ve played as dirty as I have from the beginning huh? Own it, asshole, and stop trying to make me look bad, because you don’t know how to make yourself look better.’
‘Come on Loveridge!’ Lux whined. ‘I didn’t come all this way to see you bully someone because you’re jealous.’
‘Jealous?’ He repeated after glancing back to her. ‘Yeah. You’re right, I am.’ His eyes flicked back to Ivyanne’s own. ‘Pissed off too, and I’m entitled to both feelings. I’ve had a lot of alone time to dwell on them lately, after all, while you’ve been swimming into the sunset with this clown-who already has your dad’s approval, sight unseen! It’s not fair!’
Ivyanne blinked, hurt. The conversation that she’d just had with her father came back to her, and anger joined the pain. She’d just stood up for Tristan, and now he was ripping Lincoln to shreds over imagined insecurities! Angry tears pricked at her eyes. ‘I’m not discussing this,’ she said through clenched teeth. ‘The rules, remember? I know seeing Lux scared you, and apparently Link’s reaction disarmed you, but that’s no reason to turn into a bully.’
‘Agreed.’ The queen turned, fixing Tristan with an empathetic, though firm look. ‘I know you’re dealing with a lot. Ash’s attitude towards you is unfair, and unwarranted, but you can’t take that out on Link, Tristan. It’s not his doing.’
‘Perhaps not.’ Tristan cut her off and turned back to Lincoln, who was frozen like an incredibly tall statue. ‘But I’ll bet Link doesn’t think it’s unfair. I’ll bet Link can’t wait to take advantage of it.’ He shoved Lincoln lightly. ‘You can’t wait to take everything from me. And even if she is pregnant, you’re not going to back off, are you? Because the fact that I saved your life, and the possibility that I might have fathered her child, doesn’t override the connection you think you have with her, does it?’
All eyes turned to Lincoln, including Ivyanne’s own. She was holding herself, resisting the urge to leap between them, as it would only incense Tristan further if he interpreted it as a protective act on Lincoln’s behalf. Which it would have been. She held her breath instead, morbidly curious about Lincoln’s answer.
‘No.’ Lincoln answered coolly, making Ivyanne’s scalp prickle. ‘I won’t stop until she’s my wife. And I don’t care if you have six children with her first. Nothing you do will convince me that she doesn’t belong with me.’ His brow twitched. ‘And though I’m grateful to you for having come after me that night...I would have preferred death, to losing her again. Just like Ardhi did.’
Ivyanne was overcome with sudden nausea, and she curled her arm around her stomach. ‘Guys…’ her voice was tissue soft, echoing how she felt. ‘Please-’
‘Yes, please, let’s not have a scene.’ Vana placed a hand on Tristan’s shoulder. ‘You’ve both made it this far. Tristan…’
He turned to look at her, eyes still tight. ‘Yes your majesty?’
Vana exhaled a shaky breath. ‘You know how I feel on the matter, it’s no secret….’ She darted Lincoln an apologetic look. ‘But my daughter’s feelings, and the welfare of a child she might be carrying, outweigh them...so please, don’t make me ask you to leave on your last afternoon with us. I don’t want to do it, but I will, if this escalates.’
The hurt in Tristan’s expression was absolute, but fleeting, causing a hard lump to rise to the back of Ivyanne’s throat. She wanted to move to him, to hug him and apologize for any hurt she was causing without having realized it, but what was the point? If he didn’t know how hard this was for her, then he didn’t know her at all, and she’d explained herself enough by then. So she remained mute.
Tristan pressed his lips into a hard line for a moment, looking from the queen, to Lux, to Ivyanne, then finally-to Lincoln. Then he took a step backwards. 
‘I won’t make you ask me to leave, your majesty.’ He said coldly. ‘I’ll show myself out.’
Ivyanne’s heart skipped a beat. ‘But-your flight isn’t for hours.’
‘And yet I can’t take this noble suffering high road shit for one more minute.’ He stepped back. ‘You’ve got some mad skills when it comes to ignoring me when we’re in a room together, so just think of how much easier it’ll be with me hiding my pretty little head on my boat for the rest of the day.’
Ivyanne flinched at the expression he’d emphasized- a reference to a conversation they’d had mere minutes before he’d deflowered her. She’d told him she wouldn’t make him hide his ‘pretty little head’ and she hadn’t. She’d hidden her own, and hurt him all the same.
‘Don’t bother.’ Lincoln snapped. ‘I’ve got to get to work anyway. Consider this your last chance to trap her into a marriage-while she’s not too busy protecting me, that is.’
Ivyanne made a face at her mother, but Vana’s eyes were locked on Tristan, and they were watering tellingly. Seeing that hurt on her mother’s face was the biggest blow of all, and Ivyanne hated herself in that moment, for having caused so much disquiet among the people she cared for the most.
‘I’ll come.’ Lux stepped to Lincoln’s side, smiling sadly at Ivyanne. ‘It’s a little tense here, sorry. I needed a drink before, but I could use eight now.’
‘Sure.’ Ivyanne said quietly, nodding. She was glad that someone would go with Lincoln-she was originally going to volunteer, but now she knew that such a move would be detrimental to her relationship with Tristan. Whatever was left of it. 
All the same, she didn’t want Lincoln swimming off alone, and feeling lonely to boot.
I guess I do protect him. She thought, ashamed without knowing why. But, I just try to give what’s needed of me. And Tristan is a rock. All he wants is my hand, and since I can’t give him that yet, what other compensation is there? He’s had my time. Just not alone time. It wouldn’t be fitting, not in light of what happened the last time...
‘I’ll come too.’ Saraya came barreling down the stairs. ‘This whole situation would be so much easier to live with if I was hammered.’ She looked to the queen. ‘With uh, your permission of course, highness.’
Vana nodded, still not looking away from Tristan. ‘Of course. I think Ivyanne and I could do with a bit of time to ourselves.’ She turned to Lincoln. ‘If I give you the keys to my boat, to take them over, will you be capable of driving them back? I won’t have drunken mermaids navigating themselves home.’
I’m not even queen yet, and I’m driving my people to drink! She thought morosely. Some leader I’ll be!
Lincoln paused, eyebrows drawing together tightly. ‘Is it hard?’
‘I’ll show you on the way over. If you can’t work it out, Lux and I can just crash there.’ Saraya said. ‘That way she and I can dress first.’
Lincoln nodded. ‘Okay. Either sounds good.’
Ivyanne’s breathing hitched. ‘You’re going to drive a boat?’
Lincoln smiled tightly. ‘Don’t be protecting me again, my love.’ He said this as though he were oblivious to Tristan and his phobia of marine craft, but the trembling hand he extended to Vana to take the silvery keys, said otherwise. ‘A mer king ought to know how to do these sorts of things.’
There was a blur of activity as Tristan spun and pushed open the screen door, stomped out, and let it slam shut behind him. Silence followed his exit. Everyone looked everywhere, but each other. 
 



3.
‘Okay so…’ Lincoln was too busy watching Lux and Saraya drinking up a storm in the centre most table of the room to focus completely on the new girl ringing up the order at his elbow. The dazzling mermaids looked like they were having so much fun, and Lincoln longed to be with them. He could almost taste the rum sloshing down the back of his throat. He knew it would smooth the residual tremble from his hands-the result of having steered Vana’s sleek white motorboat to the resort at Saraya’s breakneck pace.
It had been..an experience. Not an awful one, but all consuming. So consuming, in fact, that he hadn’t even begun to fret about what was going on back on Bracken until they’d docked down at the marina.
I can’t believe I had to leave her almost completely alone with him. He thought morosely, scratching the back of his head in agitation. Sand slid under his fingernails. What if she’s trying to comfort him now? How will she be going about it?
How about, how are your staff going to go about making you money when you’re too spacey to show them how? Another thought intervened. Get a grip man!
‘….So you hit the buttons for the meals on this side of the register...and then the drinks on the other….then sub-total-’
‘-Done.’
Lincoln looked down at Sherri’s smiling, pixie-like face and blinked back his surprise. ‘What?’
She smiled, indicating to the sale she’d rung up. ‘I watched you do it with the first order, remember?’
‘And you remembered it? Just like that?’ Lincoln was surprised. He’d had to show Ivyanne several times...after Adele had shown her several times. And she still made constant errors! Technology of any sort just wasn’t her thing. ‘Are you rain man or something?’
Sherri laughed. ‘No, sorry. Can’t do long division to save my life. But work in bars long enough and you go through a few systems. They’ve all got something in common.’ She tore the docket out of the printer teeth and placed it on her tray. ‘By the way, have you considered using an LRS Coaster Paging System during the day for meal collection instead of table service? It’s a bistro set up in here so you could get away with it, and free up the bartenders for pouring drinks-which is where you seem to make most of your money in the afternoons.’
‘Actually, I have.’ Lincoln said, glancing at the docket in her hand. The couple at table three had ordered two pots of gold. He moved to the tap and picked up a glass with one hand as he yanked down on the lever of the other. ‘We’re going to wait until the modifications are finished in the function room next door. We’ll offer silver service in there as a restaurant when the room isn’t booked for a party, and make this entire side bistro.’
‘Great idea. I had a peek in there before-it looks incredibly elegant. Beachy but…’
‘Swish.’ Lincoln finished, thinking of the space Lydia from the coffee shop had been slaving over for a week. She worked fast, and was doing a brilliant job. And it was coming in well under budget already. ‘I can’t wait to start advertising it.’
‘Do up some fliers tonight.’ Sherri said.
Lincoln looked at her. ‘Huh?’
She pushed a strand of short ash-blonde hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear as she took the first beer from him. ‘Tomorrow is Australia Day. I saw in the book that you have eleven massive tables booked with local guests, not just in-room tourists. Locals are your target clientele for functions, aren’t they? It would be a prime opportunity to get some buzz started, to hit ‘em with it when they’re already here.’
Lincoln poured the second beer, shaking his head. ‘I still think you’re rain man.’
‘That’s because you haven’t seen me parallel park yet.’ Sherri said, matter-of-factly. But she treated him to a sidelong smile. Her eyes were grey, the pupils ringed with a trace of hazel. She was pretty in a pint-sized, delicate sort of way. Not his type, contrary to Tristan’s earlier jibes, but still a looker. His dad had hit a home run again! 
‘But thanks. Anyway, I better get these beers to the peops.’
Lincoln handed her the XXXX Gold and watched her place it and then saunter off, tray balanced perfectly on her upraised fingers, trying to pretend not to notice Lux’s striking lilac eyes scanning him for the seventh time since she’d arrived. He liked the boost to his ego, but the woman’s blatant flirtations made him nervous. 
Lux had talked the whole way over, and now Lincoln had a better idea of who she was, and how she’d come to be that way. Apparently, she had been swimming in a loch in Scotland-pretending to be a mermaid-as a nineteen year old woman, when she’d gotten a cramp, and had begun to drown.
A little boy, a local and a mer, had come to her aid-resuscitating her as he’d been instructed at a very young age, unbeknownst to the fact that he was a mystic mermaid-capable of turning. Lux’s transition brought this to light, and the boy, Roan, had been betrothed to a princess he’d never met later that day. A marriage that would be thwarted by the Indian Ocean Tsunami, almost two decades later.
Like with Lincoln, Lux had need training-and cousins of Roan Fire-the Kayu-Api’s, had offered their tuition in exchange for her caring for their little boy. As Ardhi had grown, he and Lux had remained close, despite the fact that they had no common ground but a deep affection for one another. Sort of like the strange bond between Vana and Tristan, and the one that had existed between Ardhi and Ivyanne.
They hadn’t lived on the same continents much-Lux was a performer of sorts and like Tristan, based in L.A, though she did travel frequently. She’d been a burlesque dancer, an actress, a writer of steamy mermaid-themed erotic novels and nowadays, she posed as a cosplay mermaid ‘performer’. They were careers centering around sensuality, and Lux played the part accordingly. Her sex drive was high, but because she’d had bone cancer in her youth, her fertility was non-existent. The upshot of this, was that Lux Scarberry, could bed any man she saw fit.
And did.
Lincoln had decided within two minutes of meeting her that it was best to avoid eye-contact, and shrug her remarks off, but once he’d learned about her free pass (making what she and Tristan did natural, and not the breaking of a rule) he’d realized he’d have to feign indifference to stay off her radar. Apparently, she’d just dyed her naturally red hair the platinum strawberry color that so closely matched her skin, and joked that now that she had the passion of a red-head, with the appeal of a blonde, she would be unstoppable.
Lincoln hoped not. She eyed him the way she eyed her frothy cocktail, and the platter of deep friend camembert she’d ordered-lustily. And despite her larger frame and arrogant nature, Link had to admit that she was hot. He could see why Tristan had gone there.
‘Cute new girl.’ Remi, their resident redhead, strolled in behind the bar, her eyes following Sherri. ‘But another blonde Link? Really?’
‘Dad’s doing. And don’t even suggest what I almost knocked Tristan out for suggesting.’ Lincoln grumbled. ‘She’d have to shoot up four inches, grow her hair to her waist and swallow Ivyanne whole to appeal to me.’
‘Touchy! But point taken!’ Remi’s eyes scanned the room and landed on the table in the centre. ‘Hey...is that Lux?’
‘Yep.’ Lincoln went back to busying himself. ‘She just arrived this afternoon to pay her respects to Ivyanne over, um, Ardhi.’
‘And she’s already drinking.’ Remi clucked her tongue. ‘That girl has no sense of self preservation.’
‘Probably because she’s already been close to death twice.’ Lincoln pointed out, thinking of his own circumstances. Wasn’t that why he’d taken the wheel of the boat that day? Because the worst thing that could happened to him in the water had already happened, twice?
‘True.’ Remi sighed. ‘I just can’t drink. My husband doesn’t drink often, but when he does, he makes a mess of himself. Every time I get stressed out about having to leave him, and consider knocking one back, I remember hosing the vomit out of his hair in the backyard, and change my mind.’
‘Humans.’ Lincoln winked at her. ‘Crazy bastards.’
‘Absolutely.’
‘So what’s the new girl like?’
Lincoln looked up, watching Sherri work, thinking it over. She was a quirky little thing-her hair was cut short so that the ends flipped out, and she’d chosen to pair her uniform with pink and black checked knee socks. The ring on her right hand was a chunky skull, that served to open beers as well, and she had one of those stretcher things in her right ear which he hated, but Sherri managed to pull it off without looking menacing. She was like no one he’d ever met before-and it was funny because he’d expected something completely different after reading her resume. 
According to that, she’d grown up on a farm, had managed a country tavern for eight years, spent the past year on a Greenpeace ship and had half-completed a degree in agricultural studies. She’d been backpacking around the east coast of Australia for a month, and had only been looking for temporary work when his father had offered for her to train as management and fill Adele’s role. She’d accepted on a trial basis. If she didn’t like it or they her-she’d be happy to sever ties and continue on her way.
‘She’s great.’ He said honestly. ‘Polite and naturally just good at this. I hope she decides to stay on, but she’s an actual backpacker, so who knows?’
‘As good as Adele?’ Remi was winding her wild red waves up with a pencil, watching Sherri as well.
‘Better.’As he said it, Lincoln felt a pang of guilt in his chest. Was he a horrible person for being so eager to give away Adele’s job without actually learning where his ex was and if she was okay first? 
He’d heard that she’d been in contact with her parents and had withdrawn a few large sums of money from her trust account-but Walter and Brenda Knightly hadn’t given him any more information than that. Whether it was because she’d asked them not to, or they were angry at him, or they simply didn’t know was a mystery, but the established theory was that she was on a bender of sorts, drinking and partying him out of her head. 
That made Lincoln feel bad, but then again, Adele loved to party and it was technically her break between years at university, so whatever it took for her to get over him, was okay with him-so long as she wasn’t living it up too much. Or, more succinctly- with too many. 
Especially while he wasn’t getting any. 
And that thought triggered a recollection of his dream and he flushed instantly, all thoughts of Sherri, Adele, Lux, the world and the bar leaving his mind. He missed Ivyanne already. And he missed what they were missing out on while they weren’t officially together.
‘Sweet.’ Remi picked up her tray. ‘I’m going to go clear the glasses from round the pool.’
‘Kay.’ Lincoln could feel those eyes on him again from the restaurant, and he pulled his phone out, mindlessly checking for messages, needing to appear as oblivious as he wasn’t feeling. Heat creeped up his neck. Was Lux a mystic too? Of the sexual variety? Or were the withdrawals messing with him once more? It was strange to be so aware of her, seeing that Ivyanne had been the only person on his mind for over a month.
The two waitresses narrowly missed one another as Remi exited the bar, and Sherri rushed back in. They exchanged brief greetings.
‘So Link...you got a girlfriend?’ Sherri asked as she returned, sliding the tray onto the bar and then walking around the other side.
‘Girlfriend?’ He repeated, hearing the squeak in his voice. Had she read his mind? ‘Why do you ask?’
Sherri pulled a bottle of water off the counter and took a sip, then screwed the cap back on. ‘Because if you don’t, I think the buxom blonde at table twelve would like to fill out an application. She hasn’t taken her eyes off you since she got here.’
‘Ahh…’ Lincoln said, pocketing his phone, embarrassed. ‘You’ve noticed that too?’
Sherri nodded boldly. ‘I’m tempted to go offer her a towel for the seat.’
Lincoln snorted. ‘She’s a bit of a wildcat that one. I dare say that her attention will be diverted by the next bloke who walks through the door.’
‘And I dare say that you’re one of those men  suffering low self-esteem, despite the fact that they’re entitled to the highest.’ Sherri said with a quick grin. ‘I’ve seen at least six girls check you out since you got here- including the chick in the function room.’
Had Lincoln been a dog, he would have wagged his tail at the news. Six? That was...almost unthinkable. 
‘Well…’ he mumbled, flattered, wishing Ivyanne was there to notice others noticing him. He wanted her jealous and nervous, even if she had no reason to be. Lord knew he was feeling both emotions on a daily basis in almost unmanageable degrees-especially in the wake of Tristan’s cry for attention. Would Ivyanne grant it, or leave Tristan to stew? Lincoln prayed it was the latter.
Everyone joked about what a lady killer Tristan was, and though Lincoln made sarcastic remarks about his rival being a man-whore, secretly, he wished that he was the one everyone assumed was a tiger in the sack. He wanted Saraya to make a joke about showering with him like she’d offered Tristan numerous times, or have other men ask him for work-out advice. Lincoln knew he looked good-and he was getting more and more defined every day, which made his initial weight-loss (bloat-loss?) Seem laughable. But he still had a long way to go before he literally made women shed their clothes on the spot, like Ivyanne had for Tristan. 
Pain twisted in his stomach like someone turning a knife.
‘Whoa...where did you just go?’ Sherri asked, waving a hand in front of his face. ‘Something I said?’
‘No. I was thinking about the question.’ He answered. ‘No I don’t have a girlfriend, but I am working on it. A lot. And I have some stiff competition.’
‘Uh-oh.’ Sherri said, leaning on the bar. ‘That’s gotta suck. What are you going to do about it?’
‘The other guy is taking off for a few days.’ Lincoln said, absentmindedly gazing down at his arm, seeing the hair there thinning, as Tristan had warned him it would. Apparently, the mers lost all of the hair that wasn’t on their heads. The idea was an unsettling one-but when he applied the same rules to Ivyanne’s own skin...a shudder of arousal ran through him.
‘And...and I was wondering what I could do to you know, work that to my advantage without pushing her.’
Hairless. He thought, wetting his lips. Sweet, soft and bare… His fingers twitched.
‘There’s lots of things. Flowers, sexts, ask her on a date, arrange an accidental one…..’ Sherri shrugged, not noticing his glazed expression. ‘Cliches work with girls. That’s how they become clichés. Just put a personal spin on it.’
Lincoln thought it over, snapping out of his oversexed mental haze long enough to absorb what she was saying. Flowers? For a mermaid? He’d have to do it today, while he had the boat. But what else could he do, now that he had cause to return as a designated driver? Take a boat with a midnight picnic and have it ready for when he finished work that night? Make her forget that she cared about Tristan’s feelings at all, by kissing her into oblivion while no one was around?
Kissing her where it’s bare…?
Lincoln grinned at the thought, and more ideas came to mind. What if he made Ivyanne flowers from things that were more her? Shells, pearls, driftwood…? An expectant smile came to his face. This could be fun! And all of a sudden, he didn’t want to put it off another second. 
‘Hey Sherri…’ he began.
She smiled at him. ‘Go. Get the wheels in motion. I can hold down things for an hour or so while you work it out.’
Lincoln could have kissed her. ‘Thanks so much!’ He turned and immediately headed across the room, towards the beach entrance. He’d go collect things for the bouquet first and try to fashion something. He wasn’t the most artistic man on the planet, but what if Lydia helped?
‘Hey…’ a hand closed around his wrist as he passed the mermaid table. One look confirmed that Lux had him, and her face was glowing with that ‘drank beyond a mermaids boundaries’ glow he’d seen on Ivyanne’s own face once. ‘Where are you fleeing to, sexy?’
Lincoln grinned and politely disengaged his arm from her grip. ‘Off to plan a surprise for Ivyanne. I’ll be back in time to take you home, don’t worry.’
‘Take me home?’ Lux purred. ‘Promise?’
Lincoln wagged his finger at her. ‘I’m watching you, young lady.’
Lux laughed. ‘That makes it mutual then.’
‘Good luck!’ Saraya chirped, elbowing Lux. ‘And knock it off you.’
‘Okay, okay…’ Lux drawled, waving her arm dismissively. ‘Run off after the skinny blonde. Typical!’
Lincoln winked at Saraya, ignoring the slightly put-out expression on Lux’s face. 
‘Never been the lucky type.’ He confessed. ‘But I’m starting to think that maybe I’ll be okay without it.’
With that, he strode into the bright sunshine and headed down the grassy hill, which was thick and lush after the recent Ardhi-induced rain. Who needed luck, now that he’d finally met a helpful blonde?
⁓
Ivyanne took a sip from her water glass as she shifted through the color photographs her mother had handed her, her heart seizing every time she encountered an image displaying a particularly bad case of coral bleaching. It was important work-important enough even to distract her from the ridiculous chapter in her life she’d decided to close the book on for the evening.
‘Those are the worst,’ Vana said softly. ‘It can’t be undone. But these…’ she handed Ivyanne a different stack of photographs, pointing to the GPS co-ordinates typed onto the upmost left corner. ‘These are places in the Great Barrier Reef that should be reversible. I’d like to go soon, and speed the process along.’
Ivyanne lingered on a photo that was familiar to her. ‘Didn’t we already treat this area?’
‘After the first El Nino,’ her mother confirmed. ‘But we haven’t been back since the second.’
‘This is right near an island.’ Ivyanne said, frowning down at the image. ‘There are tourists there constantly.’ The mermaids could heal the coral. Ivyanne had spent weeks doing it before. But it required spending a lot of time submerged, transferring her energy with direct contact-a feat made impossible with humans constantly paddling about. 
‘We’ll go after the next severe cyclone.’ Her mother said. ‘They’ll evacuate like last time, and we’ll drop whatever we’re doing to get there. Could buy us a window of a day, maximum.’
‘The damage will be worse then mum. And it’s cyclone season now. Maybe we should just start recruiting for a midnight mission?’ Ivyanne glanced out the window. The sun had just set, and the sky was a deep, cloudless lilac. There was no wind, so the only sound she could hear was the shower running upstairs, where Tristan was preparing for his flight. He’d breezed in half an hour before, and headed upstairs without commenting, or looking at her. ‘Even a rainy day would scare the tourists inside long enough for us to make headway. It’s too bad Ardhi’s not around to stir things up a bit-’ she broke off mid-sentence, frowning. ‘It’s too bad’ seemed like a featherlight sentiment to utter over the death of her former best friend. A death he’d given himself readily to, for her. Guilt constricted her heart.
‘Baby, don’t.’ Vana’s warm hand pressed down on hers. ‘If I’ve learned anything in my four centuries, it’s that we have a right to every single emotion and thought that occurs to us. Even the ones we think we should be judged for.’
‘And Ardhi has a right for me to be weeping for him endlessly-not to rue his death when I see how his life could have benefited me.’ Ivyanne put down the photos and sank her head into her hands. ‘God I really hate myself these days. I don’t know what’s going through my head anymore. Six months ago, Ardhi’s death would have slayed me. But I wept more for Nigara, who I didn’t even know.’
‘You’re dealing with a lot and between you and I….you’ve under-reacted to a lot of things lately. The Ivyanne I know would be so terrified of being pregnant that she’d be locked in her room. She’d be so scared of her father that she’d be calling him to apologize ten times a day. She’d be so mad at Tristan that she’d have sent him packing two weeks ago, and she’d be on the Kayu-Api’s door, begging forgiveness.’
Ivyanne snorted a joyless laugh and looked at her mother. ‘So you agree that I’ve become heartless?’
But her mother smiled sadly. ‘No-I’m saying that I think you’re in shock.’ She reached out and tucked Ivyanne’s hair behind her ear. ‘You’re such an emotional girl-there’s no way that you’re dealing with this as well as you appear to be. I’m terrified that some tiny incident is going to set you off, and I’ll have a basket case on my hands.’
  Ivyanne thought it over, scanning her emotions for a possible lava pit waiting to bubble over. But all she felt was...indifference. An eerie calm, like she was observing what her life had become instead of participating in it. ‘Hmmm…’
‘But I pray that I’m wrong. You’ll be queen some day-and a little heartlessness would be beneficial to you.’
Ivyanne saw her mother’s point, and yet knowing that her inner reflection could have altered so was unsettling. ‘I can see why people find peace by acting evil. What I’d give to be indifferent to Tristan and Link, so I could just turn around and choose the best man for the job as opposed to agonizing over everyone’s damn feelings. Especially mine.’ Tristan’s face popped into her mind and she sighed. She didn’t doubt that as far as kings went, he’d make an incredible one. Everything he touched turn to gold.  
But Lincoln had a grip on her heart-and with every day he spent in her life, the vice was tightening. Besides, her being with Lincoln had clearly been Ardhi’s last wish. Her best friend had given his life, broken his own heart-to heal hers. Could she walk away from that?
‘Then life would hold no joy at all. It’s better to have a broken heart, than to never have used it.’
Ivyanne picked up her water glass again and had another sip, wishing that the subject had never been raised. She didn’t want to talk about the men in her life-she didn’t even want to think about them until it was absolutely required. But now that she’d thought of Lincoln, she was imagining him at work, without her, and her insides clenched, an attempt to squeeze down on the ache of loneliness rapidly developing there. Did he miss her too? Or was he too distracted by showing the new girl the ropes, to notice her absence?
The sound of footsteps descending the stairs brought Ivyanne back to the present. Tristan. She brought her water glass to her lips, staring at it, terrified to see the anger on his face.
‘Look Sven if you’re right, and Absalom have come into this green energy grant, then we needed to have pounced on this yesterday...’ Tristan was using his professional tone of voice. It was so different to his regular one. Ivyanne had heard him on the phone for business purposes a few times that week, and she had to admit that it was pretty hot. When he was talking business, she knew she was temporarily off his radar, and that was intriguing for some strange reason. ‘Draw up a proposal tonight before you leave the office, and e-mail it to me. I’ll have a read when I land, and we can discuss it in the morning.’
Ivyanne looked up, and her heart began to thrum giddily when she laid eyes on him. For almost three weeks, she’d been accustomed to seeing Tristan getting around either shirtless, or in casual beach gear. He was damn fine to look at regardless of what he was wearing (or not wearing) and had improved the view significantly. 
But now he was dressed as the CEO he was in straight black slacks, a long sleeve black collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a pale golden tie which offset his cropped curls. He looked downright edible. Professional, commanding and controlling. The clenching inside her dropped much lower, finding muscles she knew couldn’t be squeezed tight enough to soothe the ache.
‘Yeah, six a.m is fine. We can go down to Bondi at lunch.’ He paused, still not looking up or gracing her with the appreciative smile he usually stunned her with when he entered the room. Then, he grinned in response to something Sven had said, and Ivyanne’s heart rate accelerated. 
‘I know I don’t usually need to, but I’ve been living the beach life for almost a month now-it’s going to take ages to get back some stamina.’
Oh bloody hell. Ivyanne thought, absently putting her water glass down. That’s the shirt he was wearing the day we-
The sound of glass shattering broke her train of thought. Tristan and Vana’s heads shot up to look at her and Ivyanne cringed, glancing to her side to see where her glass had exploded into a million fragments on the polished wood floor. She’d been so bedazzled by Tristan’s glory that she’d missed the tabletop! Mortification heated her face.
‘Oh! Don’t move!’ Her mother was up within two seconds. ‘I’ll get the broom.’
Tristan covered the phone in his hand and finally looked at her, questioningly. She was many things-but a klutz wasn’t one of them. ‘You okay kiddo?’
Ivyanne looked up at him and swallowed. No. She wasn’t. Not even close.
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Tristan watched Ivyanne’s face turn a deep shade of red as her mother fussed around her ankles with a blue dustpan and brush. She was embarrassed? To have dropped a glass? How bizarre!
‘You still there man?’ Sven asked in his ear.
‘Yeah.’ Tristan said. ‘I have to say good-bye to the royal damsels now though, so I’ll leave you and see you in the morning.’ 
‘Okay man, bye. Looking forward to having you back!’
‘Wish I could say ‘likewise’.’ Tristan ended the call and pushed the phone into the pocket of his trousers, glancing down at the images in front of Ivyanne, needing some random subject to break the ice between them. He was still hurt and angry, but a swim had taken the edge off his pain, and he didn’t want to leave her alone with Link for three days, without softening the cracked earth between them a little first. ‘Coral bleaching?’
‘Yeah….’ Ivyanne’s voice was soft. ‘We need to organize damage control in a few areas.’
‘Let me know where and when then.’
‘Oh no.’ Vana waved her hand, uncurling herself from under the table with a dustpan full of broken glass shards. ‘You’re far too busy.’
‘Show me a mer who’s too busy to heal his environment, and I’ll show you a mer who needs a kick up the tail.’ 
‘I’ll get you another water.’ Vana said to Ivyanne, clearly as an excuse to leave them alone, and he was grateful for it. It made him feel slightly better about her threat from earlier that day. 
‘Thanks mum.’ Ivyanne said softly, then lifted her face to his. Her green eyes were conflicted. ‘It’ll probably be next week, after you go away again, during the night.’ She swallowed. ‘That is, if you still plan on returning between projects.’
Tristan opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Not return to her? The idea was unthinkable, especially while there was still a chance that she was pregnant to him! How could she think he’d write her off, after one quarrel? But before he could explain that they weren’t twelve, his phone buzzed again and he sighed, pulling it out.
‘Hello?’
‘Hey little man.’
Tristan smiled, and felt it all over. ‘Uncle Gar! What’s going on?’
The sound of another glass breaking superseded Garridan’s response. Tristan whirled, as Ivyanne did, staring at Vana, who was standing by an open kitchen cabinet, gazing down at her feet in surprise.
‘Mum?’ Ivyanne scurried out from under the table. ‘You didn’t?!’
‘What the..?’ Tristan frowned. ‘Sorry Gar, can I call you back in about half an hour? These Court women are apparently suffering from a severe case of butter fingers tonight.’
Vana looked up at him, her expression dazed.
There was silence for a moment. ‘You’re with the Courts? Still? But I thought...I mean, I was calling to-’
‘It’s a long ass story.’ Tristan said, lowering his voice. ‘But yeah, I’m with Ivyanne and Vana, but I need to board a flight soon, so I have to rush off-and apparently, fetch some glasses of water first before someone kills themselves.’
‘I’m fine.’ Vana dropped to her own knees, disappearing from sight. ‘Just...maybe they weren’t rinsed properly or something…’
‘Okay. Yeah, I’ll talk to you soon then.’ Garridan said softly.
‘Great. Any messages for our beautiful rulers in the meantime?’
Ivyanne looked over, smiling quickly, then turned away.
‘Um..sure.’ His uncle replied, sounding more ancient over the bad connection then he really was. ‘Tell Vana I said hello, and…. I hope she’s well.’
‘Will do. Talk soon.’
‘Bye.’
Tristan tucked his phone away a second time. ‘I’d like to help you clean up, ladies, but I have a flight to make. Ivyanne-’ he paused. ‘My rubber zodiac is on the beach. Can you give me a push out, so my suit doesn’t get wet? I’ll return my boat to the marina tonight. It’ll be safer there.’
‘Sure.’ Ivyanne stepped away from her mother, smoothing the front of her adorable shorts self-consciously as she approached. ‘I’ll be back in ten, mum.’
Ten? Tristan thought, delighted that she hadn’t said two. That’s something, I suppose.
‘Okay.’ Vana stood up, her eyes loaded with unspoken words. ‘I’ll see you in a few days.’ She said firmly. ‘Take care, Tristan. And thank you for everything.’
Tristan nodded curtly to her as Ivyanne stepped by him and opened the door. ‘And to you. Garridan Loveridge passes along his best wishes, by the way.’
Vana’s lips pressed together in a tight smile. ‘Return it when you speak to him.’
Ivyanne led him out onto the porch and down onto the beach, but stopped well before reaching the shore. She looked up at him in the darkness, and moonlight bathed her in its milky glow. Waning moonlight. The new moon would come soon and then, everything would change again. Tristan’s heart scampered at the thought, and he couldn’t help but glance down at her abdomen, checking it for any sign of swelling. But it was as flat and hard as always. His spirits sank, even though he wasn’t certain that pregnancy was what he prayed for. He’d rather earn her, than trap her.
‘I meant every word I said today, and if it made you feel even slightly guilty, then I’m glad.’ Tristan said, placing his briefcase on the sand. ‘It’s about time you felt something towards me, other than regret.’
Ivyanne looked heavenwards and ran her hands down exposed neck as she let out a long sigh, her exasperation and resignation clear. ‘Regret?’ She lowered her gaze. ‘I regret nothing, Tristan. Which is precisely why I over compensate with Lincoln. Well, it’s one of the reasons why-certainly not the only.’
Tristan touched his fingers to her shoulder, letting them drift down to her elbow tentatively. She was so lovely, and her words didn’t require much clarification-the look in her eyes did that for her. 
‘Then why have you been working so hard to shut me out? Why do you swim with him every day, and have yet to get into the water at the same time as me? Do you know how that stings? This was our world, before he was in it. We should know it together, at least once.’
‘Because Lincoln has needed my guidance, Tristan, and you two can’t be together for more than five minutes without tugging at me like I’m some wishbone on Christmas Day. If I swum with both of you, I’d never get anything else done!’
‘Wish bone.’ He winked at her. ‘Kind of accurate description, you know.’
She shoved him gently. ‘The sweet things you say…’
Tristan smiled, but then it faltered. He wasn’t going to pun his way out of the conversation, or allow her to flirt their problems away. 
‘Okay so you don’t want to be submerged all day, I get that…but surely, you could have palmed him off to Saraya at least once, to join me. But you didn’t….’
‘No. I didn’t.’ Ivyanne met his gaze directly. ‘And I won’t be...not alone. And not with mum.’
‘Because it would hurt Link’s feelings if the three of us swum off like one big happy family?’ He guessed.
Ivyanne nodded. ‘In that instance yes, but as for the alone thing….’ She looked away. ‘It’s not a good idea. Not in light of what happened the last time we were left to our own devices. If it happened once, and overrode my judgement like that, it could happen again.’
A current began to hum lightly around his heart and when he reached out to touch her cheek, the feeling shot to his fingertips. Her lips parted on an inhalation, and she closed her eyes for the briefest of moments. Her moonlit profile made everything inside him tremble in reverence, and her suggestion was resonating strongly below his belt buckle as well.
‘You’re afraid that swimming with me alone, will result in me fucking your brains out again?’ He asked, his voice rough.
Ivyanne turned to him, her eyes alight with wicked intent. ‘Of course, you idiot.’ She stepped into him, taking his face in her hands. ‘The fact that you didn’t assume that before all else makes me question that supreme intellect of yours.’ She leaned into him, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. When her eyes fluttered open, the look within them made him instantly hard. 
‘We’ve been alone for two seconds, and I’m imagining your tongue in my mouth. It’s not polite, appropriate conduct for a princess who’s already shamed the family jewels, it’s not fair on Lincoln, and it’s not easy to brush aside-so I avoid it, by avoiding you.’ To punctuate this, she pushed off him and stepped back, clutching at the back of her intricate braids as though grasping something solid would help her deal with whatever she was dealing with. ‘I don’t trust myself alone with you. And for good reason. Not because I don’t want you Tristan, but because I want you too much.’
Tristan couldn’t have hoped for a better admission. It rendered him breathless. ‘If you mean what you say, and you’re that attracted to me…then why is he an option at all?’
Ivyanne’s face clouded. ‘Because even though I stare at you all day Tristan, and fantasize about making love to you...he comes to me in my dreams-and it never goes beyond a kiss.’ She bit her lip. ‘It never has to.’
Tristan’s stomach clenched. ‘What am I supposed to make of that?’ He demanded, anger sweeping over him.
Ivyanne shrugged. ‘When you figure it out, let me know.’
Tristan inched towards her. ‘I’ve figured it out. It’s you I’m waiting on! You have to stop feeling like your past is an obligation Ivyanne. You have to stop fighting what draws you to me-and show me some damn loyalty for what we’ve been through together.’ He scowled. ‘You defend him, but never me! He gets digs in too, you know. They might not be as crowd pleasing as my own, but the intention is the same.’
‘I know that.’ Ivyanne snapped. ‘But I’m not going to fight your battles for you. I’m tired, Tristan. Lincoln needs to me to buffer his feelings, he always has-he’s emotional, and easily offended. But you-’
‘Heartless, right?’ He guessed.
‘No.’ She stepped towards him, eyes shining. ‘Funny. Quick-witted. Confident, and astute. When you take a shot at Lincoln, I feel for the poor guy. It’s heavy versus bantam. But when he gets his own back, and you just smile that arrogant, self righteous smile of yours, it makes me want to-’
‘Slap me?’ He demanded.
She yanked on his tie, pulling him closer. ‘Fall.’ She her words were breathy. ‘To my knees.’
Tristan’s arms wound around her, pulling her close, needing the pressure of her sumptuous body pressing against every part she was making ache. ‘Dammit, Ivyanne-’ his fingers dug into her shoulders, running down until they met the clingy fabric across the back of her ribs. He could tear it, so easily...
‘You can’t lose that.’ She said in earnest. ‘You can’t fall apart like you did today, because you’re the one I’m counting on to stay in one piece, despite the horrible things I’m doing ’
‘Then lean on me,’ he whispered. ‘Take a chance, my love, and I will prove that my kisses can conquer your dreams like the rest of me undid the rest of you…’ his fingers cupped her backside and jerked her hips against his with it. The feel of the soft underside of her ass had him pulsating. ‘Kiss me. Now.’
‘You know I can’t,’ she said in a small voice, ‘not yet.’
‘Then owe me one.’ Tristan ran his hands up her back, needing skin-to skin contact. ‘If you won’t kiss me, then you owe me something else as compensation for your ignorance.’
She blinked. ‘Such as…?’
He shrugged. ‘When I come back, I get to ask a favor, and you have to do it, no matter what. Not out of kindness, and not taking his feelings into consideration-just for me. To prove that you’re trying.’
She narrowed her eyes. ‘Not in the physical sense thought, right?’
He chuckled. ‘No. Though if it goes there, I won’t exactly fight you off.’ He released her, holding up a finger. ‘One good turn. Do you promise?’
Ivyanne seemed to think it over, but then she nodded. ‘Okay. I’ll owe you one Loveridge. Whatever it is.’
He grinned, feeling cheered. He’d have to think of something dynamite. ‘Then I’ll go, without praying for Lincoln’s demise.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks.’
‘I should thank him myself.’ The voice was so sharp it seemed to slice through the night.
 Ivyanne rotated in Tristan’s arms as he did, inhaling sharply to see Lincoln’s tall shadow silhouetted against the silver-threaded ocean. Behind him, Saraya and Lux were standing waist deep in water, holding Vana’s boat steady, the whites of their wide eyes obvious despite the darkness. How on earth had they gotten so close without Tristan having heard the engine?
‘After all, it’s my life he’s decided to spare. For now.’
Tristan stiffened. The moment had been close to perfect. So of course, Lincoln had to show up and mess it up for him! 
‘Do you mind?’ He snapped, shifting, putting himself slightly in front of the princess. ‘This is probably the fourth minute I’ve had alone with her in two weeks, Link. A little privacy would be nice!’ He glanced over at Saraya. ‘And is that an oar in your hand?’ 
‘The boat stalled about two hundred meters out.’ Saraya’s voice was thickened around her vowels. She held the paddle above her head. ‘I’m too drunk to fix it right, so we row, row rowed the boat...gently to the drama…’
Lux giggled. ‘Not so terribly merrily!’ Her accent was much thicker now. ‘Cos Link’s about to scream…’
Tristan had a hard time keeping a straight face at their singsongy commentary. And the knowledge that it had to have been Link who’d stalled the boat. Some ocean warrior! The guy couldn’t handle a ninety-five HP! How was he going to tame a megawatt woman?
‘Link…’ Ivyanne didn’t sound amused at all. ‘You’re not due back for hours!’
Lincoln cocked his head. ‘Worst excuse ever, Ivyanne.’
Ivyanne frowned. ‘What am I excusing?’ She glanced over at the women. ‘When did you…?’
‘Just in time to hear about your urge to bow down to sir Tristan’s crotch-you know-because he’s so quick-witted, at my expense!’
Ivyanne’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Oh, god…’
 ‘My sentiments exactly!’ Lincoln threw something down on the sand. ‘Glad my humiliation makes for such hot foreplay for you two. I can just imagine how this little scene is going to stoke your fire, so let me get out of your hair so he can collect his IOU!’ 
‘Hey!’ Tristan snapped, seeing Ivyanne rush forward and sweep up Lincoln’s discarded offering from the sand. ‘Dial down the outrage, okay? If you’re shocked to hear her admit that she still wants me, then you’ve been living in denial and that’s not our problem.’
Ivyanne’s gasp made him turn his head.
‘Oh..’ She breathed, staring down into her arms. ‘Link...did you make this?’
Tristan narrowed his eyes, stepping closer to check out whatever had her melting. To his surprise, he realized that it was a bouquet. But instead of the typical floral offering, it was forged from slender sticks of driftwood, wrapped tightly with dried old netting, the ends decorated with various ocean-themed objects. Shells, cuttlefish, and seaweed arranged artfully to resemble blooms. It was disarmingly creative. Thoughtful, and unique. He swallowed, his scalp prickling. Damn-Lincoln was clever.
‘He did!’ Lux announced, staggering to the shore, towing the boat behind her. ‘He’s been behind the bar with a hot glue gun for like, two hours, making that.’ She waved her arm behind her towards the boat. ‘Got a picnic in there too. Was gonna treat ya real nice, Ivyanne.’
Tristan’s admiration turned to poison. He looked at Lincoln. ‘You were going to take her out on a date?’ He demanded. ‘The night I leave? Just flagrantly breaking the rules the second my back is turned?’ He shook his head. ‘I was right to be paranoid, pal. You’re slicker than you’ve let on!’
‘Screw you.’ Lincoln snarled. ‘Like you haven’t been known to bend the rules.’
Tristan looked to Ivyanne for back-up, but she was oblivious to them all. Her fingertips were curled, tentatively touching the sand-encrusted gift, her eyes shining with moved tears. 
‘It’s beautiful.’ She looked up at Lincoln. ‘Thank you. This is the most thoughtful gift anyone’s ever given me.’
Tristan thought he was going to be sick. He watched Lincoln’s face for his reaction. For a brief moment, the other man’s expression softened. But then he must have felt Tristan’s gaze on him because his eyes locked on his, blazing black. His face tightened again and he took a step back, tearing his button-up shirt over his head and tossing it at Tristan. 
‘And you just offended me more than anyone’s ever offended me.’ Lincoln snapped, his hands moving to the top button of his jeans, beginning to work the fly. ‘So eat the picnic yourself, princess. Or share it with Tristan. Can’t have you hard-at-work on your knees with an empty stomach once you stop laughing over this, can we?’
‘Lincoln!’ Ivyanne got to her feet and took a faltering step after him. But words must have failed her, because she stopped, the bouquet dropping to hang limply at her side as she watched Lincoln run to the water, sending up a giant splash once he’d clumsily dived under.
‘Whoa.’ Saraya tossed her oar into the boat with a clatter of metal against plastic. ‘What’s he going to do with his jeans?’
‘Keep them on for a bit longer than he thought….’ Tristan drawled. He looked at Ivyanne, tensing at her visible distress as she watched his rival’s wake disperse. ‘Would you have gone with him Ivyanne?’
Ivyanne looked down at the bouquet of not-flowers in her hand and whispered: ‘Yes.’
Exhaustion claimed Tristan. ‘Thanks for your honesty. I know it’s the least you can do for me right now. And on that note-’ he reached over, patted the back of her neck. ‘I’m out of here.’
He wanted Ivyanne to turn to him, to offer an apologetic smile, or at least acknowledge that he was as present to her now, as he had been before Lincoln’s interruption.
But the princess continued to stare down at her feet, nodding gently. With her wild fountain of curls tamed into braids for once, there was no concealing the look of loss on her beautiful face as she hugged the artificial ocean bouquet to her chest.
 



5.
‘Come on boss…’ Sherri smacked Lincoln lightly on the ass as she passed him by on Thursday morning. ‘If you’re going to mope all day, you might as well tell me exactly what happened.’
Lincoln shook his head, pressing his lips together. He was curled over the bar, his chin resting in his hands, blankly staring out at the sea of blue and red-clothed breakfast guests who seemed so happy and carefree that he wanted to punch them. He hadn’t slept a wink the night before. Hadn’t been able to shake the image of Ivyanne tugging Tristan by the tie in that predatory way that had made everything poisonous inside him sizzle.
God. I’m an idiot. He buried his face into his hands, rubbing his eyes. I thought the way she looked at me was hot, but that was something else! ‘It’s too horrific to recount. Let’s just say that I need a drink, a nap, and-’
‘I can guess the rest.’ There was mirth in Sherri’s tone. ‘Where’s that plus sized beauty who was lurking about yesterday? I’m sure she’ll offer her services!’
Lincoln turned to Sherri, smiling sadly. He appreciated her trying to cheer him up, but it wasn’t going to work. He was too pissed off. ‘I’m pretty sure it won’t work for a while now, even if she did!’ He screwed up his face. ‘Its been traumatized.’
Sherri winked at him. ‘You’d be surprised what a gentle kiss better could fix, Mr Grey.’
Lincoln felt like someone had run a current from the power outlet and straight down his spine. He straightened, lifting his eyebrows, caught off guard. Her tone had been teasing, light-but that look in her eye...that was something else! ‘Come again?’ 
Sherri shrugged, adjusting the Australian flag bandana wrapped around her pin curls. She’d gone to a lot of effort to look patriotic, and the bold colors suited her, contrasting against her creamy skin. ‘Just sayin...maybe you shouldn’t put both your eggs in this one basket-especially while someone else is tugging on the other side of it.’ 
Lincoln frowned slightly. ‘She’s more than just a basket, Sherri. She’s….’
‘Sorry.’ A low voice said. ‘She’s really, really sorry.’
Lincoln’s shoulders tensed. He turned to see Ivyanne standing on the other side of the bar, her green eyes shifting from him to Sherri nervously. Her hair was still up, though damp and fuzzier than the day before, telling him she’d swum from Bracken, and she wore a red, one shouldered tank top that hugged her as wholly as the white number she’d had on when he’d last seen her. It was paired with short denim cut-offs again. Red, and almost blue. White frangipanis were tucked into her braids near her crown, and low-cut white sand shoes glowed with that new-shoe-against-tan gleam, making her look sporty and fresh.
Lincoln couldn’t form a response. She looked so damn good that his body was already fizzing with the anticipation of pleasure, and the genuine despair in those limpid green eyes appealed to the love-struck sixteen year old boy still clawing to be released inside him. 
‘Um...hi.’ Sherri said, filling the silence. ‘You must be the infamous Ivyanne. I’m Adele’s replacement, Sherri.’ She turned to Lincoln. ‘She works here? You didn’t tell me that.’
‘Must have slipped my mind.’ Lincoln mumbled. ‘Sorry...I had a pretty crummy day yesterday.’
A flash of annoyed suspicion briefly contorted Ivyanne’s pretty features, no doubt wondering what Lincoln had told Sherri about her-but her gaze didn’t budge from his. 
‘Hey,’ she said softly. ‘It’ll be nice to meet you Sherri, once I’ve sorted something out with the boss here.’
Lincoln swallowed. He was used to the cloak and dagger aspect of their relationship-hiding their feelings, keeping their hands to themselves. Her blatant acknowledgment of exclusivity from the new girl, the slight warning that Sherri ought to leave them alone, both quickened his pulse, and rendered him speechless.
‘Um..okay…’ Sherri sounded more than a little put-out, and Lincoln didn’t blame her. It was the first time that Ivyanne’s countenance had come close to resembling arrogance. And despite the fact that he liked her getting possessive about him, he was irritated all the same that she waited until she’d messed up, to do it.
‘You’ll need a backbone to be married to a queen.’ Tristan’s words floated back to him. ‘And you’re as scared of her as you are of boats.’
Lincoln’s hand shot out, catching the tie of Sherri’s apron, preventing her retreat as he mentally drew on whatever courage he could grasp through his lust and insecurity. Ivyanne may have been in charge out on Bracken. But here, he was still the boss-and he had to make it clear that what he’d endured the night before wasn’t something she could batt away with those damn luscious eyelashes. And she definitely couldn’t go ordering the other staff around to make time with him-time she hadn’t actually earned.
‘Actually, the only discussion you and I need to have right now concerns this young lady.’ He stepped back, pulling Sherri in front of him, placing his hands on her delicate shoulders. ‘Ivyanne, this is Sherri Vandenberg. You’ll be answering to her from now on, so I’d suggest you make your welcome a little warmer.’
The girl under his hands tensed, but her reaction had nothing on Ivyanne’s own. The princess’s eyebrows shot up. 
‘Already?’ She demanded. ‘I thought it was a trial. She’s been here half a day.’
‘And yet she already knows her way around the register better than you do.’ Lincoln smiled down at Sherri’s head briefly, then back to Ivyanne, keeping his gaze cool. ‘You were offered the position, and you didn’t want it. I’m seeing now that it was for the best-so I hope you do too.’
‘I’m looking forward to working with you Ivyanne.’ The discomfort was evident in Sherri’s tone, but she didn’t shrink into herself. ‘I have a lot of ideas-starting with a bit of a promotion for the function room Lincoln’s got under development.’ She reached into the pouch of her apron and withdrew a handful of glossy fliers. ‘I made these last night. Whenever you get a chance today, try and disperse these among the local guests, okay? And be sure to talk it up.’
Lincoln looked down, surprised. ‘You made them?’
Sherri turned and smiled up at him. ‘I could see you weren’t in the state for it when you returned from your uh, date last night-so I had a crack at it. I hope you don’t mind.’
‘Don’t mind? They’re fantastic!’ He massaged her shoulders lightly. ‘I’m gonna need to convince you to stick around, you know.’
Sherri laughed lightly. ‘I’m sure you’ll think of a tempting enough offer.’ She handed the little stack to Ivyanne. ‘You all good with this?’
But Ivyanne didn’t take the slips-she didn’t even look at them. Her gaze was locked on Sherri’s shoulders, and Lincoln’s hands upon them.
‘Ivyanne…?’ Lincoln had to fight a triumphant smile. ‘You okay?’
Ivyanne lifted her gaze back to his, and scowled. Her eyes had never been so green. The sheer luminosity of her jealousy was dazzling to behold. And for once-he was the culprit, not the victim. She took the fliers and shoved them into her pants pocket. 
‘Sure.’ She said in a tight voice. ‘I’m just peachy.’
Thorny is more like it. Lincoln grinned, thrilled to have brought the human out in her once more. 
And he intended to keep it that way, until she wept at his feet for forgiveness instead of demanding it.
⁓
The sound of Lincoln and Sherri chuckling quietly over something-probably her- followed Ivyanne all the way down to the coffee machine. They were speaking in low tones, and the warmth in their voice froze her out.
This is just fantastic! She thought, stuffing the little waterproof bag under the counter and scowling freely now that her face was turned away from them. I’m in love with a man who think that ‘an eye for an eye’ is an adult way to handle a hurt.
Whatever remorse Ivyanne had been drowning in all night abated in reflex to the punishment he was intent on making her suffer through. She thought of how angry Tristan had been with her the day before, but how willing he’d been to talk it out once he’d cooled down. He’d needed mere hours to recover. 
Lincoln, on the other hand, had apparently been soaking in toxic anguish all night, and wasn’t ready to let it go in the light of day. She understood that he was mad, and she knew there was nothing she could do to make it up to him. But trying to make her jealous with the new bartender, who’s blonde hair was as good as a red flag to Ivyanne, was just petty. And insulting her work performance was just crossing a line. If it was so easy to shrug her company off, why fight so hard for it to begin with?
Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them back. She’d gotten herself into this situation, and she was the only one who could bail them all out of it-by resisting the wave of drama. She just wished that both men understood the position she was in-had an inkling of what she was going through. Every time they pulled her in opposite directions, she could feel the flesh of her heart rip a little further. What was she going to have left to love either with, when they were through?
⁓
 Tristan stared glumly out his third floor office window in The Rocks on Thursday morning. He was looking straight at the Harbor Bridge and the massive Australian flag hanging from it, wishing he was out there kicking up his heels instead of inside, dealing with his American clients who didn’t give a fig about what day it was down under.
He swiveled away from the sunny and bustling scene outside, reclining back in his leather office chair and despairing at the red and black abstract painting on the wall behind his desk-a piece of art which seemed to radiate anger that day.
He hated to admit it to himself-but he was beginning to wonder if his quest for Ivyanne was as equally meaningless. Two weeks ago, for a few brilliant hours, it had seemed like Tristan was about to have not only her hand, but her heart and her child to boot. Now, he wasn’t sure if he’d get any of it. And if he did manage to prevail, would it be an empty victory based on luck instead of love? The memory of seeing her turn her back to him to gaze longingly after Lincoln made his fingers curl into fists.
Yes, his impatience was turning into melancholy. He’d never been in love before, and he wasn’t handling it well. Seduction was his forte, and he’d already abused that avenue. So how did you earn a girl’s heart when she forbade you from touching her and shied away from being alone with you?
And what if you suspected that regardless of what you did, you’d never break the hold another man had on her anyway?
I said I’d be patient, he thought to himself, twirling his chair away from the painting again. But deep down, part of her must wish I’d just release her. She hasn’t said it, but she must be thinking it. Is that the only way I can make her love me? To do as Ardhi did-and let her go?
The phone rang, breaking Tristan out of his depressing train of thought, reminding him that he was supposed to be working-hard. The more he got done every day, the fewer days he had to leave her unchaperoned with the lifeguard come hotelier intent on winning her heart.
‘Lo?’ he answered, idly wondering if Lincoln and Ivyanne had made up yet-or if she was missing him at all.
‘Mr Loveridge I have Mr Schorer on the line for you from Absalom Developments in Anaheim,’ his secretary Juanita said breathily. She was an over-sexed caricature of a secretary, possibly setting the women’s movement back decades with her willingness to assist him. But she was efficient, the clients loved her and whenever Tristan had found himself too busy to pursue a social life, Juanita and her rock hard Pilates body had stepped up to that challenge as well- with no strings attached. He hadn’t laid a hand on her for six months, but he had a feeling that she and Sven had something going on the side instead. 
‘He says it’s quite urgent?’
‘Absalom?’ Tristan was surprised. That was the real-estate development company in Southern California that Tristan been trying to get in with for over two years. The one he’d flown back to strategies about, because Sven had heard that Absalom was coming into a green energy grant-and would be looking for environmentally friendly ways to enhance their designs. It was a booming company, and Tristan’s mouth went dry to know he was going to have to talk to the CEO without having prepared for it properly first.
But at the same time, something inside him lit up-a spark that had been doused out in Seaview, while out of his element. He leaned over his desk. ‘Put him through.’
‘You’re on now sir,’ there was a click.
‘Mr Schorer?’ Tristan asked, easing his voice into the cajoling salesperson mode which had always worked so well for him, brushing invisible lint of his sharp charcoal CK suit. ‘Tristan Loveridge here. How can I help you?’
‘Hello Tristan,’ Mark Schorer’s accent was an amusing mix between a Californian drawl and a yiddish migrant worker’s. ‘You’re a difficult young man to get a hold of.’
‘Just busy,’ Tristan said smoothly. ‘I’m in Australia at the moment, settling a few contracts.’ He paused. ‘Let me guess; You’re calling me because you’d like to be signing one of your own?’
Mark laughed. ‘Right to the point, I like that.’ A beat passed. ‘I assume you’re familiar with my corporation?’
‘Somewhat,’ Tristan said, trying to sound casual, even though he was practically bouncing in is chair with excitement. Mark Schorer was Big Time. ‘I was planning on calling you when I finalized my business in Santa Monica in April.’
‘Well, April you say? That’s a shame. I find myself in need of your services in the immediate future.’
 Tristan sat up straighter in his chair. ‘Is that so?’ he asked, trying to keep the eagerness out of his voice. ‘We should set up a meeting fast then. What timeline did you have in mind?’
‘Well...How does this weekend sound? In Los Angeles?’
Tristan almost fell off his chair. It sounded awful. And incredible. And impossible to say no to. Leave Ivyanne to fly to L.A? No. Hell no. 
But try as he might, he couldn’t force himself to say those words out loud. A plan came to him swiftly, and he grit his teeth and said a silent prayer before responding. He’d overheard Vana say to the king that Tristan’s greatest strength was the fact that he pushed Ivyanne’s boundaries and coerced her into doing things she wouldn’t have thought possible before. Well, he hoped she was right. 
Because he was about to call in his I.O.U.
⁓
Lincoln began to regret his decision to give Ivyanne the cold shoulder by the time brunch had turned to lunch. The silence between them, the way she avoided his eyes-which was easy to do given how flat-out the bar was that day-caused him physical pain. It didn’t take long for Sherri’s company to lose its lustre, or for Lux’s prowling gaze to fall on a flattened ego.
Yet despite the fact that his eyes tracked her every step, and that his lungs tightened whenever she left the room to do a sweep of the pool or fetch something from reception, he stubbornly maintained his façade of oblivion. And though she attempted to start a conversation with him several times, he’d find some reason to break away from it before three words had left her mouth-usually by finding some means to approach Sherri instead. He knew it was childish, but he was too hurt, too foolish, and too hell-bent on making it clear that he wouldn’t suffer anything like that again, to risk her laying a hand on him and melting his anger. Anger he was entitled to feel. 
‘Can you tighten my apron please Link?’ Sherri asked, turning her back to him.
‘How tight?’ He asked, taking the thin linen strips in his fingers and knotting them.
She winked at him over her shoulder. ‘Oh baby, bind me good to your apron strings.’
He chuckled, pulling tightly around her slender waist. ‘Anytime.’
Sherri giggled and flounced off.
‘You might want to drop the bullshit, you know.’ The statement was made into his ear in a low voice just as he was watching the sun set through the windows.
He turned to see Remi standing beside him, reaching for a boutique beer in the fridge next to the one he was stacking. The light streaming in through the glassed walls gave her hair a pinkish gleam.
‘Excuse you?’ He felt affronted. Remi had never taken that kind of tone with him before! ‘What do you know about it?’
‘Nothing. But I know it’s a jealousy thing, and you’re fighting fire with gasoline by bringing a fourth party into it.’ Remi motioned towards Sherri.
‘I’m not into her.’ He said crabbily.
‘I know. Which makes it worse, because you of all people, should know how it feels to be a human caught between lovestruck mers.’ She squinted at him. ‘Hurting Ivyanne isn’t a game plan either, it’s self-sabotage. She’s a smart girl, boss, and she’s going to choose who makes her happy in the end. Not who throws the biggest tantrum. Take heed. And grow up.’
Lincoln watched her walk away, at a loss for words, trying not to let her logic in. Incensed and embarrassed, Lincoln’s hands closed around the neck of a bottle of rum. He’d think about being a mer king tomorrow. Tonight, he just wanted to nurse his human, broken heart.
It was at that moment that Ivyanne slipped in behind the bar. She looked at the bottle in his hands, then raised her eyes to his, but sighed and looked away, not commenting.
‘Are you staying here tonight?’ He asked her, needing to speak, just to make it clear that he was sober.
‘Are you talking to me now?’ Ivyanne asked, resting her hands on her hips. ‘Or just making sure that I won’t be in the position to blow Tristan on a whim?’
Lincoln wiped a lock of hair off his forehead, confused by her shift in demeanor. ‘That was sharp. Where’s apologetic Ivyanne gone?’
‘She clocked off, when flirtatious Lincoln shouted one random girl one drink too many today.’ She snapped. ‘You wanted to prove that you can do just fine without me? Well, point taken. And now...the self-righteous Ivyanne is going to clock off too.’ She reached for the time sheets on the wall, snatching the papers with a rustle and slamming them down on the counter behind her. ‘I know it’s early still, and you’ll be a bit short-handed but the way I see it….screw it. I’m a god damned princess. And I want to go home.’
Lincoln’s heart fluttered nervously. He stepped up behind her, rested his hand on her shoulder, all pretenses draining from his demeanor, along with his courage. ‘Ivyanne, no.’ He said softly. ‘Don’t swim off mad.’
‘Why not?’ She didn’t look back as she scrawled her name with a flourish then turned, putting the stapled sheets back onto their clip on the wall. ‘You did.’
Anger seeped into his bloodstream again. ‘Because I didn’t want to hear you try and explain your inclination to give Tristan a blow job when he makes fun of me!’
Ivyanne whirled on him. ‘Well, welcome to my side of the shark nets Link, because I don’t want to have to explain it either!’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe I can’t. Maybe I’m a whore. Maybe I’m just horny and possibly, he’s just that funny that it doesn’t matter who he’s cracking jokes at! Let’s face it-life sucks right now! The more someone can call it as the joke it is, the easier it is for me to smile.’ She swiped his hand away. ‘And I need to smile, Link. I’m hurting too.’
Lincoln didn’t know what to say. When Ivyanne bent to retrieve her bag, her phone slipped out. That’s when he saw it-twenty-six missed calls, all from Loveridge. His bowels clenched.
‘Whoa.’ Ivyanne said, her thumb scrolling across the screen. ‘That’s odd. I hope nothing’s wrong…’
‘Maybe he just thought of another joke.’ Lincoln muttered. 
Ivyanne’s head snapped up. ‘I hope he did.’ She slung her bag over her arm. ‘I’m going home, and I’m going to call him back. And when I come back in the morning, I hope you’ve come to terms with what you claimed to understand two weeks ago-that my obligations really do overrule everything, even my heart. And if I’m obligated to him…’ She dropped the phone back into her bag. ‘Then I’ll do what’s right by the kingdom-not by you, and certainly, not by me.’ She stepped up, planted a gentle kiss against his jawline. ‘Goodnight, Lincoln, and I’m sorry. But not as sorry as I am for the way you handled this today. Because you broke my heart right back.’
His hands reached for her, drawn despite his frustration, but she moved quickly, stepping out between the doors as Sherri barged in.
The new girl took one look at his expression and winced. ‘Rum, right?’
Lincoln nodded miserably, and when Sherri left to get him his poison, he shifted to face the wall, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye before it could drop to his cheek. 
⁓
Ivyanne hurried towards the shore, scanning her phone for an actual message from Tristan instead of a notification, wondering what on earth had come about to make him call her repeatedly for four hours. But there were none.
‘Ivyanne?! Is that you?’
Ivyanne did an about face, looking up the blackened beach in the direction where the call had come from. The night was almost moonless, and so when part of the air before her began to shimmer like spun gold, she immediately realized who was pursuing her. 
‘Tristan?’ she asked, her words as clearly loaded with surprise to her ears as they would have been to his. ‘What are you doing here? I just saw your calls-’
‘I was going to ask you the same thing!’ He loped towards her, his silhouette beginning to separate itself from the night around them. ‘I was just coming up to the bar, when I saw you...stomp...out?’ He smiled, teeth gleaming. ‘Care to fill me in? I’m always here to lend a supportive ear, you know.’
Ivyanne rolled her eyes. ‘Same as last night. He’s still pissed, and deciding to take the situation and handle it like a monkey throwing poo.’ But she regretted the insult almost immediately, and decided to get off the topic before Tristan thought she was open to mocking Lincoln. ‘But I’d much rather talk about why you’re here, and not in Sydney!’
Tristan grinned broadly. ‘I’m about to make a deal with one of the biggest housing contractors in California, Ivyanne. Absalom! Mark, their CEO, called me today and practically begged me for my services, which is unreal considering how many times I’ve tried to arrange a meeting with him and been rebuffed!’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘Wow! I heard you mention that last night, when you were talking to Sven...this is terrific!’ She paused. ‘But couldn’t you tell me this over the phone? It seems like a long way to travel just to share some good news.’
‘It is.’ Tristan said, dimpling prettily. ‘But I didn’t come here just to tell you about it.’
Ivyanne lifted an eyebrow. ‘Then….?’
He grinned. ‘I came here to ask you to come with me.’
Ivyanne’s shift in mood sprung back to darkness like a released rubber band.
⁓
‘Come with you?’
When Ivyanne’s face froze somewhere between a smile of congratulations and a grimace of horror, Tristan knew he was about to take a knife to the heart. And yet he couldn’t stop his mouth from moving anymore than he could prevent his heart from wanting what it wanted. He took a deep breath and pressed forward. This was it. Sink or swim.
‘He wants to fly me over for a meeting-tomorrow. And I’d probably need to be there for a week. And because I said that I had a beautiful girl I couldn’t bear to part with-he offered to buy you a ticket too! Isn’t that great? I mean, you could get away from all of this depressing shit...’
Ivyanne appeared to snap out of her shock. She gave him a long-suffering look before responding : ‘Oh yeah, nothing like an eighteen hour flight to cheer a mermaid up! Air-con and no water while soaring up in the atmosphere? Sounds awesome.’
He chuckled nervously. That wasn’t the reaction he’d wanted, and yet it was the reaction he’d anticipated, so he was prepared to argue his point. ‘There’s a stopover in Fiji. First class, of course.’
‘They die too,’ Ivyanne muttered. 
He gave her a long, measured look. ‘Is Ivyanne Court seriously afraid of air travel?’ 
‘Like you wouldn’t believe,’ she admitted. ‘You know I’ve never actually been on a plane, right?’ 
His jaw dropped. ‘Seriously?’ 
She nodded. ‘Neither has mum. That’s where my paranoia comes from. It’s just...unnatural.’ 
He crossed his arms across his chest, like he could cut off the rising sense of unease in his stomach with pressure. ‘What if I told you, that this is me, calling in my favor? The one you promised last night?’
Ivyanne sagged dramatically. ‘You can’t mean that! Tristan, it’s too much to ask!’
‘No it’s not.’ He said quickly. ‘Whether you’re willing to accept it or not Ivyanne, you might be stuck with me. Why not come with me, just to get to know me better in preparation, if nothing else?’
‘And send Link off the deep end when it might not even be necessary? To cause more scandal? To get on a plane?’ She shook her head. ‘Sorry Tristan, but the answer is no. It probably always will be. You’re going to have to collect your favor some other way, because I’m not boarding one of those things anytime soon.’
It seemed to take forever for her words to resonate with his brain. She wasn’t merely unenthusiastic or hesitant-she’d just snapped a flat-out no and seemed less apologetic than even her empathetic apology eluded to. 
‘Tristan?’ Ivyanne frowned as she adjusted her dark, comely top. ‘Are you in there?’
‘I can’t believe this!’ Tristan couldn’t stop the words from exploding out of his heart and into her face. ‘Ivyanne do you even get that I just took two planes and a cab to get to you and beg you to come with me? And you’re turning me down flat without even thinking it over?’
Ivyanne took his hand in both of hers, looking shocked. ‘Tristan please...don’t yell. I’m sorry that you went to so much trouble for nothing and I really appreciate the gesture so I’ll get mom to compensate you for it-but don’t guilt trip me here! It’s not your style. And the jet-setting thing isn’t mine.’
‘I don’t want monetary compensation!’ Tristan spat, yanking back his hand. ‘I want to know that you’re willing to overcome certain obstacles to be with me. I wish you’d just snap out of your comfort zone for two minutes and say yes instead of no for once!’
‘I’m not forcing you to leave!’ Ivyanne squeaked. ‘It’s your company, your choice! Just like it’s my comfort zone and my call!’
‘And it always will be, won’t it? Tristan gave a defeated sigh as he pondered what their future might end up looking like if the jet-setting millionaire married the girl who would sooner get on a three month trans-pacific barge ride than fly.
 ‘You’re thinking it’s gonna be a problem if we get married, aren’t you?’ Ivyanne suddenly said.
He looked at her, surprised, and wary, that she’d read him so easily. ‘Do not make an issue out of it,’ he said quickly, not wanting her to see the potential weak spot in their future. ‘I’m only going to be able to do this for another twenty years or so until I have to retire from the public eye anyway.’
Ivyanne clasped her hands together as though she was praying. ‘Tristan, you can’t shove problems into a corner and hope they get better. This is exactly the kind of thing we have to talk about realistically.’
He looked down at her hand, feeling that anger stirring up again. ‘You won’t give me twenty seconds to reflect on the good things about us, but you’re pretty eager to get a con list going, aren’t you?’
Ivyanne frowned at him, her face shadowy and disturbed in the watery moonlight. ‘Are you implying that I’m sabotaging our potential marriage before it gets off the ground so I can weasel out of it?’
He met her gaze with an unwavering one of his own. ‘Are you?’
Ivyanne turned her face towards the water, and it was as good as slamming a door between them. 
 



6.
By the time the bar was closed and the last of the stragglers shooed out, Lincoln could barely see straight. He farewelled Sherri, closing the beach doors behind her, and thanked her for the day, then pressed his face against the cool glass, needing the chill to stimulate his eyes open.
‘How many drinks did you have?’ Lux slurred from behind him, where she still sat at her table by the window. She was too drunk to swim back to Bracken, so she’d booked one of the resort rooms for the night, calling a wary sounding Vana first to tell her not to worry.
‘Three.’ Lincoln heard the awe in his tone. ‘I’m such a lightweight now! No wonder mers don’t drink.’
‘Soft mers don’t drink.’ Lux muttered. ‘And that’s what the born ones are you know, Linky-baby. Soft. Not like us. Nothing’s harder, then living forever with a human soul.’
‘You’re right.’ He drawled, pushing off the door and staggering towards the opposite one. He needed to get out of the room. It felt claustrophobic, full of negative emotions. ‘But it’s only been two weeks for me, so it’s okay that I’m still soft, yeah?’
‘S’okay.’ Lux responded. She sat up, fanning her neck, her caramel blonde hair pooling between the wall and her shoulders. He marveled again at the lack of distinction between the shade of her skin, and her lustrous hair. She was like a golden statue, especially with the burnt-orange sarong twisted tightly around her curves on one side, leaving acres of leg exposed on the other.
‘You have time. Just don’t stop drinking.’ She pointed at him, smiling goofily. ‘Or I’ll have to crush on someone else.’
‘Crush? Pfft.’ Lincoln landed on, rather than grasped the thick steel bar to the door. He cranked it open with a screech of metal against metal.‘You’re just a deviant bitch, admit it. You’d shag me, and move on!’
‘You make that sound like it’s a bad thing!’ Lux rose as she said this, and teetered towards him. ‘Where we goin?’
‘Out of this box.’ He swept his arm out in a grand gesture for her to pass. ‘Ladies first.’
‘I’m no lady.’ She paused tugging on the collar of his shirt, looming forward until he could see little more than her lovely, heavily hooded eyes. ‘I’m a siren. There’s a big difference. And the sooner you learn that distinction, the sooner you can apply it to Ivyanne, and get some damn perspective.’
Lincoln blew a messy raspberry. ‘Don’t talk about her. I’m so sick of talking about her. Thinking about her. Feeling about her….’ 
Fresh air, he thought, lunging out the door towards the pool. Wait...does that make it better, or worse?
‘Feeling about her?’ Lux giggled, slinging her purse onto the table by the spa.‘As a former writer, I take offense to such bad grammar.’
‘You wrote about sex. I doubt the correct use of words played that big a role in your craft.’ He pointed out, watching her kick up her calf and wrestle off a leather sandal. The outdoor lights were off, and despite his drunken haze, his lingering lifeguard instincts penetrated his consciousness enough to sound an alarm. ‘Hey...you can’t go in Lux. You’re hammered.’
‘That’s why I need to go in.’ Lux tossed the shoe, then lifted the other foot, smiling at him over her shoulder. ‘Don’t be such a party pooper. You’re supposed to be wild now, Grey, not a school marm.’ She tossed that shoe, and reached for the knot in her sarong, at the back of her neck. ‘In fact, you should join me for a dip. The water looks warm.’
Lincoln didn’t know why, but her suggestion appealed to him. He wanted to duck under the surface and clear his head. ‘You can see the water?’ He asked, stepping out of his shoes and feeling the foot swell achingly as it was released from the constrictive leather. ‘You can see the warmth in the water?’
Lux giggled. ‘No. But if it’s cold, it’s probably for the best.’ 
‘You might be-’ Lincoln’s voice died in his throat at the sight of Lux’s sarong falling down her body, leaving her back and rump bare to his gaze. He stood, transfixed, realizing he’d never seen a larger woman naked before, and shocked at how lovely she was. Her legs were long, and though her proportions were wide, her waist scooped in like Ivyanne’s did, forcing the eye to skim around the curves.
A beat after he realized how nice the view was, he realized how bad it was that he was seeing it. His head hurt straight away, and his grip on his second shoe slipped, causing him to stumble. 
‘Hey!’ He caught himself on the curved, stainless steel handrail leading into the spa. ‘Lux...I cant get in the spa with you naked.’
She turned, and her breasts caught his eye and made him swallow. They were huge, nothing like any he’d ever come close to before, and yet their shape and lift seemed to defy their own proportions. She smiled at him as she inched one leg into the spa. ‘You’re either in the community Link, or you’re not.’
‘Um, I’m not.’ A female voice stuttered. ‘And if you guys are in here to screw, I’m not going to be in the spa, either.’
Lincoln’s eyes closed as he recognised Sherri’s voice. ‘Oh...this is so unprofessional…’
Lux laughed. ‘Oh Link drop the woeful thing, okay? Hey Sherri...I recognize you.’
‘You saw me five minutes ago.’ Sherri smirked. ‘Sorry for the interruption, boss. There just aren’t many pools where I come from and I figured a night swim would be okay, so long as no one saw me….’
Lincoln opened his eyes and peered into the spa, relieved to see that Sherri appeared to be wearing a hot pink bikini under the surface. 
‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘You earned it tonight. Just like I earned a dousing.’ He tore his shirt off over his head, deciding that the damage was done. He’d seen Lux’s rack, and he couldn’t palm her off onto the poor new girl and excuse himself. If Ivyanne heard about this, she’d be pissed-but she was going to be pissed anyway, so what was the point of damage control? He reached for his fly and unzipped it, stepping out of his pants and dragging the other shoe off with them. ‘And don’t worry, I’m keeping my boxers on.’
‘I wasn’t worried.’ Lux joked, settling against the wall of the spa, a few feet from Sherri. ‘Not a lick.’
Sherri snorted. ‘If I wasn’t so embarrassed right now, I’d laugh.’ She glanced at him. ‘But I can’t say I was concerned for my eyes or anything either.’
Lincoln’s face grew hotter as the flattery met the alcohol in his system and they fed off each other. He eased down on the pebble-edged side of the spa, and put his feet in, lifting his face to the scuttling palm fronds above and almost growling as the water eased the throbbing in his feet instantly.
‘You two, behave.’ He cautioned them. ‘I’m already in deep trouble with the chick. I don’t want it getting back to her that I had a midnight swim with two beautiful blondes who stroked my hammered ego.’
‘It won’t.’ Lux said softly. ‘You need to kick up your heels, Link, and I’m not going to make this any harder for you. So as far as Ivyanne knows-we went straight to bed. Separately.’
‘Agreed.’ Sherri said. ‘That girl is tightly wound, but I can see you’re completely gone on her. I mean, she’s stunning. So is the guy who came in after her! I mean, wow. I totally get why you’re freaked out by the competition-even if you do have that dark prince thing going on.’
Lincoln snapped out of his drunken stupor. ‘What?’ He sat erect. ‘Someone came after her?’
Sherri’s face was slightly concealed by darkness, but he saw the whites of her eyes clearly enough. ‘Um...yeah? The blonde, curly haired guy? Right as she left, he came to the door, saw her, called out, but she didn’t hear him. So he went around the bar, towards the beach. I gathered he was going to cut her off.’
‘Ugh!’ Lincoln dropped his head into his hands, but he was so drunk that the force almost caused his elbows to slide off his knees and into the water. Tristan had come back! He’d been right there, and Link had been too Ivyanne-focused to even see him! ‘Son of a-’
‘Ssh!’ There was a tug on his foot and the sound of water lapping against Lux’s body. ‘Link...chill. You’ve got too much booze in your system to get worked up over something that happened hours ago.’
‘Too much?’ Sherri repeated. ‘He had like, three.’
‘Well, he’s sleep deprived.’ Lux fibbed. ‘And I didn’t see him eat all day.’
‘Oh. I was going to say….lightweight, for a bartender!’
Lincoln shook his head, barely hearing them. He didn’t care if he let something mer slip out in front of a human. At that moment, he just wanted to die. Where was Tristan now? Were he and Ivyanne still together? Why had he returned? Had she known? Angry tears sprung to his eyes.
‘This is hopeless..’ He swept the tears back into his hair, lifting his head so he could inhale a calming breath through his nose. His lung swelled up with chlorine, honeysuckle, and a hint of fertilizer, but not relief. ‘He’s going to win. He’s just got too much going for him...least of all, the ability to fund three flights in one bloody day!’
‘Hey..’ Lux’s Scottish accent made the soothing whisper more comforting than it might have normally been. Her hand slid up his leg grasping his knee. ‘You’ve got plenty going for you, Lincoln Grey. You just need to believe in yourself.’ 
‘How can I do that, when Ivyanne’s love for me is the only thing I’ve ever completely believed in?’ He shook his head, staring into the water behind Lux so he wouldn’t glimpse more than he already had. ‘I can act as confident as I want, but it’s still just an act. At the end of the day...I’m just too damn insecure to do what I need to-grab her by the hair and drag her back to my damn cave.’ Bitterness coated his tongue. ‘Like he did.’
‘You want some self-esteem?’ Lux’s fingertips curled, tickling the inside of his kneecap. ‘How about the fact that you have two scantily clad girls in a spa with you, who are silently praying that you let them make you feel better?’
Lincoln stared at her, flabbergasted. Those beautiful eyes returned his gaze soberly, full of blatant desire. He looked to Sherri to break her hold. 
‘Sorry Sherri,’ he said apologetically. ‘She’s drunk. I know she’s speaking on her own little horny behalf and nothing is going to come of it, so don’t worry.’
‘I wasn’t.’ Sherri smiled, sliding out from under the shadow of the cluster of trees behind her and bringing her hand down on the button to activate the spa bubbles. The motor in the garden whirred awake, and the jets began to hiss and spit near his calves. ‘I’m quite comfortable...right here.’
‘Girls…be serious.’ Lincoln squeezed his eyes shut as though he could activate the logical part of his brain by doing so. But with his eyes closed, his other senses began to compete for supremacy-the sensation of a warm, wet hand sliding up his thigh coming out on top. ‘You’re messing with me, yeah?’
‘Do you hear me laughing?’ Lux’s fingertips slipped under the hem of his shorts, and his manhood twitched in reflex to their proximity. ‘I mean, I can’t speak for Sherri, but this doesn’t have to be a big deal, or even something that’s spoken about. It’ll just be cathartic, for both of us.’
‘No it won’t,’ Link whispered, bringing his hand down on hers, halting her progression. Her fingertips pressed down on the head of his growing erection, and he quivered, pushing her hand back.
 God he needed to be touched. But it was the wrong hand doing the touching! The wrong mouth saying all the right things. He opened his eyes, and stared into Lux’s, trying to look more convincing than he felt. ‘I’ll feel worse for it tomorrow. And if I’m worth what you say I am, I ought to.’
Lux rose, resting her hands on his knees, spreading them apart to slip between. Wet, naked, glowing despite the lack of light with the water frothing behind her, Lux was magnificent.
 ‘Why? You’re not with her, and she might be with him right now, doing worse.’ She took his jaw in her hands and lowered her voice to an intimate whisper, too low for Sherri to decipher over the bubbling jets. ‘Our species exist to do this. If Ivyanne begrudges you a little relief, relief she won’t provide, then why would you want to be with her anyway? Aren’t you sick of being tortured?’ She spoke with quiet earnestness. ‘Because I’ve been where you are Link-I remember. And you need this if you’re going to survive the next few weeks.’
‘Don’t,’ Lincoln said, but lips touched his seconds later. Alarmed, he tried to pull back, but she held him firmly, and slid the tip of her tongue against his upper lip, parting his mouth. She tasted like lemon and salt.
‘Tell me you don’t need it. The human girl wants you too, Link. You could do us both, right now. Don’t you want to?’
Lincoln did. Not because of their bodies or their looks, but because he needed their need for him and the calm that would follow climax. He wanted to keep his eyes shut and pretend they were Ivyanne’s hands on him. 
But they weren’t. He opened his eyes and his mouth at the same moment to rebuff her in a way she’d actually heed, but before he could speak, he caught Sherri watching him with wide grey eyes, and he was distracted by how inappropriate it all was. He should never have taken his shoes off. He shouldn’t have drunk at all and he definitely shouldn’t have used the new girl as a means to entice Ivyanne’s jealousy! Remi was right-he was acting like a fool, not a man, and if word spread-which it always did-he’d become the guy some idly accused him of already being-the lecherous boss, not fit to be anyone’s king, let alone to someone as lovely as Ivyanne.
Lux pounced, taking advantage of his momentary stupor, but before he could actually tell her off for it-a gasp of disbelief made him turn his head towards the bar.
Of all the people he’d expected to see standing there, Pintang was not one of them. But she was as real as his ridiculous predicament, and her blazing blue eyes were full of bewilderment.
‘Lux?!’ The name was expelled like a curse. ‘Oh my god...and Link?! If Ardhi-’ She shook her head, taking a step back. ‘I don’t freaking believe this! Where is Ivyanne?’
Lincoln rose swiftly, his movement knocking Lux back. ‘Pintang! Hey! Oh my god, please-this is not, I mean, I wasn’t going to kiss her back-’
‘If it’s not what it looks like, it can only be worse.’ Pintang glanced at the new girl, and her brow furrowed. ‘Who in god’s name are you?’
‘I’m leaving, that’s who.’ Sherri got to her feet, water spilling off her. ‘Good night Link and uh...good luck.’
 ‘Good. Scram.’ 
Lincoln’s mouth fell open, watching Sherri scamper away, humiliation contorting her features. So much for not scaring off the best bartender he’d ever had!
‘Pintang!’ Lux stroked backwards. ‘Calm down. You don’t know the half of what’s going on around here-’
‘I know that if Ardhi saw this, he’d flip!’ 
‘Would he?’ Lux challenged. ‘Are you certain about that? As far as I can tell, no one had a good grasp on what he was going through in the end-not even enough to pick up on the suicidal vibe. And as his sister-’
‘Shut it!’ Pintang looked furious, and tears came to her eyes. ‘I picked up on it all, Lux. But there’s a difference between a runaway train, and a derailment you know! And I was powerless to prevent either!’ Pintang turned back to Lincoln. ‘Have you lost your mind? Of all the ungrateful-’ She shook her head, backing off. ‘Actually, don’t explain. I don’t want to hear it. I came back for...not for this kind of crap. Good night.’ She shot Lux one final, baleful glare. ‘And by that I mean go to bed. Alone.’
Both Pintang and Lux were long gone by the time Lincoln snapped out of his frozen panic.
⁓
It seemed to Tristan like a millennia had passed before Ivyanne spoke again. She turned away from the ocean and glowered at him, crossing her arms across her chest, looking like a goddess against the inky black night. 
‘I don’t want to get on a plane, and even if I did, I couldn’t just ditch Lincoln like that. It would be heartless. So what else can I give you that will make this trip a non-issue?’
‘Aside from the obvious?’ Tristan asked. ‘I want to know that my odds of winning here are the same regardless of whether you’re carrying my child. I want to know that you’re not saying no to this trip because you can stand to be away from me easier than you can stand being away from him.’ He could tell Ivyanne was about to say something but he held his hand up. ‘The scales are so in his favor that it’s almost comical. For one, he gets to see you every single day and secondly, you’re giving him an equal chance regardless of the fact that you’d already promised your future to me! And to make it sting just that little bit more, I had to get you pregnant to be considered at all!’
‘Not true!’ she said. ‘That day on the beach, before we made love, I told you that I was falling for you.’
‘Because I was the least horrid option available then! Face it Ivyanne, if Ardhi had turned Lincoln that morning-you probably would have forgotten my name by now!’
Ivyanne opened her mouth, then shut it. Her face was still wet with tears, and she swiped them away, even as fresh ones began to pool in her eyes.
The angst in her expression did it for Tristan. Feeling like everything inside him died from that one look, he got to his feet, as words he loathed to say spilled from his lips.
‘Fine,’ he nodded, backing away from her. ‘That’s the answer I needed, I guess. The final one.’
‘What?’ Ivyanne got to her feet. ‘Wait Tristan I didn’t say anything!’
‘You didn’t have to-I know you well now Ivyanne-words always come to you when they’re from your heart,’ the fact stung him with its accuracy. ‘It’s when you have to make something up to please someone else, that you get tongue-tied. Well, I won’t be the guy who renders you speechless anymore.’
‘Tristan don’t say that!’ She flung herself at him, pressing her face into his chest, trying to slip her arms under his, but he was immovable. He stood there, turning to stone to ward off the ecstasy her touch promised yet never seemed to deliver. ‘I’m just having a rough day is all!’
‘Maybe. But if you loved me, I’d be the one to make it better for you, not worse,’ he held out his hands helplessly. ‘I offered you an escape but you don’t want it. Not with me.’ His vision began to blur. ‘Forget your promise, okay? I’m releasing you from it. And the damn IOU.’
‘No!’ Ivyanne dug her fingers into his flesh.‘I just need time. I don’t want to be released!’
‘Yes you do,’ Tristan said quietly, keeping his eyes on the stars above her head so he didn’t have to look into her pleading face. ‘You just don’t want me to feel bad that I’m making your life that much easier by walking out of it. I’m sorry that you feel so responsible for me.’
Ivyanne began to rain little punches on his chest. ‘Don’t apologize for this!’ She cried. ‘I won’t! And what if I have your child, huh? What then?’
‘We won’t have been the first mer parents to create life and live separately from one another, would we? Breeding is our objective, not love, I know you’ve told yourself that a million times lately. So you’ll be fine.’ He couldn’t look at her in case he actually fooled himself into thinking that her shock was actual heartbreak instead of lack of control. ‘What won’t be fine, is me robbing you of your right to do what you want. Or you settling for me out of duty, or because the sex was good. The truth is in your dreams-and in them, you kiss him. In reality, you use my body to soothe the need you have for his mouth, because I happen to make quick work of it.’ He shook his head again. ‘I deserve better than that. I deserve to be kissed by a woman who never wants to stop-I think I deserve better than you.’
‘You probably do!’ Ivyanne wept, clinging to him. ‘I’m sorry I’m so confused but Tristan I need you! You can’t give up on me-you know that I love you!’
Tristan took her by the arms, forcing her to look into his eyes. ‘Well your love hurts me,’ he said honestly, tears running down his own face. ‘I won’t spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for him-and you can’t promise me that won’t happen even if you marry me.’ Feeling physical pain in doing so, Tristan took her tiny hands and forcibly removed them. ‘Tell your mother I sent my regards, but I have to leave. I’ll come back for the boat in a few weeks when I get a chance to.’
The color drained from Ivyanne’s face. ‘Please, please Tristan don’t do this....’ her wet eyes were so round he could have fallen into them. ‘If you love me, you can’t do this!’
Tristan’s heart broke for her. Ivyanne was definitely a mess now, and it tore him apart to see that he really was causing her anguish. But she didn’t have the faintest idea of the agony he was in. And if she did, she’d never be able to heal it without making sure she soothed Lincoln for her attentions to his rival afterwards. It was a vicious cycle, and one he had to end.
‘I get what Ardhi did now,’ Tristan said honestly. ‘And I know what must have been going through his mind when he did it. He loved you-neither of us doubt that-but his actions only made you more miserable and I don’t want to cause you misery. You’re sick of being torn in two? Well then-I’ll stop pulling.’ With that, Tristan turned and fled back up the dunes, retracing the steps that had led him there, the wind chilling the tears on his face until he was cold all over.
Never before in his life had he felt so hollow. He had to get the hell out of Seaview before anyone saw the way Ivyanne Court had broken him.
 



7.
Tristan checked his iPhone for the seventh time as he waited at the boarding gate for his flight earlyFriday morning, shaking his head at himself in disgust. Ivyanne wasn’t going to call, and she certainly wasn’t going to surprise him by showing up-in fact, if she ever spoke to him again, he’d be surprised.
Tristan hefted his Louis Vuitton graphite Keep-all onto his shoulder, fanning himself with his ticket. He usually found himself inside an airport once a week, or once every two weeks, in the least, and he’d always taken it in his stride, despite his own natural dislike of airplanes.
But he’d established a routine without the crowds, and the phones and the artificial air in sleepy little Seaview, and for the first time in decades, being suddenly surrounded by society felt oppressive and unnatural. There were too many people in the room, and the air-conditioning system was so cold that even his thin leather jacket couldn’t ward the chill off his bones.
It didn’t help that his stomach was still in knots from the unexpected scene he’d caused the night before. He’d gone out there to beg her to accompany him on the basis that he wasn’t happy without her, and yet he had somehow ended up ordering her away from him, permanently. It hadn’t occurred to him for a second that he was too weak to go the distance. But her refusal to put his happiness above Link’s yet again had been the breaking point of his tolerance.
She’d begged, she’d pleaded, she’d cried....but she hadn’t swum after him, had she? Now he knew. Ivyanne hadn’t chased him because of her fear of planes-even Lincoln had gotten on a boat to save a girl he didn’t care for-overriding his fears. No, something had Ivyanne anchored to the Queensland coast, and despite all of Tristan’s strength, he couldn’t pull her free.
‘Flight 1326 to LA now boarding,’ a smooth voice called over the intercom. ‘Will all first class ticket holders please come to the front of the gate. I repeat...’
Tristan shifted his bag again, the one he saved for flight travel only, containing his forged passport, created from forged identification papers (the name was right-but the year of birth was light years off) and stepped up to the gate, looking at his Australian phone one more time. Nothing.
Then it’s over, he thought sadly. If she wasn’t pregnant, Ivyanne’s life was going to be smooth sailing from then on. And if she was....well, Tristan surmised that they’d cross that bridge when they came to it. It was enough to make him want to fall to his knees and weep right there in the airport.
The doors opened and Tristan opened his eyes. A flight had just come in and he absently watched the people filing out of the corridor, pulling out their mobile phones and switching them back on, some clearly relieved to have landed safely, some with eyes searching for the toilets, others stuck behind slow walkers, looking impatient and annoyed.
One gorgeous blonde caught his attention. She was tall, and dressed in sexy street clothes-low slung skinny jeans, a pink slouch top and an adorable pink beanie on her cap of hair. Men’s heads were turning in every direction as she stalked elegantly along, like a model on a runway, trailing a tiny carry-on on wheels behind her-Louis Vuitton, like his own. She already had her phone out, and was speaking into it, head bent down. It was impossible not to notice her.
‘Yes, I’m here, god it was nauseating.....No, it looks like it hasn’t left yet....I’m a little late but I know I’ll make the flight east in time-mine doesn’t have a layover like his does., remember?’ Her eyes flicked up, resting on Tristan, and the brilliant blue iris’s widened.
Tristan’s mouth fell open. ‘Adele?!’ he demanded.
She gaped at him for one moment, shock registering on her pretty face. Before Tristan could reach out and ask her how she was or where she had come from, she turned on her heel and stalked away, glancing back at him, like she was afraid he’d physically molest her.
Tristan craned his neck to watch her go, tempted to run after her and make sure that she was all right. Everyone had been trying to find her for weeks-how strange was it, that he’d located her in an airport? And in international terminal, of all places!
‘He’s here!’ She hissed into the phone. ‘He’s boarding.....yes alone...’ the last few words were lost as the crowd swallowed her up.
Tristan frowned, confused at the way she’d said : ‘He’ like whoever she was talking to, knew him, or expected them to cross paths. Could she be speaking to Lincoln? Had they re-connected during Tristan’s one day out of the picture? No, that didn’t make sense.
Two air hostess’s were coming out of the corridor, bringing up the rear of the exiting passengers. Tristan stepped slightly out of line, flagging them down.
‘Excuse me, Miss?’
The first stewardess, with curly brown hair and a cream and coffee complexion, caught his eye and smiled at him, pausing, making no effort to conceal the fact that she was looking him up and down. ‘Yes sir?’
Tristan pasted on his most charming smile. ‘I was wondering if you could tell me where you’ve just come from?’ He winked at her. ‘Can’t imagine the view there was lovelier than the one on the plane.’
She smiled coyly, her friend also lingering to eye Tristan. ‘Norfolk Island, sir,’ she said breathily. ‘We’re always on that run, if you ever want to compare the view for yourself.’
Norfolk Island? Tristan knew the area well, after all, it was one of the most pristine islands in the world, if not the most, and revered by their kind. In fact, Queen Ivy had settled there for hundreds of years before the English had come along and made it a penal colony. Tristan was certain that Vana still owned property there. But why would Adele go there? It didn’t make sense.
Tristan suddenly realized that not only were the two air hostesses still smiling at him, expectantly, but that the short line of first class passengers had passed him by. ‘Well, I’ll keep that in mind,’ Tristan finally said. ‘When I return from overseas of course. Have a good week, ladies.’
‘You too, sir,’ the dark-skinned girl replied.
 ‘We’ll be looking forward to your visit.’ The blonde added. ‘A lot.’. 
Tristan smiled and waved, hurrying down the corridor after briefly flashing his ticket to the girl at the desk. He had anticipated boarding the plane like he was approaching his own funeral, but Adele’s sudden appearance had distracted him enough from the notion that he was leaving Ivyanne, possibly for good. He felt itchy and irritable. There was something wrong about Adele being there-but what precisely, was causing that sensation of dread in his stomach?
Tristan walked onto the plane, and another air-hostess directed him to his spacious window seat with a welcoming smile. Tristan put his keep-all on the seat beside him and pulled his phone out of his pocket, glancing at the screen, chewing on his lower lip thoughtfully. Should he text Ivyanne and tell her that Adele was fine?
‘Excuse me sir, I’m sorry, but you need to put your bag down at your feet and switch off your phone.’
‘Sure,’ Tristan obliged the polite woman automatically by shutting his phone down, and returning it to his pocket. Adele being on Norfolk fell under the category of bizarre and mysterious-but there was nothing ominous about it, nothing that couldn’t wait a few days for him to have a time-out from anything tied to his life down under. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Shortly we will be taking off, our first destination, being Fiji. For those of you making the connecting flight to L.A, you will have a two hour layover in the airport, with an ETA for LAX at twenty three hundred hours Eastern Standard time, which will put us at six am PDT on Friday. For the rest of you staying in Fiji, I hope you enjoy your short flight with us. Conditions are clear for the duration of the flight, and right across the Eastern sea board. Our attendants will be....’
Tristan tuned out the announcement, leaning back in his chair and fastening his seat belt, pleased to know that he was in for a smooth flight, and that he’d arrive with almost six hours to prepare for his meeting with Mark. 
And he had to be prepared. He’d lost Ivyanne-he wouldn’t lose the contract now that it was within his grasp. His work was all he had left to fight for.
⁓
Ivyanne felt like a dry rag on Friday morning after having soaked her pillow with aimless tears, and despite how badly she needed to swim, she made the trip to the mainland via boat- needing the speed to compensate for the fact that she’d overslept  by three hours and then been interrogated by her mother.
The queen knew everything. Every sordid detail. Ivyanne had confessed all when she’d returned the night before-never in her life had she needed her mother as much as she had then. And to her relief, Vana seemed as concerned for her, as she was for Tristan. She even seemed concerned for Link.
Once Ivyanne had docked her mother’s boat at the marina, next to Tristan’s, she hurried up the beach, checking her phone for the time, shielding its screen from the midday glare, praying to see something from Tristan that hadn’t been there five minutes before. But there was nothing, and she sensed that there wasn’t going to be. 
When she walked into the Barefoot Bar, Ivyanne was less than impressed to see Lincoln and Sherri engrossed in yet another intense looking conversation by the jukebox immediately to her left.
‘I really am sorry….’ Sherri was saying. ‘That Bobbitt guy bought me a few shots right before knock off, so I just wasn’t myself.’
‘That’s okay.’ Lincoln said. ‘Really. I’m in no position to...just, let’s forget about it, okay?’
‘Okay.’ Sherri said, visibly relaxing. 
‘Forget what?’ Ivyanne asked, making her presence known.
Lincoln looked up, and his face tensed again. ‘Hey.’ He said listlessly, looking out of sorts. ‘Oh Sherri was just-’
‘Apologizing for making a mistake on the till last night.’ Sherri said quickly, and then glanced at her watch. ‘Hmm. You’re five minutes late, Ivyanne.’
Ivyanne looked around the deserted bar. Apparently, it wasn’t a big day for breakfast. ‘Well it looks like you’re surviving. And I’m sorry, but I had a late night.’
‘That’s weird,’ Sherri said, ‘Considering that you went home earlier than everyone else.’
‘Well, I have some stuff going on in my life right now, and it’s taking time and energy from me.’ Ivyanne stepped behind the bar and slipped her bag under the shelf near the register. ‘But Lincoln will vouch that I’m never late, I’m sure, and I’m here now, and he just forgave you for mucking up the till while drunk so....’ Ivyanne hoisted a brow at Lincoln. ‘Crisis averted, yeah?’
Lincoln looked from her, then down to Sherri, then back to her. 
‘Well?’ Ivyanne prompted.
‘She’s always punctual,’ Lincoln said grudgingly. 
Why do you seem disappointed that you can’t yell at me? Ivyanne thought, confused. He’d begged her to stay the night before, and seemed desperate to make up. Had the chance to reflect upon their situation angered him again? Or was he just stressing out in general?
‘Though I’m curious as to what new dramas could have popped up between leaving here and arriving home....’ Link went on, giving her an assessing look. 
‘Nothing that I want to talk about right now,’ Ivyanne said, forcing her voice to stay even. She glanced at Sherri pointedly, annoyed that the girl was still lingering. Sherri knew they were on the verge of dating, so what reason did she have to get between them, unless she’d already decided to snag Lincoln for herself? It wasn’t a wild notion-Lincoln’s mer pheromones would be like the scent of burning cannabis to a druggie for the human girl, unless she had a man stashed somewhere nearby. And even then, that wouldn’t douse the attraction, just the reactions to it.
Lincoln took her by the arm and pulled her closer to him, lowering his head to her ear. ‘You’re being awfully cryptic Ivyanne.’ He said, his tone serious, his eyes appealing for something unspoken. ‘Something on your mind?’
If only he knew! Ivyanne sighed. She was probably giving off weird vibes, and as always, Lincoln would be analyzing her every word and expression to the point of exhaustion. He was sorry he’d overreacted so and tried to make her jealous-she could see it- and he wanted to say it, but his damn pride was waiting for her to apologize first to validate his original reason for being angry.
But she already had, and there was a statute of limitations on how much groveling she was willing to do-it set a precedent for their entire future and what she was willing to tolerate. So even though she was inclined to smooth his ruffled feathers for him this one time, doing so might ensure that she’d be putting up with his vindictive tantrums for three hundred years to come. And a descendant of Anna L’Court jumped hoops for no man.
Besides, what could she reveal anyway? When Lincoln found out that Tristan had cut her off-he was going to be over the moon, and a part of her anticipated being able to make at least one of the men she cared for deliriously happy. Once that was done, she knew that the bad moments, like this one, would lose their significance.
 But they hadn’t yet. She wasn’t ready to accept Tristan’s withdrawal so suddenly. She didn’t know if it was because she longed to be with Tristan more than she’d admitted to herself until then, or if she just couldn’t stand things ending on such a sour note without knowing the state of her womb first. But she needed a day or so to examine her feelings wholly, and give Tristan the chance to change his mind, before she got Lincoln’s hopes up. 
‘I don’t feel like talking about it right now Lincoln. I need a day or so to get my head around a few things, okay?’
Lincoln’s eyebrows pulled together in consternation, but then his face became impassive. ‘Fair enough.’ He said, releasing her and turning away. ‘And on that note, I’m off for lunch.’ He glanced at Sherri. ‘Good luck.’
Sherri smiled sweetly. ‘I’m sure I can handle her.’
Ivyanne felt like she’d been slapped, but she refused to entertain either of them with a dramatic reaction. She simply shrugged and said : ‘Famous last words’ then moved to put her stuff away, thinking that it might be the last time she ever clocked in at The Seaview Resort.
⁓
‘Are you where you need to be?’ Ardhi barked into the phone around lunch on Friday.
‘Lord, I’m so tired that I don’t even know any more.’ Adele muttered. ‘But according to the GPS on this boat, I am.’
‘Good.’ Ardhi couldn’t believe that he was so dependent on Adele the scatterbrain to have his escape vehicle ready, but he had little choice. The most capable ally he had was in Queensland, putting the hard moves on Lincoln, and he couldn’t pull off his plan alone. ‘Did you have any problems hiring out the boat?’
‘Nope. And the guy even helped give me directions. Apparently, people fish off this reef all the time.’
Ardhi frowned. ‘Is anyone around you now?’
‘No.’
‘Good. If you see anyone, move-but keep the coast in sight.’
‘As opposed to what? Take off by myself on the big blue? Not likely.’
‘Don’t be smart.’ Ardhi folded his legs, enjoying the heat of sun-warmed sand under his bare skin. ‘Well we haven’t got long, so I may as well get this started….’
‘Ardhi-wait.’ Adele’s usual sass was replaced with the trembling tone of a little girl. ‘Are you sure we need to do this? There are other women you know-’
‘This isn’t about Ivyanne.’ Ardhi snapped. ‘This is about karma. The universe won’t punish Tristan for how he operates-but that doesn’t mean that I can’t.’
‘I know...but this is so epic. I mean...wouldn’t a one on one attack make more sense? Less innocent people-’
‘I’ll make sure it’s low before it-’ Ardhi’s voice died out as the reality of what he was about to do sank in. God, maybe he was crazy. ‘Look, I can’t fight Tristan hand to hand. He’s used and abused his gifts, and now I’ll do the same. He needs to be isolated and off guard-you know all of this.’ He frowned, angry at her for making him question himself. ‘And if you want to do the right thing by your family, you’ll step in line, got it?’
‘Got it.’ Adele said quickly. ‘Please just...take it easy.’
‘I will.’ Ardhi glanced at his waterproof watch. ‘Two hours from now, where we agreed, got it? Any longer than that and mermaids will be swarming the area. I have to find him before they do.’
‘I know. Well...good luck. I guess.’
‘Thanks.’ Ardhi said curtly. ‘See you soon.’ 
Ardhi put down the phone and glanced around him casually to double check that he was still alone on the private beach in front of his bungalow. For as far as he could see, the area was deserted-water included. That was perfect. Exactly what he needed.
He’d picked Molokai as his base in Hawaii, not only because it was perfectly positioned under the flight path, but because his own kind were less concentrated there, usually opting for the Big Island, or Oahu, where Bane’s family was. There were enough mers around to help with rescue efforts, if they were required, but not so close that they’d beat Ardhi to first pickings of the passengers. Well, one passenger, in particular.
Ardhi smiled and moved forward, sitting once more where the water licked at the shore, digging his feet down into the thick, heavy and sodden sand, so that they were submerged nearly to his knees. He then dug his hands into the wet sand beside him, anchoring himself, letting the water break around him, and feed into him. A ripple of pleasure went through him, and he latched onto it in his mind, inhaling deeply, like he was inhaling the world. He thought of rain, and of thunder, and of lightning that would illuminate the sky, so blue, so powerful, that the people on the plane would gape out their windows in awe.
Ardhi felt a shiver ripple over his skin, felt a breeze pick up and whisper into his ears, like a cloud passing over the sun, blocking its rays. Then, knowing he was on the right track, he thought of Ivyanne, remembered the boat, where he had found her discarded clothes, and something inside him bucked painfully at the thoughts, causing him to grind his teeth together in fury. The temperature dropped then, and when he imagined Tristan’s face, it dropped again, plummeting as the wind whipped louder. The next wave to lap over his bare legs hit with more force, like the sea was beginning to awaken, and Ardhi gripped at the sand, feeling like he could lift that part of the ground up with his hands and it would wrench itself free from the rest of the earth, coming apart under his power.
Ardhi opened his eyes, and saw that the sky had darkened considerably, and that little slivers of white foam were beginning to churn about on the previously flat sea. He grinned, then shut his eyes, curling up every muscle in his body then dragging the sky down to him with his mind.
The boom of thunder which accompanied this thought did not make him smile. He didn’t allow it. He set his jaw and tugged again, not needing to open his eyes to see the bolt of lightning hit the horizon-the flash of light beyond his closed eyelids told him that he had indeed, practiced enough.
 



8.
A calm, perfect day flight had turned into an absolute nightmare and Tristan was rapidly losing his nerves. When the sky outside the plane window went from orange to black, Tristan dug his hands into the armrests of his chair harder, squeezing his eyes shut. His heart was beating so wildly and rising to his throat that he feared he would choke on it, and his bowels constricted uncomfortably at every sudden drop. Lights flickered on and off, and some people were whimpering, while others were sick. One young woman, two seats ahead of him, was praying-loudly.
How could he have been standing in the humid Fijian terminal eight hours beforehand, anticipating a relatively short flight to Los Angeles on a sunny day? Where had this storm come from? And how much longer would they have to ride it out for? It had already persisted for over an hour, and seemed to grow more violent with every passing moment.
The Captain had made several announcements, detailing that the storm had become a wall-to wall issue, and that they didn’t have the fuel to go around it anymore. The plane had started a slow descent twenty minutes prior, and Tristan gathered, from the whispered conversations the flight attendants were having, was if the sky didn’t clear up, they were going to attempt to land in Honolulu. He had a feeling they’d already circled the outer islands a few times, but if the pilot could see anything through the blanket of cloud covering the area, Tristan didn’t know what.
The plane bucked violently, and a few people cried out. Tristan swallowed and looked out the window again, mesmerised by the blackness beyond his little port hole, genuinely confused over the origin of the storm.The radar had been clear-he’d paid special attention. It was almost like a hole had torn in the atmosphere, and Tristan was being sucked into hell.
The sky suddenly lit up blue, and Tristan could hear a distinct rattling noise against the exterior of the 767. Lightning, he thought, knowing it couldn’t actually harm the plane, not really, but not being comforted by that knowledge. Hail. Shit.
‘Ladies and gentlemen..’ The captain’s voice sounded tight, anxious. ‘Visibility is too poor for us to maneuver a landing on the airstrip in Honolulu. I ask you to stay in your seats, and remain calm, as I attempt to land the craft on the water. I repeat: Please remain calm, and follow the safety instructions for water landing. The attendants will help you however they can. The inflatable slide will be activated as soon as the aircraft comes to a standstill. Please take the time to re-read your safety card now for instructions on how to follow this procedure and inflating your life vest.’
Tristan suddenly felt like he really would be sick. A water landing? That seemed drastic! It was as good as announcing that their lives were in serious jeopardy! People started crying, looking about them in a frenzy. The curtain between first class and coach was open and Tristan glanced back, scanning for children he’d have to help if things went bad. He hadn’t heard a single baby crying for the duration of the flight, but there seemed to be three of four school- aged children sitting further back. If they survived the landing, he’d do whatever he needed to prevent drownings, but there were only so many people he could help at a time.
That’s if I even survive! He thought, going cold all over. He looked out the window once more, swallowing hard. Ditching was well and truly a last resort, and one without a very successful history.
‘Please put your lifejacket on sir,’ a flight attendant said, barely looking twice at him before crab-walking down the bouncing aisle to the next row. ‘Please put your life jacket on, m’am,’ she repeated.
Tristan didn’t bother with it-who would notice anyway, when shit went down? He leaned forward into his bag and pulled out his U.S iPhone, hiding it under his jacket, switching it back so that the bars popped up in the far corner. Two bars. He was close enough to Hawaii for that at least. They must have lost a lot of altitude.
He quickly typed, grinding his teeth together every time the craft hit another air pocket and dropped. The message was to Bane: My plane attempting a water landing near Molokai. Be prepared to help. Bring others. He wanted to text Ivyanne as well but his Australian iPhone would have lost its reception hours before. He swallowed and added: If I don’t make it, tell Ivyanne that I love her.
Just then, the inside of the plane went black. The phone was knocked out of Tristan’s hands before he could even confirm that it was sent. Hollering, he ducked his head between his legs, grasping the seat back in front of him in the brace position, calling Ivyanne’s face into his mind, clinging to it, to keep from passing out.
⁓
‘Link, you’ve got to dial it down a notch.’ Sherri whispered, appearing at his elbow around sunset on Friday afternoon. She’d timed her arrival just as Ivyanne had left to go help Lydia with something in the function room.
‘Dial what down?’ Lincoln asked, confused as he brewed the latte he was making himself.
‘The paranoia.’ She said simply. ‘You’ve been jittery all day, and that coffee is not going to help. Obviously, that Lux woman knows that she put you in a bad spot last night, and she’s keeping her distance.’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘And there’s been no sign of the angry asian girl either-you might be off the hook.’
‘Pintang.’ Lincoln rubbed his forehead, feeling guilty. He’d been holding his breath all day, anticipating her to barge in and ruin things for him with Ivyanne with an inaccurate retelling of what had gone down in the spa. But she’d stayed out of sight. Was that because she was trying to stay out of it, and leaving him to do the confessing? Or had she been out on Bracken, regaling the queen with what she’d witnessed instead? And how much of a scumbag was he, for not telling Ivyanne that she’d returned, knowing that Ivyanne had been worried about her friend for weeks?
‘Yeah, her. I don’t know her, but if she works here, and is staying here, and intended to sell you out-she would have shown up by now. Especially when you took your break. I think you’re worried for nothing.’
Lincoln hoped she was right. He’d avoided the bar as often as possible that day, unable to look Ivyanne in the eye, knowing that it was only a matter of time before she discovered how badly he’d messed up the night before. He wanted to tell her, but the fact that she hadn’t mentioned Loveridge’s visit had him feeling as paranoid as she was entitled to feel. The appearance of anger was the only thing not giving his guilt away. He’d never managed a poker face-not like the one she had clearly cultivated.
But was her secret worse than his? Or was her poker face just indifference to the whole situation after weeks of being the scarf in the tug-of-war between Tristan and himself? If only he could read her mind.
‘I should just admit it all to Ivyanne.’ He said softly. ‘Before I mess this bit up too, or let someone else.’
‘I’d just leave it…’ Sherri warned. ‘If you act like you did nothing wrong, which you didn’t, maybe this girl will take it that way.’
‘But it’s what she’s thinking about me, that’s getting to me.’ He confessed. ‘The fact that you were there makes it so much worse. I don’t want people to think that I have a predilection to my bar staff. I mean, I was involved with the girl you’ve replaced as well. It looks suss. And I like Pintang. I don’t want her thinking I’m lowbrow.’
‘If she knows you, she won’t.’ Sherri said breezily. ‘We were the ones instigating stuff, Link, not you. And you can’t help being eye-candy for red-blooded women. I mean, you were offered a threesome Link-that’s almost impossible for a man to walk away from. The fact that Pintang only stumbled in on some kissing and mild nudity is something Ivyanne ought to thank her lucky stars for!’
‘I ought to what now?!’
Lincoln’s heart stopped when the outraged exclamation damn near shattered his eardrums. He glanced over Sherri’s shoulder and into Ivyanne’s eyes, unable to bear even a glimpse of the utter devastation and rage within them.
‘Whoa!’ He exclaimed, for lack of better words, shoving Sherri out of the way and almost tripping over the bar mat in his haste to get to the princess. ‘Ivyanne what you just heard-’ he looked at Sherri, panicking, pleading for her to speak up on his behalf. But the waitress looked too stunned to form a coherent sentence now.
‘It’s not what you heard!’ He yelled, flailing mentally, unable to think for the stricken look on Ivyanne’s face. ‘Lux kissed me. But I was going to push her off when-’
‘I don’t want to hear it!’ Ivyanne’s hands came to her ears, tears filling her eyes as she backed away. ‘Not a word!’
‘But-’
Ivyanne turned on her heel and sprinted from the room. Lincoln moved to chase after her, but then a firm hand caught his shoulders and shoved him back the second he stepped through the doors.
‘Let her go!’ Pintang snapped before pivoting on her heel and racing after Ivyanne before he could. 
⁓
‘Ivyanne! Wait!’
Ivyanne was too upset to register that the voice calling after her was a female one. ‘Go away!’ She croaked as she burst onto the hillside outside the Barefoot Bar and began to race along the crest of the hill, towards the forest.
A hand caught her arm. ‘It’s me!’
Ivyanne was whirled around, and when she saw Pintang behind her, her heart leapt out of her chest. ‘Pintang!’ She wiped tears out of her eyes. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘Backing my best friend!’ Pintang said, surprising Ivyanne by wrapping her up in a hug. ‘My god I just saw what happened! And now I feel bad for not warning you sooner!’
‘Warning me? You knew?’ Ivyanne’s throat ached, but that had nothing on the crunch of her heart.
‘I saw them, in the spa last night princess, and I went off at them. But I was giving Lincoln the time to tell you himself. He was always so great, that I assumed he would.’ Pintang pushed her sunglasses back onto her hair, which was more tousled than she usually wore it. In fact, for a beauty, she kind of looked like hell. Still, her striking eyes were enhanced by her anger, the blue of gasoline fire. ‘I cannot believe that my brother gave up his life so that lout could have a chance with you!’
Ivyanne winced at the mention of Ardhi, and her despair overrode every other thought. ‘Oh Pintang about that! I never got the chance to tell you how sorry I was for how that went down!’
‘You don’t have to apologize Ivyanne.’ Pintang closed her eyes briefly. When she re-opened them, tears were clouding her striking irises. ‘All you did was try to stop him from doing anything he’d regret. I see that now.’
‘B-but you were so mad!’ Ivyanne cried. ‘At me. Because of Tristan and-’
‘Well I’m not anymore.’ Pintang gripped Ivyanne’s elbows, embracing her but keeping enough distance so they could lock eyes without going cross-eyed. ‘I knew Tristan was mad about you, but I got my hopes up anyway. It’s not the first time I’ve done that either-developed a crush on a guy out of my league, or lashed out afterwards. I guess I have a bit of residual anger about the Marked thing, just like you did. I can’t blame you for rebelling. I would have crossed the line with Tristan in a heartbeat.’ She shook her head forlornly. ‘But I came back to apologize to you. And to hopefully, get my job back with Lincoln. Although now that I know what a player he is, I don’t think I want it any more.’
‘So they were in the spa…?’
Pintang nodded. ‘Lux was naked, kissing Link, and that girl was watching, undoing her bathing suit strings….getting ready to join, I guess. Link freaked when he saw me and tried to deny it-’
Ivyanne pressed a hand to her stomach, clamping down the lunch that violently heaved towards her throat. She couldn’t even picture what Pintang was saying and didn’t want to but mental images penetrated depths of her imagination she had never wanted to access.
‘There you are! You haven’t left! Ivyanne please! Stop and hear me out!’ Lincoln cried, sprinting along the promenade which ran horizontal to the crest of the hill.
 Ivyanne almost hissed to see that Sherri was hot on his heels.
⁓
Tristan had never been so terrified in his existence. Once, while swimming near Japan, he and his friend Sahori had been picked up by the lip of a twenty foot freak wave during a squall and pitched forward at such a velocity that Tristan had actually been flying. The following twenty seconds had been the yardstick which he compared every other frightful experience to, and none of them had ever come close to equalling it, not even when he’d seen Ardhi sweep the blade toward his ribs.
When the plane touched down upon the water, instantly lifting up again in an arc, it had felt the same as that wave, and yet without his tail, buckled into a seat, surrounded by hard, unforgiving edges, the dread which overcame him was paralyzing.
The flight attendant who had told him to put his lifejacket on must not have gotten back to her seat in time because suddenly, she flew down the aisle backwards, eyes popping out of their sockets in fright, her mouth open in a silent scream that would have been drowned out by everybody else’s anyway. She went back so fast when the nose lifted, that she appeared to be almost sucked backwards, towards the rear of the plane, before she disappeared from view. Tristan wanted to turn and see if she’d survived but gravity was holding his head in place. Yet the sickening crunch and outburst of fresh screams from behind him told him that he probably didn’t want to know her fate.
A sob escaped him-he was used to saving lives, he’d rescued dozens of souls in his short time, more than most mers had-but the situation, and the setting for it, rendered him useless. He was just another passenger now, another statistic waiting to happen.
Everybody was screaming, but the screams stopped dead when the plane came down again, smashing against the concrete-like surface of the water, like the passengers were a chorus and the maestro had signaled silence. Then there were shrieks of pain and fright as he heard teeth and bone crunch all around him. He squeezed his eyes shut, but heard the fragile human heads hitting the ceiling, and noses breaking against the seats in front of them.
Oh god! Oh God! Oh God! The mantra repeated in his mind.
Suddenly, the luggage compartments screeched open, and he opened his eyes in time to see a hard plastic suitcase sliding out from above him, towards the man in the seat across from him. Without thinking, he unbuckled his seat belt and got to his feet- catching the projectile seconds before it smashed into the man’s face. The guy’s eyes were wide, but then they met Tristan’s, and an expression of gratitude penetrated his terror. Tristan dropped the suitcase as others tumbled to the aisle around him, bracing himself against the arm of the guys’ chair. His wrist gave in at the pressure, and he felt a twang as some ligament tore, but he grimaced and held the position.
Then, for a few seconds, there was nothing but hushed silence as the plane glided along the water, finding its groove at last. Tristan dared to open his eyes, blinking, wondering if the worst had come and gone. He glanced at the man beneath him, and was surprised to see a relieved smile on his face.
‘Thanks!’ he gasped.
‘No problem,’ Tristan managed to say between gritted teeth. The speed at which the plane was catapulting forward had him locked into place with inertia that paralysed even his jaw. ‘Are we down now?!’
‘I have no idea!’
Tristan tried to look around the plane, but it was too hard to see clearly-but it actually seemed like everybody was sort of okay. Had they been that lucky? Ivyanne’s face flashed before his eyes and he smiled, anticipating the look of awe and amazement on her beautiful face when he got to re-tell the tale.
But the plane was slowing down too quickly, much too quickly for the speed it had been moving at prior. Inertia began to push Tristan back harder into place, and as much as he wanted to get back into his seat, he didn’t have the strength to do it. He braced himself in the aisle, muttering prayers to gods he had never acknowledged before under his breath, as were many others. The engines were practically screaming in protest, and to Tristan, it felt like the plane had landed in gooey molasses, not water.
The giant craft suddenly swerved to the left, so quickly, that Tristan’s head smacked against the headrest of his own chair, making him cry out with pain as the smell of blood filled his nostrils. He had enough of a view out of his little porthole to see that land was within sight, but the sky above was what caught his attention.
Tristan had seen some storms in his time-but nothing like the one he was viewing out of that tiny window. For one, it was compact and isolated-more like a flattened tornado than a blanket of grey. There was nothing natural about what he was seeing- or the way the dark clouds spiraled on an otherwise pink canvass.
If the storm is so small and isolated, why couldn’t we get around it? He wondered, his fingers aching from the effort of holding on. Something was wrong, and his gut instinct was screaming at him to recognize what exactly it was that seemed so off about the situation. 
Adele. Norfolk Island. Flight East. Water landing. Freak storm. It all had to add up, there was far too many coincidences to accept them at face value. But before he could finish his train of thought, he was suddenly above the water again, and rotating away, so slowly it was like being on a merry-go-round. Then the ocean and land disappeared, and he was looking only at the black spiral that seemed determined to swallow him whole.
Ivyanne’s right. He thought, the resistance leaving him, too affronted by inevitability to carry on. Any man who loves her, is going to die. If I do now, then I hope Lincoln is the reason why, and that he is reward enough to guide her through the pain.
‘We’re on our side!’ Someone screamed. 
‘We’re going over!’ said another.
 Tristan’s stomach rolled, but before he had a chance to get good and terrified, a shudder went through the plane, accompanied by the anguished shrieks of shearing metal, before everything went black.
⁓
Ardhi watched in fascinated horror as the mechanical bird ricocheted off the water, and began to curve, one wing tip on the water, like a ballerina twirling slowly with one hand out, and one to the ground. His fist went into his mouth when he saw the machine bow slightly, before tearing in two, the rear section of the plane landing as though everything was normal, the front section careening north for a few seconds before flipping, and finally, coming to a complete stop sending up a tsunami-sized wave of water.
He was already up when the first shock waves slapped against his bare thighs. His heart was racing, like it was pumping guilt through his blood. Ardhi dove into the water, trying to get a hold of himself.



What have I done? What have I done?! He wondered, feeling his stoic calm and sense of self righteousness bow under the pressure of guilt.
He’d known it could have ended badly, and he could already tell that the passengers had survived the landing....he just wasn’t sure how many had been killed when the aircraft split down the middle, and he couldn’t prepare for how hard the grief and regret might hit him when he reached the fallen plane, and had to inspect the carnage, up-close. Had Ardhi just crossed the line from pre-meditated killer, to mass- murderer? Was there even a line there?
Ardhi shook off the angst, which threatened to rip him apart as easily as the plane had torn, and dove down deep, using his tail to propel him harder, determined not to lose sight of why he had done what he had done to begin with-Tristan. If Loveridge had survived, Ardhi needed to correct it, as he’d intended all along. He’d deal with the guilt related to anybody else after he’d taken the merman's life-repayment for what Tristan had taken from him. Or it all would have been for nothing.
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Ivyanne’s ribs seemed to clench around her heart as Sherri and Lincoln approached. She was vaguely aware of her phone vibrating in the pocket of her apron, but she couldn’t even conceive of focusing on a conversation outside of the screaming match she was about to get stuck in. 
How was it possible that she’d been looking over fabric swatches with Lydia and contemplating telling Lincoln his good news, just ten minutes before?
‘Lincoln back off!’ Pintang spun, her black hair blowing in Ivyanne’s face. ‘She doesn’t want to hear you out! I told her what I saw, and there’s nothing you can say to excuse it away!’
Lincoln came to a halt, meters away. He looked alarmed, but not as anguished as he ought to have. ‘I don’t have to excuse anything away but stupidity-I’ve done nothing but put myself in foolish positions for three days, and I need a good hiding for it, I’ll admit that much.’ He was panting when he turned to Ivyanne. ‘But I didn’t fool around with anyone, Ivyanne. You have to believe me.’
‘I don’t think I can trust you enough to hear you out!’ Ivyanne cried. ‘Whether it happened like Pintang said or not, doesn’t change the fact that you were in a spa, drunk, with two apparently very loose women while pissed at me.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Just which part of that can you make me feel better about Link? Because I’m not loving your chances.’
‘Well I didn’t want to be there!’ He exclaimed. ‘I was drunk and Lux coerced me in for a swim and not for a second did I encourage anything she tried and Sherri will back me on that!’
‘Not a stellar witness, Link!’ Ivyanne wiped at tears, turning to glare at Sherri. ‘Her credibility is ranking somewhere between crack whore and telephone psychic right now!’
‘Hey screw you!’ Sherri snapped.
‘Bite me!’ Ivyanne retorted. She turned to Lincoln.‘If the situation were reversed and Tristan was kissing a naked me while Dalton was moving in-’ She paused to revel in Lincoln’s wince, ‘- would you want to hear me out? Or would you just be furious that I’d allowed myself to end up drunk in the spa with two horny people of the opposite sex to actually care whether I was enjoying myself or not?’
Lincoln crossed his arms across his chest. ‘Hold up! You want to drag me through the oyster rocks over getting myself in a compromising position, but you’re allowed to hook up with Tristan?’
‘That was almost three weeks ago!’ Ivyanne thundered. ‘And I owed you nothing!’
Lincoln lifted his chin. ‘Three weeks ago? I’m talking about last night! No wonder you were so quick to knock off! Did Tristan warn you first that he was coming to get some, or were you so surprised to see him that your legs opened instead of your mouth?’
Ivyanne stiffened, mentally slotting his words together like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. When they clicked and she realized what he was referring to, the blood drained from her face. Quicker than a flick of a fin, she side-stepped Sherri, drew her arm back and then swung, slapping Lincoln so hard that he tripped sideways over his own feet and landed on his knees on the grass.
‘Son of a bitch!’ She exclaimed. 
Sherri screamed. Pintang jumped.
‘You psycho!’ Sherri dropped to kneel at Lincoln’s side. ‘Link! Are you okay?’
Lincoln’s head jerked up. A perfect imprint of Ivyanne’s bladed fingers was raised on his flawless jaw in a red welt. 
‘What the?!’ His hand came up to cup his jaw and his pupils dilated until his eyes appeared black. ‘You sleep with him, and I’m the one who gets knocked out?’
Ivyanne swooped forward, taking the collar of his pale blue shirt in his hand. ‘You do not make accusations at me unless you can back them up Grey! I am your…’ She caught herself, glancing at Sherri and narrowing her eyes, reminding herself to choose her words carefully in front of the human whore. ‘Well you know who I am, and this kind of behavior is deplorable! If my mother had heard that comment you’d be scrubbing rocks from an oil spill two thousand miles away!’
‘Okay that’s just freaking weird…’ Sherri muttered.
‘Shut up.’ Pintang snapped. ‘Or I will take you down to the rocks.’
‘So you’re going to deny it, and I just have to swallow that because I can’t speak down to your highness?’ Lincoln spat out blood, wiped his hand and looked at it, eyes widening. ‘You made me bleed!’
‘She could have broken you’re neck if she wanted to.’ Pintang muttered. ‘That was soft, as far as slaps go from our kind.’
‘Your kind? You mean ferals?’ Sherri demanded, hooking Lincoln under his armpit and hefting him to his feet. ‘Ferals with delusions of superpowers, to boot! Come on Link, you don’t have to put up with this crap!’
‘I’m fine.’ Lincoln didn’t take his eyes off Ivyanne. He straightened and moved his hand under his jaw, flexing it slightly. ‘But I think you put my neck out. Bloody hell woman! Like I’m not suffering enough at your hand?’
‘It will go back.’ Ivyanne said sourly. Now that she’d struck him, her anger had faded to seething instead of homicidal, just like the time she’d slapped Ardhi on the beach. The burst of physical violence had satiated her crazed mood. ‘But your words-those you can’t take back.’ She stepped closer to him. ‘Lincoln I didn’t tell you that Tristan came back last night because I didn’t want to worry you for no reason. We didn’t sleep together. In fact-’ She drew a breath. ‘He ended things with me.’
Lincoln’s hand dropped. He stepped forward to take Ivyanne by the hands but she dodged his arms artfully. ‘He...he what?!’
‘I wouldn’t go to America with him for some important business deal, and apparently it was the last straw.’ Ivyanne said, her voice cold. ‘So he told me to stop trying to decide-because as far as he was concerned, we were over.’
‘Oh...wow.’ Pintang’s voice was a hushed whisper. ‘Harsh. And an overreaction for him.’
‘Not after what he’s been through lately.’ Ivyanne turned to Pintang. ‘Tristan was right. I felt so much for Lincoln that I was going out of my way to make sure that he was okay, and ignoring Tristan completely. When I told him I’d probably never get on an airplane, he freaked out and said I was creating reasons for us to never share a life.’ She turned back to Lincoln. ‘And maybe he was right. Maybe he was wrong, but I don’t know, and he’s done talking about it.’
Lincoln swallowed. ‘What about your baby?’
‘You have a baby?!’ Pintang squeaked.
‘Oh fucking no way!’ Sherri gasped.
‘Shut up!’ Pintang barked at her. ‘Whoever the hell you are!’
‘I may. It’s too early to tell.’ Ivyanne’s gaze remained locked on Lincoln’s. ‘But he said that we don’t have to be together to raise a child. So after all of these weeks of obsessing about what I wanted-Tristan let me off the hook. To be with you.’ Ivyanne narrowed her eyes. ‘And yet here you are, flirting with the bartender you swore you wouldn’t look twice at and getting into hot tubs with Lux, of all people? Letting her kiss you?’
‘While wasted.’ Pintang added.
Ivyanne’s teeth ground together. ‘Exactly. And you cover this infantile behavior by calling me a slut and a liar?’ She stepped into him. ‘I ought to hit you again and smack the jealousy you can dish, but not take, out of your pinhead!’
Lincoln’s eyes widened. ‘I didn’t know you had this side to you.’
‘I didn’t. Until you showed your hand.’
‘Now it’s out there.’ Pintang said despondently. ‘And if Ardhi could see what you’ve done with-’ she glanced at Sherri. ‘Your life, he’d probably drown you for being so ungrateful.’
Lincoln looked from one girl to the other, but his beseeching gaze landed on Ivyanne. He took a step forward again.‘Please, don’t let this break us. Can you blame me for being overwhelmed? What was I supposed to think when Sherri told me that Tristan had come by, and you hadn’t acknowledged it?’
‘You’re supposed to think that Sherri’s got a major crush on you and looking to drive a wedge between us.’ Ivyanne said sharply. ‘You were supposed to heed my warnings! And as far as Lux goes, you’ve got no excuse! Her intentions are as clear as her cleavage Link and you walked right into both!’
Lincoln held out his hands. ‘Well you know I’m still kind of human Ivyanne. I’m going to mess up.’
‘But Tristan won’t.’ Pintang said.
Lincoln turned his attention to his maid. ‘Actually by the sounds of it, Tristan did.’ He looked at Ivyanne once more. ‘And you could have told me, you know.’
‘Why?’ Ivyanne asked sharply. ‘You’ve been treating me like dirt. At what point in the last two days was I supposed to pull you aside for a D&M? When did I have a chance to pry Sherri off your side?’
‘Can you stop talking about me like I’m not here?’ Sherri snapped.
‘You’re not.’ Ivyanne shot back. 
‘You are going to make working here miserable, aren’t you?’ The blonde demanded. Ivyanne ignored her.
Lincoln turned his face slightly to the side, regarding her with suspicion. ‘Is that the real reason? Or were you just delaying telling me because you were too heartbroken to share?’
Ivyanne sighed in resignation. ‘Both actually. And after your performance today, I’m starting to wonder if I messed up royally by letting him go.’
Lincoln blanched. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’
‘So is what you said, not five minutes ago.’ Ivyanne snapped. She turned to Sherri, untied her apron, took her phone out and and flung it as the small blonde. ‘And you won’t have to work with me, because I quit.’
‘Ivyanne!’ Lincoln looked stunned. He stepped forward haltingly. ‘Please, don’t make this decision in hot blood!’
‘Actually, my blood is ice cold.’ Ivyanne stepped back next to Pintang, turning her attention to Sherri. ‘And don’t look so smug, Miss Vandenberg. I’ll have you know that I don’t even need this job. I’m rich. In fact, rich enough to come in here every single day, sit at that bar, and make you wait on me hand and foot.’
Sherri glared at her. ‘A good bartender knows how to deal with hassle clientele.’
‘And an employed bartender knows that if she wants to stay that way, she’ll keep her trap shut.’ Lincoln snapped. ‘Seriously Sherri, you’re not helping here. Leave us, or I’ll have to serve you with a formal warning about inappropriate behavior!’
Ivyanne grimaced at Lincoln. Finally, he’d learned how to handle his problematic employee. But as far as Ivyanne was concerned, it was too late. The longer she stayed at The Seaview, the more she was tarnishing every good feeling she’d ever had for the quaint little resort of her childhood. And of Lincoln Grey. 
⁓
Lincoln couldn’t believe how his day was planning out. He felt like he was inside a nightmare he couldn’t get out of. He turned to Ivyanne. ‘You can’t quit!’ he exploded after Sherri stomped off, grabbing onto Ivyanne’s arm, desperate to hold her in place-in his place. ‘Ivyanne I need you here.’
‘No you don’t,’ she scoffed. ‘You would have trimmed the fat off the roster at the end of this month anyway when the weather cools down.’
Lincoln was beginning to actually panic. No more working with Ivyanne? No more fantasies about sneaking into her bungalow and making love to her? He could have cried from disappointment. ‘You know that’s not why I need you here!’ he said, shaking her arm. ‘And that’s not why you still work here. Ivyanne-’
‘Ivyanne! Link!’
All three of them turned to see Ilsa jogging up the path from reception, tugging her tight knee length skirt down over her knees as she did, waving a piece of paper. ‘Ivyanne you have an important message!’
Lincoln made one last attempt of grabbing Ivyanne’s hand, but she stepped away at that moment, towards Ilsa, her pretty face creased lightly in a frown. Lincoln’s hand swiped at the air before falling back at his side.
‘What?’ Ivyanne asked, her hand going to her pocket, fingers curled, like a gunslinger poised to do a quick-draw.
‘Someone named Bane called,’ Ilsa said quickly, panting, her fringe clinging to her cheeks with sweat the way Lincoln’s hair never would again. ‘He said to tell you: He’s been calling for the last hour, and you need to answer your god damn phone...that it’s a matter of life and death.’ She held out the piece of paper to Ivyanne. ‘That’s his number, but he said it should be on your phone anyway, so redial the number on the missed calls.’ Ilsa’s face was flushed. ‘And Ivyanne, I have to say, the dude sounded like he was freaking out.’
Lincoln felt his stomach fill with nervous air as Ivyanne reached into her pocket and whipped out her phone, eyes focused and hard as she examined the flat screen. ‘Twenty seven missed calls?’ she gasped, going white. ‘What on earth....?’
Lincoln stepped up to Ivyanne, taking her free hand, and squeezing it. ‘I hope nothing’s happened with his family,’ Lincoln said softly. He’d only known Bane for a few days, after the Ardhi fiasco, but he’d liked him. ‘I’m here if you need me.’
Ivyanne nodded, hitting redial with her thumb, the hand that held the phone trembling like a leaf in a cyclone. ‘I hope so too. But whatever it is, it can’t be good.’
Lincoln was inclined to agree. But he was holding Ivyanne’s hand. For now, that was enough.
⁓
Adele’s face was pale and frightened looking when Ardhi eventually arrived at their meeting place in a secluded bay and hauled himself into onto the sand.
‘That was the most terrifying thing I’ve seen in my life,’ Adele stammered, shrinking back from him. ‘I don’t know what’s worse, the fact that you were able to do it, or the fact that I assisted.’
Ardhi shook himself off, motioning for her to hand him the towel she had clutched in her hands. He was still finding it hard to breathe, or talk. And he certainly didn’t want to have to think about what he had done. ‘It’s not the time for a lecture,’ he said harshly. ‘Besides, I managed to save three of the people drowning. So I’m not an out and out monster.’
‘Won’t they turn?’ Adele asked, looking worried as she passed him the towel.
Ardhi shook his head. ‘They didn’t need breath-they just needed help out of the water.’ He rubbed his face dry, trying to wipe out the terrible things he’d seen. Especially when he’d investigated inside the flipped wreck. There had been blood everywhere, enough to taint the water. Sharks would be circling by now, so it was a small mercy that most people had been evacuated onto lifeboats provided by the rescuers who had arrived minutes before his departure.
‘And Tristan?’ Adele whispered the question. 
Ardhi pulled away the towel and smiled. ‘Gone.’  
Adele frowned. ‘What? Gone as in missing, or as in...?’ 
‘He’s dead, I’m sure of it,’ Ardhi rubbed himself all over with the crisp beach towel. ‘He wasn’t amongst the survivors. He wasn’t one of the dead bodies-’ his voice caught on those two awful words, ‘-either, but considering that it was a water crash-there wouldn’t be. There was no sign of his essence.’
Adele frowned. ‘Ardhi you’re certain that was the right plane, yes?’ She asked, looking grief-stricken.
‘Of course I am!’ He snapped. ‘The airline is written on the side of it, and the blood on the window next to the seat that was his.’
‘How can you know that?’
Ardhi wasn’t in the mood to explain the biochemistry of mermaids to her, but he saw no other way. ‘We all have the same blood type,’ he said quickly. ‘We all smell the same. Tristan was the only mer on board, and the seat with the blood was the one you booked him into-in first class.’
Adele looked sickened, but then relieved. He could see her struggling with the same thing he was-the guilt going toe to toe with relief that they’d gotten away with it. ‘Then where is he?’
‘Transitioned. When I first got there, there was a dolphin shooting through the water so fast that I just know it was him. He must have been mortally wounded during the crash-I got there within three minutes after all. He had no time to swim free and he wouldn’t have-Golden boy would have stuck around to help if he’d survived.’
Adele bit her lip, tossing him a bottle of water. ‘I guess if you’re convinced, I’m happy. But still....’
‘It would be nice to have a dead body as proof, or to have killed him myself,’ Ardhi agreed. ‘Which is exactly why I’ll have to lie low for a week or so. On the off chance that he survived.’ He took a sip of the cool liquid, happy to wash the metallic taste of blood out of his mouth.‘That will suck, but I’ll have other opportunities to get rid of him. At least now I know what I’m capable of.’ He put down the water bottle and stared at his scorched and numb fingertips, awestruck. His emotions didn’t know where to land-on glee? Triumph? Regret?
‘I suppose so,’ Adele said, squinting into the sunlight, back in the direction Ardhi had just come from. They were twenty kilometers from ground zero, but it still felt too close to Ardhi. There were way too many mers living in Hawaii, and they would have been drawn to the scene of the accident. ‘And it’s not like he knows that you caused the crash anyway.’
‘Exactly,’ Ardhi said, digging a hole deep enough to bury the towel in. Adele was wearing a bikini, which she was already beginning to adjust into a swimming position, and aside from that, they didn’t have any other earthly possessions on them. ‘But I’m telling you Adele-he’s dead.’
Adele smiled tentatively. ‘So this is over? We can go back home and start our lives again?’
‘A fresh start,’ he said with a smile. ‘In a world without Tristan Loveridge.’
 ‘And my parents?’ 
Ardhi glanced up at her. Her blue eyes were fretful. ‘I’m not monitoring them anymore Adele,’ he said softly. ‘Or at least I won’t be by the time you join me up north. But just know that if anyone ever hears about my involvement in this-’ 
‘They won’t.’ Adele said quickly. ‘I wouldn’t risk them like that. Besides, you’ve got me knee deep in this shit with you. I can hardly give the game away without giving away myself.’
Ardhi beamed. ‘Good Girl. So long as you keep your mouth shut, they’re safe. And I know you don’t believe me, but I am sorry I had to hold that over your head. But from my perspective, two human lives are insignificant compared to the future of my kingdom.’
Adele averted her eyes and motioned to the water, reluctant to talk about it and obviously impatient for the big swim to L.A. ‘So we can get out of here now?’
‘Yes.’ Ardhi said. They were swimming to L.A, and then flying from there to Norfolk. ‘Then I go home. With any luck, I’ll be able to send for you within two weeks.’
‘After you, future king Ardhi.’ Adele said, bowing graciously. 
Ardhi grinned. He liked the sound of that.
⁓
It seemed to take Bane forever to answer his phone. Each ring, so cold, so orchestrated, was like fingernails on a chalkboard for her. She closed her eyes, holding her breath, ‘Come on, c’mon...’
There was a clunk noise. ‘Ivyanne?’ Bane answered, sounding breathless. 
‘Bane?’ she asked, swallowing hard. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
‘Ivyanne.....oh god......’ 
Ivyanne had never heard a voice sound so dispirited or heartsick. ‘You’re scaring me! What is it?’
‘Oh baby girl...it’s Tristan’s flight. I don’t know how to say this but-’
‘His flight?!’ There was only one way Ivyanne could take that sort of statement given the note of hysteria in Bane’s usually composed, jovial tone, and she began to sink almost immediately. ‘What about it?!’
‘Wahine...I’ve been trying to call...it’s bad Ivyanne, very bad.’ Bane seemed to draw in a deep, shaky breath. ‘Sweetheart, I think Tristan’s plane just crashed off the coast of Molokai!’
Ivyanne’s scream was muffled as she slapped it back in with her own hand, dropping the phone with the other. It clattered to the ground beside her as her backside slammed into the pebbled ground. It felt like she was freezing to death despite the sun bearing down on her, and like the blood in her body had rushed to her ears, blocking out the sound of everything else but her heartbeat. She pressed the heels of her hands to her lowered temples and moaned, letting the agony inside her manifest physically, trying to free herself of it. Tristan’s plane had crashed. Why could she still feel the sun?
‘Ohmigosh Ivyanne what is it?!’ Pintang’s voice sounded far away.
Her phone was pushed back into her hands and Ivyanne took it, hands shaking as though she suffered from Parkinson’s, struggling to grip the little white device. Numbly, aware that voices were lifting and swirling around her, Ivyanne put the phone back up to her ear.
‘Is he dead?’ she asked numbly.
‘I don’t know baby, I don’t know!’ Bane practically wailed. ‘I got a message from him telling me that his flight was about to crash on the water near Hawaii, and to get ready! I assumed he wanted me to wrangle the troops and get survivors. He must have gotten enough reception, and had been scared enough, to warrant turning his phone on, to warn me. He also asked me to tell you that he loves you...’
Ivyanne broke into what she supposed was the mer equivalent of a hot sweat. ‘Are there survivors?’
Suddenly, Lincoln’s face came into focus, looking more upset than she’d ever seen him before. It was odd to see such a tall body folded to a kneel.
‘What happened? His plane crashed? Is he okay?!’
Lincoln could have been an actor on a screen. She almost reached out and touched his face, to make sure he was real. That any of it was real.
‘Yes!’ Bane said quickly. ‘Most of them! Everyone would have been fine if the plane hadn’t cracked in two after hitting the water. I’m down at the site now, a few of us have been here for an hour, getting people out of the water, while I manned the boat and phone, but it’s all so chaotic! At the moment they think there are three dead and seven missing-that’s a pretty good number out of over one hundred and fifty people.’
A tear slipped down Ivyanne’s face. She hadn’t even felt it form. ‘But you haven’t seen him, have you?’
There was a ragged sigh on the other end. ‘No Wahine, I haven’t, and that bothers me-a lot. He texted me to come and help beforehand-and I did. So why hasn’t he found me yet? Where is he?’
‘Three dead?’ Ivyanne asked, softly. ‘Do they know who the dead are?’
‘Tristan no!’ Pintang suddenly shrieked, her fingernails digging into the fleshy part of Ivyanne’s upper arm. ‘No no no no NO!’
‘Not officially-they’re going off a head count. But they know one of the dead was a flight attendant who was killed on impact, and the other two were pretty messed up when the plane split where they were sitting. But I do know he’s not one of them-he was sitting in first class, and the split happened further back than that.’ There was a pause. It was long enough for Ivyanne to hear Pintang sobbing beside her. ‘What scares me is the fact that the front half of the plane flipped-his half. Quite a few people got near fatal blows to the head. But Tristan wasn’t one of the ones being made a priority for treatment either.’
‘But if the plane crushed on water....’ Ivyanne’s voice trailed off. 
‘There wouldn’t be a body,’ Bane finished for her, ‘just a dolphin.’ 
‘No no no...not another!’ Pintang wailed. ‘Not happening! Tell Bane he’s wrong!’
Ivyanne’s face dropped into her knees and she began to sob. She felt the phone being taken from her hand, and she let it go easily, unable to bear another second of the conversation that was ripping her to shreds. Tristan could have survived, she knew that-he would have been the most likely to survive of all the passengers on board. One, he was tough, two, he could swim.
But where were the missing seven? Where did bodies go during a plane crash? If he’d been knocked unconscious and flung from the plane, he could have been drowning without knowing it. Her chest seemed to cave in on itself.
‘Ivyanne,’ she felt Lincoln’s hand on her shoulder, shaking her. ‘Honey, it’s going to be okay. They’re going to find him, I swear.’ 
Ivyanne expected to be relieved that she hadn’t been on the flight, but she wasn’t. At that moment, she wished for death more than anything. How could she live, knowing that he had died, believing that she didn’t love him enough to share her life with him? Roan, Nigara, Ardhi, now Tristan...it really did seem like every man who dared promise himself to her was destined to go to an early grave!
‘Don’t touch me!’ Ivyanne hissed, brushing his hand off her shoulder. ‘I’m cursed. I’ll kill you too, Lincoln. You better run now, while you have the chance.’ Before he could say anything else so inaccurate as: ‘It’s okay,’ Ivyanne got to her feet and ran away from him, away from them all.
She stopped once, near the edge of the restaurant, to vomit into the bushes, her hand going to her stomach protectively as it heaved again and again. When there was nothing left to come up, she ran down the hill, bile in her throat, the sobs coming so fast that she could barely breathe around them.
 



Part Two
10.
Winds of change swept across The Seaview region over the next week, bringing a drop in temperature that all of the locals-mers and humans alike-felt chilling their very bones. It was as though the very atmosphere was imprisoned by mourning, which stretched across the sea and fingered the hearts of mers across the Pacific and beyond. Their tightly knit society had not suffered so deeply since the Tsunami, and all over the loss of one man.
Ardhi’s parents had come to visit with Vana on Bracken Island when they had learnt of the news, to offer their daughter and the Courts moral support. Barely a word about Ardhi was spoken, and if they were upset that the loss of their own son was overshadowed by the loss of Tristan-they didn’t show it. They kept their heads bowed and their mouths shut, though Lincoln did see tears pooling in the mother’s eyes frequently.
Lincoln was heartsick about it all-more than he could have imagined being over someone who had angered him so in life. But in death, Tristan’s presence seemed to swell and grow more golden. As the days passed with no sign of him, Lincoln’s mood darkened further. The east coast of Australia and West Coast of America were stunned by the news-and Tristan, who had done a few appearances on talk shows over the past year (so Link had learned from Adele) was a hot topic of discussion in the media as well. He and an American basketball player were both missing and presumed dead, and they, along with a six year old girl who had been on life support for three days but was coming good now, were the main focus of the stories.
Seeing Tristan’s face flicker up on the nightly news stung. Lincoln would have desired a friendship with someone like Tristan if Ivyanne hadn’t been an issue, and he berated himself for having wished unspeakable things upon his rival, who’d been a man beneath the situation. At night, Lincoln thought about what Tristan’s last moments would have been like, and he wept.
Ivyanne remained in a catatonic state for the first three days and Vana kept her in her room, never leaving her side for more than a few minutes. There was a heavy, sombre atmosphere which fell upon the island home like a shroud, enclosing all who set foot there. Even swimming became overlooked, and after the first two days, everyone began to suffer from chapped lips, waxen skin and red eyes. 
Lincoln reluctantly went back to work on the Tuesday, realizing that Ivyanne wouldn’t be coming down from her room in the near future and he wasn’t much use to her lounging about downstairs while being eyed suspiciously by Ardhi’s folks. With him, Ivyanne and Pintang out on Bracken, the remaining staff at the resort were being overworked and so he returned to grant them some time off. To his relief, Sherri’s pretenses towards flirtation were non existent once he’d returned, and Lux didn’t follow him there. They were just girls again-and he was the front, and only runner for king.
That was, if she forgave him for what he’d done and said to her in the days before Tristan’s death.
The bar was adorned with so many flower arrangements addressed to Ivyanne that it looked like a wedding was about to take place. Word had spread amongst the guests that the strikingly beautiful and sweet waitress had lost someone close to her in the then-infamous plane crash in Hawaii, and at least half of them had ordered flower deliveries from the tiny florist in Seaview. Some of them were three days old and starting to turn, so Lincoln had them taken into the cold room after dinner, in an effort to preserve their life, vowing to take them all out to Ivyanne the next morning so she could enjoy them.
Lincoln stood at the bar, gazing out over the dark water as Livia and Remi tidied up the restaurant, thinking about how different his life was now. All of his rivals were gone. Ivyanne was as good as his, and yet he couldn’t seem to draw any excitement from that knowledge. She was so morose, so withdrawn into herself, that he didn’t know if she had anything left to give. The sparkling, virginal, effervescent teenage girl he’d fallen for now resembled a grieving widow. Somehow, the loss of her innocence was the biggest tragedy of them all.
The only thing he took comfort from was the knowledge that Ivyanne called out to him in her sleep-they’d all heard her the night before. It was like a tiny flashlight glow in a dark tunnel.
Lincoln knew that a passionate reunion wouldn’t be in the cards for them for some time-she was still hurting too much. It was painful, to see her in such agony over another man-but it couldn’t be helped. He’d failed Ivyanne when she’d needed his understanding before-he wouldn’t do that to her now. When Ivyanne came to her senses, she’d see a patient, apologetic and grateful man waiting for her-even if it took forever to win back her heart.
⁓
‘It’s a curse!’ Vana paced madly along the floor, chewing on her bottom lip, knowing she wouldn’t be satisfied until she tasted blood. ‘It has to be!’
‘No, your majesty-’ Saraya went to say.
Vana whirled on her. ‘Four-Saraya. Four men willing to marry her-all gone! Great, powerful men, the best of our kind...blown out like candles!’ She felt her chest constrict when she thought of Tristan’s beautiful face, like a light was shining from within him. How would she face Simon Loveridge, who had donated two son’s lives for nothing?
‘Roan,’ Eka Wood said softly. ‘Nigara...my Ardhi-’ her voice broke. ‘Now the Loveridge boy.’ She lifted her morose brown eyes to Vana. ‘I’m inclined to agree.’
‘Something’s trying to tell us something,’ Vana said, and then threw her arms up to the roof. ‘But what? I should stop trying to breed my people? Are we some sort of affront to nature that the universe is trying to rid itself of?’
‘Don’t be preposterous!’ Joakim said quietly, his dull blue eyes alighting briefly with indignation. ‘You can’t think for a second that nature is trying to stamp us out-we serve it first and foremost.’
‘I agree,’ Pintang piped up. She’d made everybody a beautiful chicken salad which had barely been touched, and she was now lying on the couch while Saraya did the dishes. She met Vana’s eyes over the back of the plush blue couch, resting her head against the soft fabric. ‘Am I the only one here getting the message, loud and clear, that Ivyanne is, and always has been, destined for Lincoln Grey?’
Lux looked up from her fingernails, frowning. ‘Really?’
Pintang shrugged. ‘It’s no more an unlikely theory than a curse. I don’t like it-in fact a few days ago I was ready to drown him myself.’ She shot Lux a pointed glare. ‘But-’ Pintang continued. ‘I believe that life throws obstacles in our path when we take the one leading us away from our destiny. It happens to humans all the time-so why not us?’
Vana didn’t want to think about that. She rubbed her eyes, knowing that if she allowed herself to believe that, she’d have to carry the burden of all four deaths on her own shoulders. But how could a match between Tristan and Ivyanne ever have been doomed? They were so compatible, so brilliantly suited to one another. Everybody thought so-the majority of the kingdom at least.
But Vana couldn’t deny the bond between Lincoln and Ivyanne either. She’d spent the past twelve years trying to quash it. But no matter what she did, there he was with his pure human heart on his sleeve.
Is Pintang right? She wondered. If I’d let Ivyanne love her human back when she was a teenager, would her life had followed a different, but equally prosperous course to the one I had planned for her? Would Roan and the others all still be alive?
‘So what do I do?’ When she lifted her gaze, four serious faces were regarding her somberly.
Pintang shrugged. ‘You’ve tried everything else. We might as well try nothing and see what unfolds.’
For the first time, Vana saw how red Pintang’s eyes were, and how puffy the skin beneath them had become. Then she remembered the fight Pintang had started with Ivyanne over Tristan, and Vana felt another wave of guilt. She had inflicted so much pain by pressing her will. Pintang had now lost her brother and the boy she cared for.
‘Give her space,’ Saraya said softly, placing a dish on the drainer. ‘Let her take all the time she needs to heal.’
‘Space....’ Vana inhaled and exhaled quickly, needing to look composed when Ivyanne came through the door. Now, more than ever, she missed her beautiful spanish style mansion in The Whitsunday's, where there was space for everybody to mourn and rant and pace without needing to be on top of each other all the time. ‘Should I send her home, do you think?’
But Pintang shook her head. ‘Away from Link? They’ll think you’re punishing him.’
Vana nodded. Pintang was right again-Lincoln would think Vana was making him the problem and that simply wasn’t the case. It was very possible that everyone but Lincoln was the problem. Losing Tristan was bad enough, but Vana knew it was a nightmare for her daughter to have to face Mr and Mrs Kayu-Api every time she left her room as well.
It would have been okay if Ivyanne still had a room at The Seaview to herself, but that wasn’t suitable dwellings for the daughter of a king and queen. She needed privacy, full stop, and enough luxury to make her life easier while it was so taxing.
Vana turned to Saraya. ‘The beach house, near the marina-have the tenants evicted. Reimburse them any additional costs this may incur.’ She swallowed. ‘Ivyanne needs her own home.’
‘Are you sure you can handle that?’ Saraya asked softly. ‘You didn’t expect her to move out until she got married.’
‘I don’t think a marriage will be too far off, given the cards she’s been dealt. Any progress she makes from this will be good. Even if it means I have to let her go.’ It would crush her, but Vana suddenly knew that the time had come for her to let go of Ivyanne’s hand and follow the path the heavens seemed intent on her being on. 
‘Okay. But it’ll take a day or so to get the place fixed up for her.’ Saraya said. ‘In the meantime, I suggest getting her away from here, so Tristan’s memory isn’t everywhere she looks.’
‘That’s a good idea.’ Vana’s eyes fell to the photographs on the table top of the bleached coral, and a plan began to form. ‘Go pack her an overnight bag. Ivyanne needs the water, so I’m taking her somewhere she can stay in for as long as she wants without fear of discovery or company.’
‘Homestead Cove?’ Saraya named Ivyanne’s favorite spot in the region.
Vana nodded. ‘Today. But call my husband first. Tell him it’s time to come home. His daughter-and his wife-need him here.’
⁓
The sporty motorboat skimmed across the top of the water and fell gently, repeatedly in a hypnotic rhythm, lulling Ivyanne into a trance like state, until her eyelids grew heavy behind her dark oversized glasses, and fell shut. It was nice to be rocked to sleep, instead of simply crying until her eyes fused shut, dry and scratchy and exhausted.
But it felt like she’d only been out for a moment when a gentle hand prodded at her shoulder.
‘Darling, we’re here.’
Ivyanne lifted her head, her ear throbbing as a result of having cushioned her head from the side of the boat. Her hand was asleep. Her mouth was dry.
But the water was perfect. As she rose, stretching, her gaze fell on the cluster of boulders on the edge of the island in the near distance, and something inside her roused for the first time in five days-gratitude for life.
‘It’s exactly as it was last time.’ Her voice was thinner and more rustling than the pages of a bible, and she quickly became aware that they were the first words she had spoken since she’d run off from Lincoln.
‘Actually no, it’s rather damaged.’ Her mother said. ‘Beautiful from here, I agree, but the coral in your place could use some energy. Whatever energy you can spare.’ She rested her hand on Ivyanne’s shoulders, her white blonde hair falling over her brown skin, which looked as dry as Ivyanne’s felt. ‘I’ll leave you here for now, and join the others back in the more critical area. It’ll be sunset soon, and we can get to work. I’ve packed you some food, which I’ll drop on the shore, and come get you in the morning.’
‘Don’t you need me there?’ Ivyanne asked.
But the queen leaned over and kissed your head. ‘Tristan-’ her voice caught briefly on his name. ‘I got an e-mail from Sven yesterday, asking when the group of mers Tristan had rounded up for the event were needed and where.’ She smiled sadly. ‘He’d made some calls, and organized for twelve of our kind to be here, helping you and I with the coral regeneration, in case he wasn’t able to get away from work himself.’
Ivyanne smiled, touched. ‘That man…’
‘Was an angel.’
‘And still is.’
Vana reached out and wrapped her arms around Ivyanne’s head, pulling her into an embrace against the modest breast of her one-piece bathing suit. White lycra absorbed Ivyanne’s tears, and she breathed in the comfort of her mother’s scent-green tea and jasmine and fresh air.
‘I love you baby.’ Her mother said. ‘I really don’t want to leave you alone. Are you sure you don’t want me to bring Lincoln here?’
But Ivyanne shook her head, heart sinking at the thought. ‘No. I can’t face him yet.’
‘Okay. If you insist…’ her mother kissed her forehead. ‘Enjoy the time alone then sweetheart..’
‘Okay.’ Ivyanne pulled back and stood, gazing down at the turquoise water, for a moment then dove, shocked by the warmth of the ocean against her skin, which had felt frigid for days. Because she was so dehydrated, the soothing effect of the water was several times more noticeable than usual, and her entire being seemed to fizz off the negativity like an aspirin effervescing in a glass. A smile swept across her features and she tore off the oversized shirt of her father’s that she’d been wearing for days, flicked her lower body and felt the magic happen. As soon as her tail had formed she flicked again, using everything she had, and darted through the clear, pale green water, watching the coral colors blur as she passed overhead at breakneck speed. 
The submerged, rocky foundation of the tiny island was upon her within seconds and she steered around it, looking down to where the coral had always been thicker, and more vibrant than everywhere else, her heart constricting to see those passionate colors subdued to shades of whitish green and the palest blue. Her mother was right-her favorite cove in the whole coast, had born the brunt of a cyclone, with no islands or reef behind it to buffer the shredding currents and unforgiving waves.
Ivyanne swum on until she’d rounded the corner and spotted what she was looking for- a crack in the craggy cliff face, no wider than her shoulders, but twice her height. She slowed and twisted to her side, slipping through-she’d probably lost a few kilos in as many days-and emerging to where the water was a more vivid shade of emerald green than any she’d ever encountered. Once she’d breached the boundaries, she shot towards the surface, breaking it and sinking back down until only her neck and face hovered above, staring up at the domed rock ceiling which shimmered with the reflection of perfection.
‘Tristan,’ she whispered, as moved by the beauty of the secret cavern then as she’d been the first time she’d discovered it. Higher seas and violent winds had carved away at the rocks above like glass being blown into a bubble over time. The cavern had almost four complete sides, cracks of sunlight streaming through in dozens of different places-enough to illuminate but never to glare. The reef beneath was thick and lush with plants, giving the water its jeweled, darker appearance, and the sides  of the rocks outside were so smooth and inconspicuous looking that no one would think from a distance, that they were more than a solid mass. Her ‘Golden Igloo,’ Ardhi had called it, and it was one of the few poetic sentences he’d ever uttered-and he was right. It was. She’d come here in times of strife or joy for decades to sing with abandon, and soak her woes away in silence. Now it had to mend a shattered heart.
‘I hope you saw something this beautiful before you died. And I’m sorry that I never swum here with you, to show you.’
Her voice resonated around her, a humming echo, and a giggle escaped her lips as she imagined what his response would have been: That he had-her.
The giggle turned to hiccups, and the hiccups to sobs. Ivyanne sank, reaching down, and pressing her hands into the flowing reeds beneath and to the coral below, focusing her agony into something else living that needed a hand.
Ivyanne knew that her grief would abate-mermaids were built to move on and adapt-but that was what she feared the most-forgetting Tristan, forgetting her pain. So long as she clung to it, he was still present.
That was why she was afraid of seeing Lincoln. She knew she would look into his truffle-brown eyes and for a moment, there would be only him. And in that moment, she’d begin to let Tristan go and Ivyanne just wasn’t ready for that.
⁓
Drifting, sinking, swimming, drifting. The ocean grew colder and darker for awhile, until he remembered that it wasn’t supposed to be, that he needed the light. He broke for the surface, head spinning, and thrust his face out, drawing a deep breath into his scorching lungs before sinking again. On and on, the cruel process repeated itself. Sometimes, he’d remember to use his tail, and give his lower body a half-hearted flick-but at other times, he forgot, and his weakened form shifted back to its human state, clawing at the water with trembling hands, getting nowhere.
That’s when he’d see her face in his mind, and the fight would flare up in him again. But that only lasted so long. Seconds turned into minutes-chaos was everywhere. At one point, the ocean felt like it was boiling, and then suddenly he was so cold that he began to shake violently.
His skull was a mess-he could feel the hole in the back every now and then, like it was a gash in a boat, filling his head with water, sinking him. He could even smell his own blood in the ocean around him-it smelled like rusted and torn metal. Like the plane. He screamed every now and then, making his head throb harder, but knowing he had to if he didn’t want to end up at the bottom of the oceanic food-chain.
The plane. The plane had gone down, and taken him with it. He struggled to remember the experience, but a wall would come down between his consciousness and those memories like a guillotine. All he could recall was a moment of clarity, in which he’d realized that he had been led into a trap. And if there was a trap, somewhere nearby, there would be a hunter.
That clarity had been enough to motivate him to get away from the wreck when he’d first come to, putting as much distance between him and the ruined plane as he could. He had to get to her, he had to warn everybody.
Eventually, his limbs began to feel as heavy as lead. I need to rest for awhile, he thought dazedly, dropping his limbs vertically, holding his head above the water. If I don’t rest, I’ll die.
But he wasn’t prepared to feel something solid under his feet. The impact went from his toes to his ankles and jolted him to the very core. He pressed against it, and his shoulders cleared the unforgiving water.
Land! Part of him was aware enough to rejoice as he stumbled forward. I found land!
He clawed at the waves again, pushing himself forward until the cool afternoon breeze was hitting his chest, then his waist. He squinted through stinging eyes and was able to make out the blurry form of palm trees and yellowy sand. Tristan didn’t know where he was, and had no idea how safe he was, but the moment his feet scuffed up a rain of hot sand, he knew that it would have to do-he couldn’t go a step further.
Tristan collapsed on the beach, his weary mind praying that the hunter wouldn’t find him there.
 



11.
Vana led Ivyanne by the hand as she walked up the front steps of the modern, two level home before her on Thursday afternoon. 
‘I know it’s not exactly pretty on the outside...’ her mother was saying to her as they stepped into the small alcove at the inlaid front door. ‘But it’s nice in.’
‘It’s not your usual taste at all,’ Ivyanne agreed, gaping at the monstrosity. The bottom half of the structure seemed completely enclosed by one solid rendered wall, with exception to the inlaid front door. The top was constructed completely from glass. Glass balcony fencing off full length glass doors. It sparkled in the sunlight.
‘Wow,’ Ivyanne shook her head, turning around to check out the plainly landscaped front yard-all three meters of it, separating the house from the sand. ‘What possessed you to get it?’
‘It brings in a phenomenal amount of rent,’ Vana smirked, unlocking the front door. ‘It only has two bedrooms upstairs-small ones, so tourists love it.
 ‘Is there any privacy though?’ Ivyanne couldn’t help but ask. ‘All of those windows...’  
‘They’re tinted-that’s why you can’t see through there now,’ Vana pushed the door open. ‘But with the lights on at night, it’s as good as an x-ray. There are thick white curtains up there to pull across though. The two bedrooms and en-suite are behind a wall at the back. You’ll see for yourself when we get up there.’
Ivyanne followed her mother inside, her eyebrows lifting up. ‘It looks like the kind of place Tristan would have loved,’ she said softly, taking in the pale minimalist furniture and sleek kitchen appliances.
Vana laughed. ‘Who do you think found it for me?’ 
Ivyanne stared at her. ‘He did? When?’
‘Years ago,’ Vana swiped her finger over the back of a long white armchair, inspecting it for dust. Of course there was none- the home was immaculate. ‘He travels so often that I started asking him back in ‘oh nine to keep an eye out for bargains. This is just one of many that he found for me.’
‘How many?’
‘Hmm...fifteen or so?’ Her mother smiled at her stunned expression. ‘When you’re going to live for centuries, no investment makes sense more than real estate honey. Remember that.’
Ivyanne shook her head and followed her mother up the stairs, warming to the building which had seemed so cold and sterile when she had first scrutinized it. Little touches of Tristan were everywhere, especially in the art on the walls. They were all bright colors and geometric shapes, a tribute to the way he valued modernism-all clean lines and bold colors.
‘Why didn’t he just stay here instead of getting a boat?’
‘We had tenants, who only moved out this weekend,’ Vana padded up the stairs, stopping at the top to let Ivyanne pass. ‘Plus he really wanted that boat.’
Ivyanne thought of Tristan’s boat, and blushed. She made a mental note to ask her mother to buy it from his parents, when everything had calmed down. It seemed like a nice thing to have, to be passed down to his child eventually. She smiled wryly, imagining that moment: ‘Here’s where you were conceived honey! Happy Eighteenth Birthday!’ Ivyanne almost giggled, but caught herself in time. Still, it was a joke Tristan would have appreciated.
Ivyanne’s stomach cramped uncomfortably and she held her hand against it, reminding herself yet again that she had more than one reason to stay as calm as she could. She tilted her head back and blinked the tears away, all too aware that her mother was watching her sadly.
‘Are you sure you’re up for this darling?’ The queen asked softly.
Ivyanne nodded. She’d caused her mother reason enough to worry to last a thousand lifetimes. Shielding her from her inner trauma was the least Ivyanne could do. ‘Yes mum, I’m sure. I’m excited about this...really.’
Vana pointed downwards as she ascended. ‘That’s the living room, and the kitchen and dining are over there. The laundry is to the side. Now upstairs....’
‘It’s nice,’ Ivyanne said, leaning against the railing. The wall that divided the front room from the private ones was one long and glaringly white bookshelf, filled with a few books, C.D’s, DVD’s and bits and pieces of art or votive candles. There was another couch, positioned in front of a massive, fluffy white mat that took up most of the floor. Aside from one or two standing lamps and end tables, and an entertainment system on the wall, there was little else to distract from the main feature of the room-the view.
Ivyanne turned to the back and peered around the bookcase, finding herself standing in a small corridor with three doors. She checked them out quickly- pleased to see that they were all nice, white rooms. At a glance, they looked clinical and monochromatic, but the homy touches were found in the textures-such as the thick carpeting and heavy linen sheets. She walked back out into the main room. ‘Did Tristan fix them up too?’ 
Vana nodded. ‘He hired a decorator he trusted. She did both of his houses.’ 
Ivyanne smirked, wondering what else the decorator had done for Tristan. It was highly probable that she’d exchanged trade for skill. Funny, but that bothered her less now.
Her mother looked at her. ‘So....can you see yourself living here?’
Ivyanne nodded eagerly, moving to the front doors and pushing them open. Instantly, she was buffeted by the ocean breezes. ‘I can’t imagine living anywhere else,’ she turned back to her mother. ‘Is it okay with you, if I do?’
Vana smiled sadly. ‘I’ll miss you honey, but you won’t be far away. These last few weeks, being separated from you, have been preparing me for this.’ Vana joined her on the balcony. ‘There’s a beautiful symmetry, to you living here. Because of Tristan and all.’
Ivyanne agreed. His presence was everywhere. She looked up at the pale blue sky, her stomach tightening when she saw the tiny white outline of a plane high, high above them. Had Tristan been that high, when he had plummeted to the sea?
Ivyanne closed her eyes and bowed her head. They’d learned that Tristan was one of two first class passengers who were missing or dead-he’d unbuckled his seatbelt before the plane had flipped, to save another guy from being concussed by a bag falling out of the overhead rack, only to be hurled backwards into his own chair when the aircraft split and flipped. The witness had said that Tristan had probably died instantly, without terror or suffering, believing that they’d landed safely. That was all the comfort she could ask for. To remember his violent death before his life was doing him a grave disservice.
‘Oh...there’s the moon,’ Vana said softly.
Ivyanne’s head lifted, her mouth falling into an ‘O’ when she saw that her mother was right-half of the moon was suspended in the midday sky. The new moon-the day she had been waiting for-was upon her. She’d slept so many days away that she’d neglected her countdown. Her stomach cramped again, and something inside Ivyanne went cold. Not wanting to look, but knowing she had to, Ivyanne’s gaze dropped to her bare thighs. The streak of scarlet blood trickling down from under the cuff of her denim shorts was all the proof she needed that Tristan’s death had gone from being hard to deal with, to impossible.
‘Mom......’
Vana had her in her arms in a second, holding Ivyanne close against her. ‘Oh sweetheart!’ she cried, but Ivyanne barely felt it.
She wasn’t pregnant. Part of Tristan wasn’t with her. Was this just a natural part of her Court genetics, to stubbornly hold out on impregnation? Or had all of the stressing about Lincoln in the first two weeks wished it away? Ivyanne felt her heart break all over again-he was gone. He was really and truly gone and the one hope she’d clung to-of keeping a piece of him with her-was gone too.
All of the good feelings Ivyanne had managed to dredge up dissipated instantly as the throbbing in her abdomen and lower back increased. She buried her face into her mother’s chest and sobbed.
⁓
Despite the fact that Tristan’s head felt like it was about to explode, he knew he had to eat something to keep his strength up. He caught two fish in a shallow reef, taking three times longer than he normally did, and got a fire going using a piece of glass and some dry leaves before toasting the fish whole on stick skewers.
It was a cool night, and as he sat, holding his head together with one hand and gazing out at the blackened sea, Tristan struggled to get his bearings. He knew he was still smack bang in the middle of the South pacific. Five sunsets and three islands had come and gone since his accident and he’d been lucky if he had travelled half as fast as he usually did...so where did that leave him? He’d used the sun as a guide, heading south east-but that wasn’t foolproof. He’d been out of it for days. If he stumbled into the antarctic ocean soon, he wouldn’t be shocked.
Tristan got to his feet, swallowing the last bites of his grey triggerfish down, licking his fingers, and knowing he wouldn’t sleep until he ate more. He approached a bent and twisted tree, recognizing it instantly as a Marae....native mainly to the Line Islands, which explained all of the coral which had scraped his tender flesh on the long and shallow swim to shore. So he wasn’t on an Island-it was an atoll, and judging from the way the beach arced around, it was a big one.
Tristan knelt down and sifted the crunchy ground through his fingers, instantly spinning as the blood rushed to his wound. He squeezed his hand around the gritty stuff, then sniffed it. Coral, guano....almost no soil.....it was all adding up. Tristan dropped the stuff, dusting his hands on his bare thigh-he didn’t know when he’d torn off his clothes but they were long gone-and skulked along the line of vegetation, peering at the trunks of the trees in the pale light of the moon. The moon.....Tristan looked up, and sucked in his breath-it was the First Quarter. That meant it was Thursday. Wherever Ivyanne was, she was about to awake to the day that would make her decision for her-without him around to counteract it.
Tristan’s heart began to race faster, but it was a good thing-reminding him that he was still alive and giving him the adrenaline he needed to forge on.
Tristan spotted a coconut palm and scanned it slowly-but saw nothing. He moved on, the rough ground slicing his feet, which were more sensitive to the land after three days of submersion, checking three more trees. Still nothing. It wasn’t until he got to the fifth that he finally spotted the massive arthropod he’d been searching for, hugging the sloping curve of a coconut palm. A large, sinister looking Coconut Crab.
Tristan linked his lips, and came up behind it quietly. They were tricky to catch, but well worth the taste. Not only was he about to get a massive feed-but he knew for sure that he was somewhere within the Caroline Atoll. That explained the humidity despite the slight chill in the breeze. He had ended up in the world that saw the sunrise before any other.
His fingers were poised to take the crab off the tree, but at the last minute-he withdrew it, the flexing motion upsetting his sprained wrist. The Coconut Crab was near to being endangered...and Tristan knew better than to go ahead and take one more. Anyway, those arthropods could be toxic, depending on their diet. The last thing he needed was to be poisoned.
Tristan backed away from the tree and headed back towards his fire, which was a mere speck against the night sky, thinking things over. If he was on the Caroline Atoll, that meant that he’d travelled further than he’d thought-he’d done well over three thousand kilometers. That was good, but it also meant he’d gone slightly west instead of East, putting him closer to French Polynesia than Samoa.
He bypassed his camp and went down to the water, easing himself in, knowing he had to hunt to boost his spirits. Home was over six thousand kilometers away. Six days, if he kept the same pace, or four, maybe five if the ocean revived him enough to floor it.
Tristan put his head in his hands and sighed, trying not to imagine how much life could change in six days on the mainland. Ivyanne could be married by the time he got back. Why wouldn’t she? Tristan had dumped her, then died. That was as closed as a relationship could get. Maybe he should just stay where he was.
But Ardhi.....Ardhi wasn’t dead. Tristan was certain of it. The weather hadn’t brought his plane down-a mystic had. And somehow, he’d coerced Adele Knightley into helping him plot Tristan’s death. So what was he planning on doing now that he thought he had Tristan out of the way?
Suddenly, all thoughts of hunger, pain and weakness, left him, and he dove into the water. Tristan didn’t need food-he needed to move, before it was too late for everyone.
⁓
Ardhi crouched low in the sand dunes and tried to ignore the hum of sandflies around his head, their pitiful little buzzing ringing in his ears despite the fact that they had zero interest in his blood, which he knew had a salty taste as opposed to the humans metallic flavor. 
It was almost five o’clock in the morning and the pitch black beach was deserted except for the pale wisp of a golden unclothed figure as she returned to the place she had left her clothes. He’d been waiting for her for hours, since the moment he’d re-entered Seaview waters, and the wait was almost intolerable. He didn’t want to be lurking there-he wanted to be looking for Ivyanne, to lay eyes on her again.
The woman moved closer, shaking her hair out, her movements seductive even when she was unaware of having an audience.
‘Psst.’ He hissed. ‘Over here.’
The woman spun around. ‘Jesus Ardhi! You scared the hell out of me!’
‘How do you think I’ve felt, having heard nothing for a bloody week?’
She glared at him, grabbing her clothes and scrubbing herself dry with them. ‘There was nothing to report.’ She snapped. ‘This place has literally been a graveyard every single day and today, just when it looked like things were lightening up, Ivyanne got her period, just like the rest of us, and now, all hell’s broken loose again.’
‘Why?’ Ardhi asked.
She threw her shirt at him. ‘Because she thought she was pregnant to Tristan, Ardhi. There’s the mystery revealed for you. She wasn’t so hung up on him that she couldn’t let him go-she was convinced that she wouldn’t be able to.’ The woman glared at him through the dusk. ‘So now that she’s out of the woods, it’s kind of put what you did in perspective for me. It wasn’t necessary at all. She and Lincoln are as good as engaged-and no amount of sobbing on her part is going to convince me that it was ever going to end up any other way.’
‘You’re mad at me?’ He demanded. He was shocked to learn this new bit of information too, but it didn’t make him regret taking Tristan out. 
She squeezed water out of her hair. ‘What do you expect, Ardhi? I’ve got my period. I’m mad at ninety nine percent of the people I’ve encountered today.’
‘Oh.’ He felt foolish. And embarrassed. ‘Uh...sorry about that.’
‘Not as sorry as I am. It was so much easier as a human, spread out over seven days.’ She cupped her stomach. ‘I’ll never get used to this ache, even if I live for another three hundred years.’
Ardhi was getting bored with the subject. ‘So...if Link and Ivyanne are getting close now-’
‘It means I’ve had no luck. And my one chance was thwarted by your darling sister. Link’s barely looked at me since, and if I look at him, everyone looks at me.’ She held her hands up. ‘I’ve got nothing to work with. When are you going to come out of the coffin, hmm? I could use someone drawing focus.’
‘Soon.’ He said firmly. ‘I just needed enough time to pass to know that Tristan stayed as dead as I intended.’
‘Well he is, and I’m horny as hell, and lonely.’ She got to her feet. ‘And this holding pattern is driving me insane.’
Ardhi shrugged. ‘So shake it up. That’s why I enlisted you, Blondie. Who cares who looks at you? They’re mer. They’ll get over it.’ He smiled. ‘Bend over in front of him, pretend to need help with a problem, or just pull out all the stops, declaring love. I don’t care what it is you do, but anything that drives a wedge between them will help me out.’ 
She frowned at him. ‘I feel like I’ve already tried everything.’
‘Then try it again. If she’s sad about not being pregnant, use that as an in. Give him some sympathy.’
‘And if he doesn’t want my sympathy?’ She demanded lightly.
Ardhi got to his feet. ‘The I’ll call Adele back into the fray.’
The girl glared at him. ‘She doesn’t deserve him anymore than Ivyanne does.’
‘Good.’ Ardhi said, waving good-bye. ‘Convince him of that, and we’re golden.’
 



12.
When Ivyanne answered the door on Friday morning, she looked less than thrilled to see Lincoln. In fact, she looked half asleep. She was wearing fuzzy yellow pajamas, and her hair was in two frizzy pigtails. A pillowcase mark was indented in her cheek.
It was the most adorable she’d ever looked, even with the scowl.
‘You’re in hospitality,’ Ivyanne said by way of greeting, rubbing her bleary eyes. ‘Shouldn’t you still be in bed at this hour?’
Lincoln’s wedged his sneaker in the door, the urge to laugh out loud in delight to have lain eyes on her again threatening to overcome his poise. ‘You were in hospitality too,’ he countered cheerfully. ‘Shouldn’t you greet a guest with a smile?’
Ivyanne opened the door. ‘Finding it hard to smile sir,’ she retorted. ‘Sorry.’
‘Then let me give you cause to.’ Lincoln caught the door, holding it open, then handed her a small white takeaway box with the other hand. ‘I brought you the chocolate covered strawberries you love so much.’
Ivyanne stared down at the box, her face softening. ‘Wow...Lincoln, thank you.’ 
‘Yeah well, I’m a bit of a darling, you know.’ He said charmingly. ‘Now...give me a minute to….’
Ivyanne stiffened when he cupped her face in his hands and bend down slightly, peering at her, letting his eyes fall upon every feature on her face.
‘What are you doing?’ She stammered, nervous.
He smiled. ‘Basking.’ He pressed his lips to her forehead chastely. ‘You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.’
Ivyanne relaxed, even managing a timid smile. ‘I’ve missed you too.’
Lincoln wrapped his arms around her, holding her to him, determined to comfort her and not let her see how her devastation over not being pregnant hurt him. He understood, as it was just one more loss for her, not necessarily a Tristan thing. In fact, Lincoln actually felt like it was too soon to see her in wake of such a loss, but Vana had taken him by surprise once more the previous evening, by calling him and begging him to go to her daughter.
Besides, Vana had spoken wisely: You couldn’t lose something you’d never had.
So there he was, following orders, determined to fill not only the hole in Ivyanne’s heart, but the one her mother was now nursing. He hadn’t had a mother in a long time, and he couldn’t believe how amazing it felt to be welcomed into a family, by a matriarch who was finally letting down her guard and proving herself to be quite warm.
Lincoln walked into the room, surprised that it was a brighter space than he’d imagined. ‘It’s a sweet pad,’ he said. He stopped and smiled when he saw the flower arrangements he’d had Pintang bring over now sat on the edge of each stair. Their blooms added warmth to the space, and a lovely fragrance was in the air that was almost overwhelming.
Ivyanne followed his gaze. ‘Your doing, I assume?’ she asked.
He shrugged. ‘They’re from the guests. I just had them brought here.’
‘Well they’re lovely-thank you. And pass that on to the guests who sent them.’ She looked around. ‘So you like it? It’s a bit modern…’
‘I love it,’ he said honestly. ‘Could use a bit more furniture, and the art sucks...But I could definitely get comfortable here.’
‘Actually-I quite like the art. It’s clean and bright.’ Ivyanne sat down on the couch, patting the space beside her. ‘So I take it that mum told you? That I’m not..’ her voice faltered.
Lincoln tried to look collected, and concerned. He was concerned, of course, but her closeness clouded the sad part of his mind. He stretched his arm behind her head. ‘She did,’ he said gravely. ‘I’m so sorry.’
‘Are you?’
Lincoln looked up, knowing she could see right through him. He toyed with one of her large curls, running the strand between his fingers. ‘I’m sorry that you’re sad,’ he said honestly, staring into her brilliant green eyes. ‘I was willing to help you, and love the child, if it was born…..But I can’t pretend that I don’t love the idea of a clean slate for us as well.’
Ivyanne rested her cheek against his hand. ‘Of course you do,’ she said softly. ‘I’d know you were lying if you said otherwise. And this will make things easier on us, but….’
‘But you wanted a part of him?’ Lincoln asked.
She nodded. ‘Yes. My feelings aside-this is the second full-blood boy from the Loveridge family to be wasted in a year. His parents are so upset, they can’t even talk. I would have felt so much better if I’d brought a grand-child into the sea for them, to replace the sons they’d lost.’
Lincoln hadn’t actually realized that before-but Ivyanne was right. Tristan’s parents had lost both of their sons. It was horrific. He started to feel awful that he’d been glad that Ivyanne wasn’t pregnant. It was a devastating loss to the kingdom. 
‘Don’t you go looking guilty,’ Ivyanne said quickly. ‘That’s my issue Link. You’re allowed to be relieved.’
‘No, I’m an asshole,’ Lincoln muttered. ‘A complete, selfish asshole.’
She ran her face down his arm, settling against the groove of his shoulder. ‘No, you’re not.’
‘Yes, I am,’ Lincoln ran a hand through his hair. ‘Becoming a merman has changed me, Ivyanne. I’ve been acting like a-’
‘Like a merman,’ Ivyanne said softly. Her hand rested on his heart. ‘This is beating faster and harder-it exaggerates things,’ she slid her hand up to his head. ‘Doing the nice thing isn’t a priority in here anymore, Link, it comes second to survival. And as far as survival goes….’ her hand drifted down, resting on his upper thigh. ‘This is dictating you more than you realize. The desire to spread your seed….it’s not because you look shit-hot now Link-it’s because your life focus has shifted. You’re not as self-aware now as you were as a man, or as you will be when you’ve become accustomed to this body….but in time, you’ll get it.’
Lincoln tilted her face up to look at him. ‘You’re telling me that it’s normal for our priorities to get messed up?’
‘Not messed up-our priorities are simply different.’ Ivyanne toyed with a strand of hair absently. ‘That’s why I’m cuddled up to you now, despite the fact that a man I loved died tragically a week ago-it’s a survival instinct. A large part of me wants to cry, but the rational part of me understands that things have happened, and now I have to find a new way to bear children...it’s not even something we think of Link, and it’s not really anything we expect each other to explain.’ 
‘Fair enough…’ Lincoln mulled it over, fondling her hair. ‘But the way you blew up the other day….when you thought I’d been with those girls...’ he cringed, loathe to raise the subject but knowing it needed to be aired out.
‘Oh so we’re going to go there?’ She chuckled. ‘I may have expected less from Tristan, Link, but I’m no more used to you being a mer than you are.’ Her eyes flashed green fire. ‘And the spa thing was a bit much to take. Even Tristan would have been ripped a new one over that.’
‘I crossed a line,’ he whispered, kissing the top of her head. ‘I was afraid of losing you and Sherri and Lux were topping up my self esteem, I guess. It felt good, but I knew I’d put myself in a stupid situation the moment Lux-’ He glanced down at her. ‘She kissed me, Ivyanne-but I was about to push her away when I saw Pintang. You have to believe me.’
‘I do. I did straight away. That just wasn’t the point.’
Lincoln caught her hand, brought it to his lips, kissing it in gratitude. But the silkiness of her skin was more stimulating than he’d anticipated, and everything inside him seemed to lean towards her, aching when it couldn’t connect fully. He groaned, shocked at his own audacity-being aroused by a grieving girl he’d come to comfort was despicable.
‘God, here I go again…’ he pushed her hand away, and inched over to the other side of the couch. ‘I’m actually really upset over all of this, but when you touch me…’
‘Survival instinct,’ she said softly, hugging a cushion to her chest, eyes sparkling. ‘Me too. The drugs Aubrielle has me on probably aren’t hurting either.’ She sighed, pulling up her knees, blocking him. ‘Back when my great-grandmother was very young, love was basically unheard of within our kind. A side effect, I suppose, of living so long...falling in love was pointless. There were no marriages between mermaids for the first two hundred years. It was like no one cared about exclusivity. We followed our natural instincts.’ She rested her feet against his thigh. ‘I suppose we’ll evolve in time, when there are more of us and our existence is less precarious. But until then, we’re stuck with these instincts.’
That made sense to Lincoln. ‘So how will you evolve, sweet Ivyanne?’ he asked, throwing his arm across the back of the couch again, just so it was closer to her. ‘How long do you think it will be before you’re ready to live like….’ words failed him.
‘Like….?’ Ivyanne prompted.
Lincoln cleared his throat. ‘Like you don’t still belong to him.’
She lifted her brows. ‘Am I acting like that?’
He nodded, taking her fingers in his. ‘Will you ever tell me?’ 
‘Tell you what?’
‘Who your choice was going to be?’
Ivyanne frowned. ‘Not having to make this decision is the only good thing that’s come out of any of this. I’ll just say that it depended on my pregnancy, and leave it at that.’
‘So it was a draw?’ Lincoln’s heart sank. ‘The baby was going to be the tie-breaker?’
Ivyanne lifted her watery eyes to his. ‘Can you live with that?’
‘I have to,’ Lincoln said softly, feeling his confidence waning once again. ‘I mean, I thought I was the love of your life, sweetheart. It kills me to know that I wasn’t the only one who-’
Ivyanne’s finger pressed against his lips. ‘Please,’ she implored him in a tiny voice. ‘I’m hanging on by a thread.’ She took her hand away. ‘You are the man I think of, when I think of love. You are the one I’ve always dreamed of, and you’re going to be the one I spend my life with. My confusion stemmed from so much more than my feelings-you know that. It was about politics, and honoring Ardhi’s sacrifice, and being loyal to my own kind….’ she shook herself slightly. ‘I won’t disrespect Tristan’s memory by saying any more than that, or downplaying how I felt-and still feel-for him. But you have to understand that I know that I’m where I’m supposed to be. I just don’t like how I’ve gotten here.’
Lincoln allowed his heart to give a hopeful thump. ‘So you think we’re destined to be together too?’ he asked quietly, finding her hand again. 
Ivyanne nodded. ‘Everything that’s happened in my life-awful or good-has brought us to this moment.’ Her green eyes searched his. ‘Don’t you agree?’
He did. He leaned forward eagerly, his eyes beginning to drift to her lips as his need to convince her of their perfection with his body overwhelmed him once more. How much longer could he be expected to wait?
‘I’m weakening too.’ Her fingers grazed his lips, and he closed his eyes, imagining her mouth there. The air became thin, the scent of yellow roses made him dizzy. ‘Just so you’re aware.’
Lincoln let his weight drift forward, until his forehead was resting against her chest. He breathed her heavenly aroma in and out, listening to her pounding heart and knowing without a doubt, that she wanted him as much as he did her. For now, he’d take whatever he could.
⁓
Vana smiled approvingly at Lincoln over the top of Ivyanne’s head on Sunday afternoon, spooning a piece of white chocolate cake-an unusual treat for her-into her mouth and gloating in satisfaction. Ivyanne wasn’t holding his hand or anything like that, but she was there, and she had even smiled a few times. For now, that was progress enough. 
‘Wow Vana!’ Saraya exclaimed, holding up the black pearl earrings to her earlobes and grinning. The petite girl was practically buried under a mound of wrapping paper. ‘I love them! Thank you!’
‘You’re welcome,’ Vana said, before turning to Pintang. ‘This cake is delicious! If I’d tried this a hundred years ago...I might have been dead by now.’ 
‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ Pintang joked. ‘Dad still won’t touch it.’
Joakim looked at the half slab of cake in the centre of the picnic table doubtfully. His stark grey hair contrasted to his ruddy olive skin. ‘It’s that good?’ he asked. ‘Even with all of that sugar?’
Joakim was famous for adhering to a strict vegan, sugarless and organic diet. It made him a painful house guest. But his unlined face was a testament to the benefits of self-deprivation.
 ‘You should try some,’ Lux said, a blissful expression on her face as she licked cream off her finger. ‘This is lovely.’
‘He won’t like it,’ Pintang said quickly. ‘I once saw him spit out a mouthful of water because he thought he tasted sugar in there.’
‘There was!’ Joakim protested. 
‘That’s a shame,’ Vana said with a smile. ‘Oh well, more for the rest of us!’
‘Presents are unwrapped!’ Saraya announced. ‘What now?’ Her dark eyes were shining with merriment. Vana was pleased to see so many smiles in one day after such an awful week. It was a bright, sunny day, the air was crisp and the water refreshing. The party on the small beach in front of her house was proving to be a great success. Even Ardhi’s parents seemed to be thoroughly enjoying themselves.
‘Well we humans have a party game that might be a hell of a lot of fun played in the company of such gorgeous women.’ He slung his arm casually over Ivyanne’s shoulders. ‘Are you familiar with the rules of spin the bottle?’
‘Hey...that sounds like fun!’ Lux said, coming to stand beside Lincoln and suckling more cream off her pinkie finger. She winked at him. ‘I’m in!’
Vana wanted to roll her eyes, but Ivyanne did it for her, reaching around Lincoln to shove Lux gently, playfully. 
‘Your enthusiasm is the precise reason I’m vetoing, missy. I’ve still got one eye on you.’
Lux laughed good-naturedly and stepped away. ‘If you’re going to let Lincoln get around shirtless, you might want to make it two eyes honey.’
‘Duly noted. Hey Link! Put a shirt on before Lux gets a beat down!’
Looking perplexed and half amused, Lincoln turned to Saraya. ‘It’s your birthday. What do you want to do?’
‘Watch a movie!’ Saraya returned without pause. 
‘A movie?’ Dalton demanded. ‘For your fiftieth?’
‘Oh Saraya’s a major film buff.’ Ivyanne said, popping a stray grain of rice from her sushi into her mouth delicately.
‘As in a major fan, or major films?’ Joakim cracked. This time, it was his wife who swatted him.
‘Any.’ Saraya said. ‘I love them all.’
‘Yeah, except she only gets one day off every seven months.’ Ivyanne joked. ‘So she never gets to actually watch one!’
‘Come now!’ Vana smiled at her daughter. ‘I’m not that bad. In fact I nurture her passion. Didn’t I get you the limited edition Blu Ray of that horrid movie you like just last week?’
‘There’s nothing horrid about Romeo and Juliet.’ Saraya said primly. ‘In fact, most humans agree that it’s the love story of the ages.’
‘Well they’re a flawed race, we know this.’ But Vana got to her feet. ‘Okay let’s all file inside. The birthday girl has spoken-Double suicide it is!’
‘Wow Link, so eager.’ Ivyanne’s voice carried to Vana’s ear. ‘I thought men hated romantic movies.’
‘Yes but there’s a clause to the rule-it’s not as deplorable if it’s filmed by this director or including DiCaprio.’ 
‘Moulin Rouge and Titanic also make it through the radar for the same reasons.’ Dalton agreed.
‘Ugh the boat one?’ Ivyanne replied. ‘I heard it’s three hours long!’
‘You heard?’ Lincoln sounded incredulous. ‘You haven’t seen it?’
‘No. Why would I? I’ve heard first hand accounts of what went down that day from mers who frequent those waters. One of my cousins was so devastated that there was practically nothing they could do for the people on board that she hasn’t spoken since.’
‘My aunt.’ Remi confirmed, piping up for the first time all day. 
Vana turned around to see that the redhead had fallen in step with Ivyanne, Dalton and Lincoln. She’d been quiet the whole time, watching Lincoln and Ivyanne interact with a trace of wistfulness in her grey eyes, just as Lux had been watching them with envy. Vana understood why, of course-soon it would be Remi’s ten year wedding anniversary with her human, and such a milestone was shadowed by sadness-as mer/human marriages rarely lasted beyond fifteen.
To see Ivyanne and her human together, knowing that they had as close to forever as anyone could hope for, must have been tearing Remi up inside. And it wasn’t the first time she’d come to a mer celebration alone, either. Vana wondered what Michael told him, to cover her tracks.
‘She can’t stand to be in cold water now either. Last I heard, she was somewhere near Barbados. The problem was that there was nowhere to take survivors to, you see. Nothing she could do but watch.’
‘And doesn’t she think the coast off Newfoundland is haunted now?’ Ivyanne asked.
‘Oh she swears it is. She tried swimming there again about ten years ago, to put the memories to sea, as you might say, but she said there was too much dismay in the waves. Whatever that means.’
‘That’s actually how I’m starting to feel about these waters,’ Ivyanne said, squinting out at the silvery blue horizon bathed in a lemony glow.
Vana winced. That was a deep, depressing thought for such a young girl.
‘That’s awful.’ Lincoln said. ‘But Ivyanne, you should still watch the movie. Nothing will ever pull on your heartstrings just like it would.’
‘Not even you?’ Ivyanne teased. 
‘Well...maybe me and an afternoon of Baz Luhrman at his finest. We’ll see, won’t we?’
‘We’ll see.’
Vana was about to smile but a movement from one of the top windows of her house that they were approaching caught her eye. She hesitated, staring up at what she realized was Ivyanne’s window.
‘What is it mom?’ Ivyanne asked.
Vana stared hard, but there was nothing to be seen. Her window was closed, and not even her curtains stirred in the breeze. 
‘Oh, nothing.’ She said. ‘Your conversation probably just gave me the willies.’
‘Well we can’t have that. It’s a party!’ Lincoln stepped forward and took her papery hand in his strong, youthful one. ‘Now let’s go inside and watch a bunch of people kill each other, then themselves, shall we?’
Vana chuckled, her dark feelings brightening under the sunlight of Lincoln Grey.
⁓
Ardhi hadn’t known how capable of breathing almost soundlessly he was until the afternoon where he found himself imprisoned in Ivyanne’s mothers house, forced to listen to his loved ones laugh and joke with Lincoln, Ivyanne and Vana like everything in the world was just dandy and that they weren’t supposed to be mourning a certain someone. Him.
Betrayal caused his insides to clench and tighten, and with no other outlet for the emotion, he dug his overlong fingernails into the timber railing at the hilt of the landing and watched in disbelief as the new mer hierarchy settled in to watch a movie for the afternoon like a bunch of lazy humans. What had happened to beach bonfires and swims to distant islands? Since when had Baz Luhrman become a staple in mer culture? And for a fiftieth to boot!
Ardhi knew that it was Saraya’s birthday, and she was a big movie fan so the flick had probably been her call. Under normal circumstances, he may have understood, but in his present reality, understanding would mean sitting by and watching Ivyanne’s bright blonde curls bustle up against Lincoln’s dark hair in the pale blue light of the television, and the sight was enough to make his stomach roll. And the closer they got to one another, the sicker he became. 
Why am I letting this shred me? He wondered, eyeing the scene from his perch vehemently. I knew this was coming. I gave my life, originally, so this could happen.
But then, a different voice in his mind responded : ‘Yes but you never saw it until now. Never saw Tristan’s hand on hers. Never saw Lincoln undressing her with his eyes. Never thought you’d live to see her physically affectionate towards another man. Now her sexuality is on display, you didn’t die and so you’re not mentally prepared to handle it.’
Ardhi shook himself off. Revulsion was one thing-but a conversation in his head was something he’d have to keep in check. Time was ticking away. Soon enough, he’d have to man up and deal with Ivyanne’s love life in person-he couldn’t afford to react like this. In fact, he needed to look graceful, and humble and completely non-plussed. They’d be scanning him for signs of hysteria and he couldn’t afford to show them a hint of his anguish. He was returning as a martyr-not for a moment could they allow him to glimpse his abhorrence for any man who laid fingertip against his Ivyanne’s flesh.
And so he remained where he was, frozen at the top of the stairs, observing the scene while silently wrestling the desire to die once more. 
By the time the credits rolled, he knew three things: 1: he could handle minor demonstrations of her lust towards another man. 2: He could sit in perfect stillness for two hours and 3: He had to make his comeback before Lincoln crossed a line that Ardhi wouldn’t be able to deal with, with even the slightest shred of tolerance. If he couldn’t prevent Ivyanne and Lincoln physically manifesting their desires, then his personal body count was going to be be raised from one, to two. 
He looked to see Lux giving Lincoln a sidelong glance, and his heart gave a hopeful lurch at the open admiration in her eyes. 
Come on baby. He pleaded his faithful nanny silently. Nail him, so I don’t have to.
 



13.
When the party was over, the landlubbers-Dalton, Marcus and Pintang (who was finally returning to work) Remi, Lincoln and Ivyanne jumped into Vana’s eight man speedboat and buzzed back to the mainland. Lincoln had promised to work the dinner shift to give Sherri a break, and Dalton had a headache from the champagne and wanted a nap. They passed several boats on their way in, and Ivyanne pointed out that Sunday afternoons were a very dangerous time for the mers to be swimming in the waters of the channel-especially on a day as calm as it was. 
Ivyanne talked almost the whole way back, the animation in her face evident, standing at the centre console of the sporty little boat and steering like she’d been navigating waters for years. She had of course, only Lincoln had never imagined her doing so on a boat before. He was only really half-listening though, too distracted by her beauty to give her words his full focus. He was in awe of her, and a charge was running through him at the idea that he’d been responsible from bringing her back from the blackness Tristan’s death had pulled her into.
He stroked the panel of exposed skin between the hem of her floral bandeau swimsuit and the waistband of her black cargo pants reverently as she switched the subject to sailing. Apparently, it was more environmentally friendly, and she found it relaxing. Her dad had taught her how, and Ivyanne promised to show Lincoln one day on her own sailboat, which was moored in Airlie Beach.
One Day. Lincoln was filled with the thrill of the promise those two words held. He wasn’t merely one of her options anymore-he was her only. 
When they got to the marina, Dalton waved goodbye and trotted up towards the yacht club with Remi, who’s house was just around the corner from it. Meanwhile Pintang and Marcus made excuses about needing to ‘hurry back’ to the resort (though neither of them was due to work until the next morning) and took off before Ivyanne had even finished tying up the boat.
‘What’s that about?’ Ivyanne asked from where she squatted on the dock. ‘Is there something going on between those two I wasn’t aware of?’
Lincoln snorted. ‘I doubt it.’ His eyes followed the other two. ‘I’ve known Marcus for what...sixteen years? And I’m yet to see him hook up with a woman yet.’
Ivyanne squinted up at him. ‘You think he’s gay?’
‘That’s my theory.’ Lincoln caught sight of Tristan’s boat bobbing five bays over and turned away. ‘Plus I heard Saraya talking about Bane’s coming out a few days ago when you were kind of out of it, and I swear, Marcus asked like, ten questions about him.’
Ivyanne got to her feet, dusting her hands off on her print skirt. ‘Really? Wow! I must have shocking gaydar.’
‘You pushed him and his lifeguard tower over, sweetie,’ Lincoln pointed out. ‘And yet did he yell? No. Trust me-straight men wouldn’t let a woman get away with that in public-royalty or not!’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘God that was a crazy day….’
Lincoln nodded, stepping towards her and taking her hand. ‘I remember. Especially that part when I came to yell at you about Marcus...and you tried to flirt your way out of it.’
‘Tried?’ Ivyanne asked archly.
Lincoln rolled his eyes. ‘Okay bowled me over and succeeded beautifully.’ He squeezed her hand, and they began to walk along the dock. ‘I can’t believe things have changed the way they have since. I was so afraid of kissing you. You were like this beautiful fantasy. Ever noticed that in dreams, when you get to the really good part-you wake up? I was afraid that if I kissed you-you’d vanish in a puff of smoke or something.’
‘In retrospect, I can’t believe it took you two weeks to kiss me,’ Ivyanne said. They reached the edge of the short jetty and stepped onto the sand.‘Every time you were near me, I was panicked, wondering if you would and how I’d react if you did.’ She glanced at him. ‘I still am.’
Lincoln returned her gaze. ‘I’m still terrified that you’ll vanish if I do.’ He looked up and motioned towards the beach. Her house was only the third one down. ‘It’s like I never have enough time with you, like there’s always some clock ticking. I want this walk to go for kilometers, but in twenty steps, we’ll be at your door.’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘We can walk for longer, if you’d like.’
Lincoln made a face. ‘I’d love to-but I promised Sherri…’
‘Right.’ Ivyanne sighed and pulled him up the dune, towards her place. ‘Then given how complex our lives are, we should just count ourselves lucky that we have hundreds of years together, not dozens.’
That thought cheered Lincoln somewhat. ‘So long as that doesn’t automatically mean a proportionate length of waiting.’
Ivyanne laughed. ‘I think we’ve already almost hit our limit on that one.’ She climbed the three steps to her door, then turned around on the front step, her fingers still woven through his. ‘Well…..’
Lincoln moved onto the second step. ‘Well…..’
Ivyanne blushed and ducked her head before peeking up at him through her curtain of fluffy, windblown hair. Her nervous smile was the most beautiful expression he’d ever seen. ‘Here we go again.’
‘Here goes what again?’
‘Me,’ Ivyanne said softly, ‘wondering if you’ll kiss me, and wondering how I’ll react if you do.’
Lincoln smiled and stepped up so that his feet were level with hers, trembling like a leaf in the wind. ‘Why are you wondering at all?’ he asked huskily, pulling her closer by the front of her shorts. ‘You knew what I was thinking while we were watching that movie. If you weren’t going to let me kiss you, you wouldn’t have let me walk you back here alone.’
Ivyanne’s hands gripped his forearms lightly, pulling him in. ‘You know me better than I know myself.’
Lincoln took that as another green flag and wasted no time in acting on it-he pressed his lips to hers, knowing this wasn’t a dream and that Ivyanne wasn’t about to disappear. She tasted sweet, like icing and champagne, and he wanted to devour her the moment her lips parted for his. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and squeezed her supple body against his, pushing her up against the door, not wanting there to be a fraction of space between them.
Ivyanne’s fingers tangled in the sides of his shirt, pulling him against her, gasping when his tongue explored her mouth more deeply, one of her legs wrapping around one of his, locking their hips together. That small movement caused Lincoln to see stars.
‘Don’t,’ he grunted, roughly freeing his leg. ‘Dear god Ivyanne...don’t make me want more if you’re not going to follow through...oh god.’
Ivyanne whimpered and forced his lips back to hers with one firm hand on the back of his head. When he complied, she squirmed against him, as though she was climbing a rock wall and desperately looking for something to get a hand hold on. He felt her hand leave his hair and pull on the collar of his shirt as the other slid under the back of his shirt and caressed his lower back. Her touch was heavenly, and her frustration, her need, fueled his own.
But he resisted the urge to strip her right then and there, his mouth demanding focus as he slowed his pace. He could practically feel her heart fluttering against his chest, and when his body began to respond in a way that couldn’t be ignored, Lincoln broke free.
‘My self control ends here,’ he said lightly, freeing himself of her grasp. 
Ivyanne’s eyes fluttered open. ‘That was-’ she shook herself off slightly and straightened. ‘Amazing.’
Lincoln couldn’t hold back the grin. ‘Really? It was just a kiss.’
Ivyanne bit her lip, but her own smile shone through. ‘Well you’re an amazing kisser.’ She tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘You always have been….I’d almost forgotten how addictive you are. Almost. It’s coming back to me now….’ 
Lincoln was pretty sure that was the most meaningful compliment he’d ever received. ‘What is?’
Ivyanne blushed. ‘Why I’m afraid to let you kiss me. Because I know that once I start, I’ll never want to stop.’
Lincoln felt like he was floating. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ he said softly. ‘It’s my day off. If we could hang out...alone, for once…’
Ivyanne nodded slowly. ‘I’d like that.’ 
Lincoln smiled and blew her a kiss. Finally, things were back on track. 
⁓
 It took Tristan five days to get to the Cook Islands from Caroline Atoll, stopping at Flint Island halfway through for lunch before continuing on. In the Cook Islands, he’d stayed at Rarotonga, and although it was the most populated of the Islands, he knew that there were a few abandoned premises that would offer shelter from the rain, which had been lingering around sine Wednesday afternoon. An entire Hilton resort had been abandoned there back in 2008 so he made that his camp.
He squatted in the cleanest bungalow he could find, cowering in the corner so the leak in the centre of the ceiling didn’t touch him. He’d caught fish before heading in, and made a small fire in the doorway between the en-suite and the main room-the only place in the room besides his corner which wasn’t covered in mould or grime. He could tell from the scorch marks on the floor that he hadn’t been the first homeless person to do it either. He was cold and malnourished, had a stinging wound on his arm from a jellyfish he’d swum into, and was completely exhausted. He was also so tired that he could barely think.
If he could get to a telephone and ring his sister, she’d arrange for someone nearby to help him-and yet Tristan couldn’t make himself do that. Besides-what choice other than swimming home did he have that didn’t involve boarding another plane? Tristan considered himself to be brave-but no way was he ready to be at the mercy of altitude again any time soon. 
Tristan rubbed his hands up and down his legs to warm himself. If Ardhi was a shape-shifter with the ability to change humans, as well as a mystic capable of messing with the weather to a large enough degree that would shake a plane out of the sky, Tristan knew that a phone-call warning wouldn’t suffice anyway. No other mermaid had been that powerful-not since Anna. The element of surprise was the only thing Tristan had going for him. 
Tristan pressed his hands into his brain, willing himself to come up with the solution. It would take him at least five more days to get back to Seaview, and he had to have a plan before then. But what? A helpless tear rolled down his cheek. He’d always thought he was as tough as men went, but his ego was taking hit after hit. The fact that Ardhi had stabbed him, fooled him then almost killed him again, and now had him squatting and starving, naked in a ruin, was more painful for him than the gash in his skull. When he included the fact that he’d ended up tied if not coming second in the race to Ivyanne’s heart, it was all Tristan could do to not take his own life. Fail after fail after fail….how much could one man bear?
Tristan took in a shaking breath, commanding himself to get a grip. He needed to get to somewhere where he could have a shower, rest and recoup-preferably clothed-for a few days to sort his mind out. Somewhere with internet access and a phone.
There was one option-Adele Knightley had been on Norfolk. Was that Ardhi’s base? Could he still be there? It seemed possible. After all, without Tristan’s dead body to bury, Ardhi was probably exercising some caution. If he hadn’t gone north yet, there was a good chance Tristan could intercept him before he wiped Lincoln off the face of the planet too.
And if Ardhi wasn’t there….then at least Tristan would know there was a vacant house he could squat in without fear of discovery while he thought of a plan B.
⁓
When Lincoln walked into the Barefoot bar, he was surprised to see that it was practically deserted. In fact, the only customer was Bobbitt, the persistent yet harmless barfly who’d been coming to the Seaview for over twenty years, way back when Link had been just a pre-pubescent guest, and the owners had been an elderly Tahitian married couple.
‘Cold season’s going to kick off soon.’ Bobbitt said, lifting his half-empty glass in greeting. ‘Wouldn’t know it by looking at you though. Nice to see a smile on yer dial for a change.’
‘It is?’ Lincoln asked, slipping behind the bar and automatically moving to pull Bobbitt a fresh beer. 
‘It is. You lot have been dragging yourselves around looking like someone kicked your puppies for a good month now. Maybe longer.’
‘Well I apologize for that.’ Lincoln said. ‘You know about the uh, plane crash, right?’
Bobbitt nodded, his eyes somber and indicated to Lincoln to take the money for the beer from the change from the golden and red bar runner before him. ‘Awful thing, that.’
‘Yes well he was friends with some of my employees. So they’re taking it hard.’
‘Not surprised. Nice guy too.’
‘You met Tristan?’ Lincoln repeated, surprised. As a guest, Tristan had basically holed himself up in his room, tapping away at his shiny white computer like he was trying to hack into the ATO before crunch season. 
‘Yeah, down on the beach. I was swinging a few balls and I’ll be damned but he shouted me a circuit on your fancy course here. We made an afternoon of it. He even gave me some advice for where to stash the rest of my super.’
‘That sounds nice.’ Lincoln swallowed uncomfortably. It was so hard to form an opinion on Tristan Loveridge which didn’t contrast with the opinion before it. 
‘Yeah he was. Good bloke. Must have been lonely, though, to spend a whole afternoon with an old timer like me.’
Lincoln had never thought of Tristan as lonely, but perhaps that was the case. His brother was dead, his parents lived in France and his sister and family in Hawaii. He worked with Steve (Sven) who Lincoln had met briefly, and yet Tristan had never mentioned having a social life which breached the boundaries of charity functions and meetings. His perfect glossy life suddenly seemed kind of solitary and sad. 
Lincoln didn’t want to talk about Tristan anymore. He was getting that icky feeling in the pit of his stomach again, like he’d taken the happy ending from someone who’d needed it more. ‘Where’s Sherri?’ He asked.
‘The little Kiwi?’ Bobbitt nodded towards the kitchen. ‘I think she went that way just before you walked in. She didn’t look too happy. Ask her if it was something I said. It almost always is.’
Lincoln chuckled, put Bobbitt’s change in the till and then hurried towards the corridor. ‘Keep an eye on the place, kay?’
‘Aye, aye, Link. If you run into your ’ol man in your travels, tell him to come have a beer with me.’
‘Will do.’ Lincoln hurried into the function room, inhaling the smell of fresh paint with a satisfied smile. It was looking incredible-all creams and golds swirling like the underside of waves across the walls, edged with metallic wisps of turquoise reminding him of Ivyanne’s hair and tail as they blurred in motion. The tables were draped with gold linens, and large, floating Chinese lanterns descended from the high rafted ceilings, muted turquoise and gold in the dim light, alternating in length and moving in the draft swirling in under the thatched roofing. The wood of the empty bar was freshly polished and gleaming just like the re-glossed slate floors. 
He grinned, looking around for the hundredth time that week. Seeing the room restored to more than its former glory renewed his love for the resort-and made him itch to overhaul the whole place, like he’d overhauled himself. Lydia was an artist, and he’d already taken eleven bookings for the following month. He couldn’t wait to tell her he was doubling her fee-and hopefully-that acknowledgement of her talent would renew her.
But thoughts of renovations abandoned him when he spotted Sherri slumped near a buffet table, blowing her nose into a tissue and looking more delicate than usual.
‘Sherri? Are you okay?’
The girl turned around, her eyes red, her cheeks flushed and her features forlorn. ‘Oh, Link hey. Sorry. I was just taking a time-out.’
‘What’s the matter?’ He was concerned but wary as he approached her. 
Sherri waved her hand. ‘Oh it’s stupid. Bobbitt, well he called me Scrappy Do….’
Lincoln raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve been called worse.’
‘Yeah I know. It’s just that...well my dad calls me that.’
‘Oh.’ Lincoln rounded the table. ‘Are you homesick?’
But Sherri turned her face away. When she spoke, her voice was brittle : ‘My dad is dead, Link. Eight months now.’
Lincoln’s heart sank. ‘Oh! Oh wow. Sherri I didn’t have a clue. I’m so sorry!’
‘You weren’t to know. I avoid thinking about it when I can, and never talk about it.’ She sniffled. ‘It was just so unexpected, and the timing was rotten.’
Lincoln slid onto the floor beside her. ‘Can I ask what happened?’
Sherri hung her head. ‘He got a new girlfriend.’
‘Wait, where’s your mum?’
But Sherri pursed her lips. ‘Ran off on us when I was eight. It was always just dad and I, running the farm together. We were a great team.’ She dropped her eyes. ‘And then Candy came along. Candy, can you believe it? Anyway the farm wasn’t making enough money for her liking. She pushed dad to become a truck driver. We sold our land but kept the house. Then Candy didn’t want me around anymore so-well I joined Greenpeace because there was nowhere in my area to rent and I’d always loved the ocean. I went off for the year and when I came back, they were getting married. I picked up some shifts at the old tavern, just to make some cash while I stayed for the wedding, but one night the coppers came to the bar to tell me….dad had been in an accident.’ Her face crumpled. ‘He had flipped his rig and died instantly.’
Lincoln’s heart went to the girl, who was now sobbing. He encircled his arms around her while she cried fat, wet tears into his shirt. 
‘I’m so sorry, Sherri.’ Lincoln lamented. ‘My mum died a few years ago too. I know what it’s like.’
‘But I’ll bet you two were at least getting along.’ Sherri blew her nose again. ‘Candy totally had dad around her finger. And to make things worse, they’d lived together for so long that she inherited half of everything! Life insurance, the house...now we fight almost on a daily basis about what to do with the old place. She’s determined to sell, and I can’t stop her. I went back about three weeks ago to beg her to just let me have it but she said no. Which is why I’m back in Australia. I can’t stand being somewhere with so many memories that are just being torn apart by that woman.’
‘I can imagine.’ Lincoln sighed. ‘I really don’t know what to say.’
‘You don’t have to say anything.’ She looked deeply into Lincoln’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry for what I almost went along with the other night. That wasn’t me, and I could tell it wasn’t you.’ She sniffled. ‘I thought that it might be good for both of us to be a little wild, like that Lux woman, and have a little fun. But the next day, I felt like hell, and I was furious with that Pintang and Ivyanne for ripping you to shreds over something you were a victim of, not the aggressor.’ She let out a long, shuddering sigh. ‘I crossed a line by interfering, but I was only trying to defend you Link. Yet I only made it worse and now Pintang won’t even look at me.’ She wiped at her eyes. ‘I should just go. Maybe Ivyanne will be more comfortable coming into the bar, if I’m not around to remind her of that awful day....’
‘Sherri no’ Lincoln was horrified by her guilt, and his heart ached for her and all she had been through. If anyone knew what it was like to lose a parents at a mature age, it was him. ‘Ivyanne will get over it, and as for everyone else here, you’d be surprised at how understanding they can be of, well, people being human.’ He smiled wryly at his own private joke. ‘You’re a fantastic worker and a beautiful girl, and the customers love you-so you’re not going anywhere. If a fresh start is what you want, then consider it done.’
Sherri peeked up between her fingers, a spark of hope in her tearful hazel-grey eyes. ‘Really?’
‘Really. Besides, regardless of her threats last week, Ivyanne isn’t the hostile sort. She’s already talking to Lux again, and I know she’ll get over what happened with you.’ He sighed ‘I can see how you’re taking the tension around here so personally, but you just came here at a time when we were all paranoid and grumpy. But it’s getting better now.’
Sherri wiped at her eyes. ‘Do you think I should apologize to your girlfriend?’
Girlfriend. The word put a smile on Lincoln’s face. It hadn’t occurred to him yet that Ivyanne would be using similar terminology soon enough. But the problem was, the term was too casual, for what she was to him. ‘No.’ He said gently. ‘Well, I don’t think so. That’s chick business and no business of mine how you handle it. But I’ll put in a good word for you anyway.’
‘Where is she anyway? I thought she would have come back by now, at least to visit you.’
‘No...she’s not ready to be out in the world yet Sher, she’s pretty fragile still over the accident, so I’ve been going to her. Her mum’s let her a place down on the esplanade.’ Lincoln paused. ‘A Besser block with a door, basically, but fancy, and she likes it. Now she can get some peace.’
‘Peace from what?’
‘Oh you know….mourning relatives, all that.’ He smiled at her, trying to disguise his near faux-pas of offering up too much information about the mers. ‘I’ll pass your apologies along.’
‘Oh Link thanks so much!’ Sherri engulfed him in a fierce hug. 
‘No problem.’ He extricated himself from her grip, still cautious of being too close to her. ‘Anyway, Bobbit’s probably due for another beer…’
‘I got it!’
Lincoln watched her take off with a skip in her step, and grinned. It felt good to be on the giving side of advice and forgiveness for once, instead of receiving.
 



14.
Tristan had never been so off his game in his life. He’d almost smashed into the side of two boats when he’d arrived in the southernmost bay of Norfolk Island, and then had been forced to streak naked across the beach in full view of a Japanese family who had been enjoying a picnic breakfast on the sand because he hadn’t seen them in time.
Luckily, he’d stumbled across some discarded clothes draped on the back of a bicycle in the third picnic area he’d found. The bike had been fitted out with an empty surfboard rack, so he’d known instantly that the owner was surfing somewhere nearby, meaning he was probably near Slaughter Bay. It was good to have his bearings, but unfortunately, it also meant that he was in a densely populated area. 
Tristan made his way down the road as stealthily as he could, knowing that his kind was everywhere on Norfolk, and that he had to get his act together. He’d found a phone book at a vandalized booth, and had actually laughed out loud when he found the surname Kayu-Api and the listing address straight away. Their holiday home was in Cascade Bay, which was clear on the other side of the island from where he was, but that was okay-it just meant that he had less of a distance to swim home when he was done killing Ardhi. 
If he was still there, of course.
Tristan walked for two blocks, keeping his head low, until he spotted exactly what he needed parked up the side alley of a church in a quiet suburb. The blue mountain bike was new and locked to a down pipe, but he only had to punch the cheap combination lock once before he shattered the mechanism. He worked quickly and silently, too haunted by the grave mistakes he’d made earlier to risk messing up again. Saying a quick prayer to whichever god guarded that particular church, Tristan lifted his leg over the bike and shot off in the direction of Middlegate Road.
At first, the wind had felt cool against his face, and the the soft and threadbare cotton of the surfer’s t-shirt was a welcome change from days of being cold and wet and naked. But then his legs started to tire after a kilometer from the unfamiliar exercise, the air felt dry and hot. He instantly wanted to throw the bike in the bushes and curl up somewhere to sleep, but that wasn’t an option. He knew he didn’t have long to put some distance between himself, the church where he’d taken the bike, the esplanade where he’d stolen the clothes, and the beach where he’d alarmed the tourists before the cops came looking for him. Norfolk was a closely-knit island, and his petty theft would be treated like a major crime in such a place. 
But if the cops came for him, they’d better come with two sets of cuffs. Because as tired as he was, he knew that the moment his hands were wrapped around Ardhi’s neck, he wouldn’t be going anywhere without him-not even jail. 
⁓
Ivyanne was in heaven. She lay in Lincoln’s arms as his warm lips lazily worked over hers, her head sinking into the soft pillow on her bed, the weight of his torso pinning her down on the soft albeit rumpled bedspread. Time had no meaning, thoughts had no substance. 
Lincoln’s lips left hers, his nose nuzzling the tip of hers. ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he whispered. ‘Your lips are so red and puffy right now from mine. Do you know how high that makes me feel?’
Ivyanne rubbed her lips together realizing that they were actually somewhat numb. ‘High?’ she echoed.
‘You don’t know that expression?’
Ivyanne shook her head. ‘Human?’
Lincoln nodded. ‘Kind of like...floating. But I think it comes from the feeling of being stoned...all numb and dumb and giggly…’
‘Stoned?’ Ivyanne needed to clarify that. ‘As in, drugs?’
Lincoln chuckled. ‘So I guess you’ve never smoked pot?’
Ivyanne rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah sure. Right after I made a porno and blogged about it. Why, have you?’
Lincoln wrinkled his nose. ‘If I had-I’m certainly not going to tell you after that reaction!’ He bent his elbow and rested his face on his palm, gazing down at her. ‘God Ivyanne...were you ever a teenager?’
Ivyanne reached up and touched his lips. ‘Yes. With you. In fact, I feel like one right now.’
Lincoln kissed her fingertips. ‘You know what I mean. I’m getting all giddy here lying on your bed and thinking about being fourteen, when I’d lie on my bed and picture this moment.’ He slipped his hand beneath her soft pink t-shirt and caressed her stomach softly. ‘I always envisioned you in some ghastly pink bedroom with boy band posters on the wall and homework assignments spread everywhere...in a school uniform with knee socks….’ he grinned wickedly down at her legs as though picturing it, ‘which I’d keep on of course-’
Ivyanne laughed. ‘You better make your point. I see that hot and bothered look in your eye.’
Lincoln nodded. ‘True. Anyway my point is-the whole time, your life was nothing like the lives of the other girls I knew, was it? I mean, did you even go to school? Do any of you?’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘Most mers live in the same place year long like humans. They pick a nice coastal area, enroll their kids in school...and the majority even go on to university afterwards-provided it’s somewhere near the water.’ She threaded her fingers through his short dark hair which she loved to feel against her skin. ‘But being royalty, I travelled and attended all over the world. My first four years of education were in France, then we moved to Hawaii for awhile, and lived fairly far out from a school district. Mum and dad built a little native school there, and I had a governess until it was up and running. I did one year there, but I was too advanced so mum and dad put me in a private girls’ college on Oahu for the next year. I probably would have stayed there, but dad got this opportunity to film a documentary on the Great Barrier Reef so we moved to Australia-that was the first year we came here for the summer, and I met you.’
Lincoln’s eyes widened. ‘The accent!’ he exclaimed. ‘Oh my god, I’d almost forgotten-Ivanna had an accent.’
‘Yes I did, a slight one,’ Ivyanne said. ‘Anyway after that summer, they tried to enroll me in a few regular high schools but I was too advanced by then, so they pulled me out-basically to sit on rocks and comb my hair and wait for the handsome prince that needed rescuing.’
‘Now there’s a pretty picture,’ his fingers stretched up, stroking her top-most ribs, grazing the underside of her bra.‘It sucks that you missed out on things like prom and recess and cliques though…’
Ivyanne nodded, her eyelids fluttering shut briefly at his heavenly touch. ‘It does. And because that happens to a lot of us, one of my cousins is actually trying to organize a private school in this area somewhere-a mer exclusive college, you may say. Co-ed, so we get all of the benefits of education and experience without having to hide our true selves.’
‘That sounds like a great idea,’ Lincoln said, as one of his fingertips slid into the valley between her breasts from beneath. His lips parted on an exhale and stayed  apart so that he barely moved them when he said: ‘I’m surprised there isn’t one already.’
Ivyanne moaned as his finger curled around the underwire between her breasts and tugged ever so gently, jostling her. ‘Opening a school is difficult-’ god she sounded overcome! ‘..especially an upmarket one…. trying to keep the-uh-humans out is problematic and she’s come across a lot of red t-’ 
Lincoln swept his mouth cross hers. Ivyanne sighed and held her hand against his chest, pushing him back. She was too turned on to risk being kissed and fondled in unison. ‘What was that for?’
‘For all of the kisses you missed in high school.’ Lincoln smiled down at her. ‘Was I the only guy you ever made out with back then?’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘You didn’t realize that until now?’
Lincoln moaned and kissed her again, only this time, there was nothing gentle about it.
⁓
When Tristan got to the secluded house which was owned by the Kayu-Api’s, he wasn’t surprised to see that it was only a small cottage. Ardhi’s family seemed to favor the simple things, even though they were far from poor. 
He abandoned the bike in some scrub near the foot of the driveway, then made his way up to the house along the tree line, avoiding the large open expanse of grass surrounding the gravel drive. The bushes tore at his skin, but he couldn’t afford to be spotted before he got a good look at who was inside. Was Ardhi there? Or Adele? Both? Neither? He had no idea.
When he got close to the porch, he was astounded to see that the front door was wide open. Throwing caution to the wind, he ran to the side of the house, crossing the twenty meters in only a few strides, before flattening himself against the wall under a window. Inside, he could hear music blaring, but it had a tinny quality, and he guessed that it was coming from a television or small radio, rather than a stereo system. He recognized the pop song, and frowned, knowing that Ardhi wouldn’t be playing that kind of song-he was too old fashioned to rock MTV. Tristan doubted that Ardhi had willfully listened to anything other than tribal drums in his whole, bland life. 
Suddenly, the sound of running water from somewhere towards the back of the house caught his attention. With a smile, Tristan moved quickly, creeping across the porch and crossing the threshold to the front door, praying that the floorboards under his feet wouldn’t squeak, and that he wasn’t about to get arrested for prowling around a house with a stranger in it.
There were only a few bedrooms in the place, and he followed the sound of the shower all the way to the end of the hall, quickly glancing into each shadowy room he passed to confirm that they were deserted. When he reached the bathroom, he held his ear up against it, heart racing. He heard a female voice loudly singing a different song to the one on the radio and he smiled, instantly recognizing Adele’s tone, despite the fact that it was more resonant than it had been before, thanks, of course, to the mermaid makeover he could now confirm. He melted into the nearest bedroom, noticing all at once that it was the largest, and that the double bed inside was the only one in the house that was unmade. A brief scan provided further proof that Adele was squatting there-a pair of platform Lou Buiton heels that only a recently-turned mermaid would deign with. He dropped his nose to the sheet and sniffed it tentatively, making a face when the potent stench of Chanel invaded his nostrils. Yep, a spoiled girl had been sleeping there-alone. 
Tristan straightened, wondering what he was supposed to do now. He’d hoped to catch Ardhi unawares and clock him, but there was no trace of Ardhi in the dwelling-which meant he was somewhere else, and most likely that somewhere else was the last place Tristan wanted him to be. 
Suddenly, the shower was silenced and Tristan cursed under his breath, vaulting towards the bedroom door, sliding into the narrow gap behind it. He’d only just made it when he heard the bathroom door screech open, and he froze, trying not to even breathe, which ironically, was hard for mermaids out of the water. 
Adele strode by seconds later, a threadbare blue towel wrapped around her torso as she swung another one. 
‘These boots were made for walkin’....that’s just what they’ll do...One of these days these boots are gonna walk all over you….’ she sang, surprising Tristan with the faint country twang in her voice. She stopped in the centre of the room and bent over, her back to him, her wet hair dripping on the timber floor as she began to wrap a second towel around her head, turban style. ‘Dang I sound awesome now!’ she giggled.
The sound of her laughter pissed Tristan off. Before he knew what he was doing, he slammed the bedroom door shut, stepping up to her as he did so, fixing his features in the deadliest expression he had. 
‘Should have known that becoming mer would have made you twice as conceited as you were before,’ he rasped.
Adele spun around, the towel flying off her head, her wet hair swinging, flicking droplets of water onto his face. There were no words to describe the look of utter shock on her pretty face as she recognized him.
‘Tristan?!’ she gasped, hands clutching at the towel around her breasts. ‘But we killed you!’
That was all of the admission he needed. ‘Not quite!’ he barked, advancing on her, giving her a shove. ‘Sorry to ruin whatever it is you and Ardhi are plotting, you crazy bitch! But it ends now!’ 
To his amazement, Adele’s blue eyes filled with tears. She took a step towards him, holding her hands up. ‘Tristan-please-you have to hear me out-’
Tristan wasn’t in the mood to hear anything she had to say. For the first time in his life he raised his fist to a woman-and knocked her out cold.
⁓
One moment, Ivyanne had been laying amongst the coral, demonstrating her ability to camouflage herself amongst the shells and seagrass with a serene and sparkling smile, and the next, she was a blur of periwinkle and gold shooting around the submerged oyster rock behind him, disappearing from view and leaving Lincoln frozen and blinking after her. 
Was was that? He thought, taking off after her in a daze, glancing around nervously for sharks. He hated it when Ivyanne left him alone in open water-and it was eerie when she did it without comment first. 
In order to show him a few tricks, mainly concerning camouflage, and how to reverse coral bleaching with his own energy on his RDO, Ivyanne had taken Lincoln an hour north of Bracken, to a environmentally protected zone she’d helped Michael Donnelly develop a few years before. It was a small cluster reef near a very small island-Griffin Island, and the water was thick with the bounty of her efforts-more alive than any he’d ever encountered. He was having a wonderful time with her.
But Lincoln knew his day was about to take a turn for the weird the moment he saw Ivyanne wrap her delicate fingers around the base of a reef anchor embedded in the sea floor, and maneuver it out of the coral gingerly. Her actions were gentle and deliberate-a stark contrast to the fearsome expression on her beautiful face.
‘What are you doing?’ It was the first time Lincoln had ever spoken underwater, and he was surprised by how normal it sounded. No oxygen bubbled out of his mouth as it would have when he was a human. 
Ivyanne clasped the anchor with one hand and hitched the slackened length of chain with the other, pulling it tight. She lifted her narrowed eyes to the surface some twenty feet above, lips twisted in a sneer. ‘They’re not allowed to fish here.’ She said. ‘And I’m going to make sure they don’t try it again.’
Lincoln followed her gaze up the anchor chain to where it became rope, slicing through the teardrop clear water from above and connected to the water-magnified hull of a white fishing boat. 
‘Why?’
‘It’s a green zone. Off limits-to everyone and for good reason.’
‘Is it that big a deal?’ He asked, gesturing around him. The water was a pale shade of turquoise within the depths, and it was writhing with colors thanks to the multitude of fish milling about them.‘It’s not like we’re short of them or anything...’
Ivyanne rolled her green eyes. ‘That’s the point Lincoln-that’s what a green zone is for-to make sure there are plenty.’ She watched a be-speckled blue and burnt orange coral trout whip by, her brow furrowed with concern while she tracked its course. ‘The fish here aren’t used to being hunted, like those out in the sport areas. They’re too naïve, too easily caught. If these idiots-’ She snapped her eyes back up the surface above, ‘take advantage, there will be nothing left.’
Lincoln tried to look supportive, even though he still didn’t really understand. He’d gone from having zero interest in politics, to being the subject of a monarchy who took things that Lincoln had never even thought about very seriously.
But his life was different now, and it had the potential to be an incredible one. So if green zone fishing was a problem for her, he’d make it a problem for him. It was that simple.
 ‘So, you’re going to set them adrift?’
Ivyanne returned his smile, a wicked gleam in her eye. ‘Oh… I think we can do a little better than that. Hold this-don’t let it go loose or they might pull it up to cast it again.’ She thrust the anchor chain into his hands and then took the spokes of the anchor in her own. Her body went taut, her tail curled up until her fluke was touching her lower back, and then suddenly, the steel gave way, bending in the opposite direction with relative ease. After she’d done the first two, she alternated her grip and did the second, briefly tilting her elbow to swipe the tail end of her long, floating blonde braid out of her eyes.
‘I’ll get it.’ Lincoln reached out and caught her hair under the guise of assisting. Really, he’d take any opportunity to touch her-even if it was just her hair. But to his horror, Ivyanne flinched from his touch.
‘Sorry,’ he muttered, retracting his hand, stung by the rejection. ‘My bad.’
‘No. It’s not you...it felt good, Link. I wasn’t expecting...I mean, you know that I-’ Ivyanne glanced down at her hands, to the anchor she’d mangled. Instead of being shaped like a waterfall now, it looked more like a claw. 
That’s when Lincoln realized that this was more than a revenge urge, but an outlet for her frustration. ‘It’s okay.’ He assured her. ‘I won’t take it personally.’
‘I’m sorry. I just can’t talk about it.’ She shook herself off. ‘Look, I better do this, before they move on.’ Her voice was strained.‘Follow me-and don’t let it loose, okay? They can’t know anything is going on while we’re this close.’
Lincoln nodded, glancing down at the rusting chain in his hands, noting the metallic scent was pungent, even in the water. 
Ivyanne flicked her lavender-blue tail gently, and she took off at a graceful speed. Lincoln followed suit, adjusting his position so that he was coming up under the shadow of the boat, as she was. As he ascended, his skin breaking out in gooseflesh from paranoia, he took note of the four drop lines in the water around him. They were fishing all right. And it looked like they were about to regret it.
Ivyanne was well ahead of him after a few seconds and so he trailed after her wake, his heart rate beginning to pick up pace as his new mer senses smelled bloodlust in the water. Not from a shark, but the princess. How far would she take this? He had visions of her pulling on a fishing line and yanking an unsuspecting human into the water to meet his death. As someone who had been both human, and ignorant of fishing laws just a few weeks before, the situation made him incredibly uncomfortable.
Once only a few meters of water separated them from the white hull, which was marred by scrape marks, Ivyanne glanced back at him and held up her free hand, motioning for him to wait. And so he did, pulling on the chain as tightly as possible, watching her,and the water near the surface warily. It was harder to hold back the slack in the chain now and so he added his other hand, pulling down with some of his body weight. It wasn’t nearly enough to keep the boat steady, but if they noticed movement and tugged, he’d be able to resist it enough to fool them into thinking they were still anchored. He smiled, feeling his new strength course through his arms. A moon before, pulling on a rope would have grazed his palms and made them ache. Now it felt like nothing. 
It wasn’t until Ivyanne floated towards the submerged blades of the outboard motor, that alarm overrode his self-satisfaction. 
‘Hey!’ Bubbles shot out of his mouth. ‘Get away from that!’
Ivyanne looked back at him. ‘They won’t start it until they’ve pulled up the anchor, Link.’
‘Some do! My mum used to do it when she thought we’d come adrift, to get the anchor to catch again!’ Lincoln’s memories of fishing with his parents in Tasmania-his mother had been especially good at it-were hazy now, but he could remember sitting at the back of their little boat, pulling on a thick rope, testing for tension while his mother slowly steered forward.
Ivyanne hesitated for a moment, but then she looked back and smiled ruefully. ‘Then I better be quick, huh?’ With that she turned, flicking her tail in a tiny movement, elevating until her lovely face was in line with the propellor blades. She brought her hands up, and to Lincoln’s disbelief, begin to slip the mangled anchor over the blades.
‘You can’t be serious!’ Lincoln was torn between wanting to let go of the chain and tearing her away from the dangerous engine, and wanting to hold the chain tighter to avoid disturbing the men above-who could rip Ivyanne’s face to shreds with one push of a button.
‘Deadly serious.’ Ivyanne was flexing again, squeezing the long prongs of the anchor around the blades, caging them in. She worked quickly, her movements appearing effortless-like bending steel was something she did for kicks. Which he now suspected she did. After the longest time, which had probably only been fifteen seconds and two hundred heartbeats, she flung out her arms and scooped her arms back, distancing herself from the lethal blades while obviously admiring her handiwork. She had two prongs wrapped around the blades, and the other two clamped around the leg of the engine.
‘There!’ She announced proudly, tail flicking lazily at the water. ‘If they ever fish here again, it won’t be with this motor!’
Lincoln gaped at her, knowing the engine she’d just sabotaged was worth at least seventeen thousand dollars. ‘You’re insane!’ 
‘Only a little.’ Ivyanne bit her lip, but she couldn’t hold back her delighted grin. ‘Ardhi once-’ but she snapped her mouth shut, her expression darkening, becoming distant, she dropped her head. ‘Never mind.’
Lincoln released the chain, and it drooped, forming a loop near the propeller, taking her in his arms. ‘Hey,’ he used a finger to raise her chin. ‘It’s okay to talk about them. Especially the stuff that makes you smile when you remember. They’d want it that way, Ivyanne.’
But Ivyanne’s eyebrows knitted together. ‘I don’t know if I’m ready to remember the good stuff about Ardhi yet.’ She looked up into his eyes. ‘I miss him, but I’m still so, so angry with him- and now that Tristan’s dead, like Ardhi wanted-I’m hating his memory more.’
‘Fair enough. But if you want to talk about Tristan too, I’ll listen. I actually miss his face, can you believe that?’
‘Yes, I can.’ Ivyanne mimicked his hold on her, cupping his face. ‘You’re a good man Link, and you’ve been so patient lately. I know watching me go through this would have wounded you, and I’m sorry.’
‘I hope I’m not crowding you,’ he said, pushing strands of hair out of her face with a confident hand. ‘But I just can’t stay away.’
She pressed her forehead into his. ‘And I don’t want you to.’
Lincoln felt a stirring inside him. He looked down at her lips, and was overcome with the need to press his against them. He waited for her to sense the shift in his intentions and stiffen, but she swallowed and tilted her face to hi, wide-eyed. 
‘I don’t know if I’m ready, but-’
The sound of the prop roaring to life fragmented the tension between them and made Lincoln flinch in shock. Ivyanne yelped, ducked, and pulled him down towards the coral with surprising strength. Seconds later, there was a metallic screech that even the ocean around them couldn’t muffle.
 



15.
Tristan found lots of useful stuff while Adele slept off his attack. For one, the call index on her mobile phone was filled with the same number, over and over again, which was listed only as ‘PSYCHO’ and the her text inbox was loaded with short, cryptic messages to the same number. He scrolled through them, raising an eyebrow as the plot thickened before his eyes:
 
Thursday January 26th:
Adele: Happy Australia Day
P: Like I care
Adele : Whatever. Got the cash. 
P : Good. Call made.
Adele : Did he buy it?
P: Yes. Book the flights, but he wants two seats.
Adele: Two?!
P: Yes. Just humor him, he won’t be needing the second.
Adele: How can you be so sure?
P: I know her. 
P: Delete these messages from your phone please.
Adele: Ok. (Which she clearly hadn’t)
 
Friday January 27th:
 
P: Eta 6.00pm SPLASH! Have boat ready at co-ordinates.
Adele: Done. Good luck…..or whatever. Are you really sure about this?
P: Delete these messages please.
 
Fail, Tristan thought, then grimaced as his skin crawled. Splash? The most horrifying incident of 200 people’s lives had been nothing but a ‘splash’ to this twisted duo? He’d put the phone down after that, too disgusted to read on so soon, and shifted to the laptop computer on the bench instead. It looked too old and chunky to be Adele’s, but when he opened it, the browsing screen was set to her Facebook wall. A quick scan revealed that she’d been offline until earlier that morning. Previous to that, she’d been inundated with messages from people wanting to know where she was-including one every day from Lincoln. But the day before she’d posted a photo of her lying on a beach and tagging it as Byron, only Tristan knew better. 
After he was done with that, Tristan crept around the house, searching for extra clues. But aside from a forged passport and almost five hundred dollars worth of cash in her wallet, Adele’s bag was empty. 
He pocketed the money then went down the hall, noticing that it was as quiet in the neighborhood as it had been on all of the remote Islands he had stayed on. He was almost disappointed-he missed the sound of traffic, and the tinkling of wine glasses. He missed hearing the Beach Boys crooning from a jukebox as he sunned himself by the pool at the resort, and he missed Ivyanne’s flustered smile. He missed his home.

Tristan exhaled heavily as he rounded the corner to the bedroom where he had Adele tied up. What would be left of his home when he got back there? He knew that Ivyanne was mourning him, but she was a resilient girl, and she took her responsibilities to their kind seriously. Eventually her mourning had to come to an end if it hadn’t already… what would she do when his memory had faded?
Adele’s eyes were open when he went in there-he was surprised to see that. She’d been out of it for almost twelve hours while he showered and slept and snooped the day away, desiring little more than to enjoy having a roof above his head once more.
‘Well, good evening,’ he said, crossing to her, kneeling on the edge of her mattress, trying not to smirk at the bright purple bruise along her sharp jaw. ‘That gag looks uncomfortable. Want me to take it off?’
Adele nodded eagerly.
He held up one finger. ‘Keep in mind that if you scream, it’ll be your larynx I break this time so you’ll have to kiss your country music career good-bye.’
She shrank back, but nodded again, only with less enthusiasm this time.
‘Fine,’ he reached out and pulled the cloth out of her mouth, dropping it against the massive red and purple blotch on her neck. ‘Voila!’
‘God that tasted awful!’
 Tristan grinned at her. ‘I will remind you that you tried to kill me-you can only imagine the bad taste that left in my mouth.’
Adele paled. ‘You don’t know the full story.’
‘So share it with me.’ Tristan crossed his legs. ‘I want information. Starting with telling me when Ardhi changed you.’
Adele exhaled. ‘That night, of course-the night he did Lincoln too. Or the next morning..it’s kind of blurry’
Tristan nodded. He’d suspected as much. ‘Is he a shape-shifter?’
‘If you mean the Dolphin thing, then yes. But he didn’t know that until it happened.’
‘So when he gave Lincoln breath…?’
‘He meant it,’ Adele said coldly. ‘He just didn’t expect to survive it.’
Tristan didn’t know what to make of that. Ardhi was the most complex man he’d ever known. Ready to sacrifice his life for his love one moment and then going on a killing spree after he’d recovered? It was erratic behavior.
 Adele cleared her throat, eyeing him with awe. ‘How did you make it out of there?’
‘By the skin of my teeth,’ he admitted. Tristan glanced at the ties binding her hands and ankles to the cane bed post, making sure they were still tight. ‘Was it all a set up?’ he asked. ‘The job offer? Everything?’
Adele nodded. ‘Duh.’
Tristan was impressed. ‘Well, I fell for it.’
‘He knew you would. You’re ego borders on predictable, you know.’
Tristan rolled his eyes. ‘Even tied up, you’re still a bitch.’
‘I’m getting used to being tied up,’ Adele said coldly. ‘Ardhi had me tied for three days before he got the brilliant idea of finding out where my parents lived and using their lives as motivation for me to play along with his crazy idea.’
Tristan was surprised to learn that. ‘He blackmailed you into this?’
A tear slipped down Adele’s cheek and she looked away. Eventually though, she nodded. ‘He did.’
‘And that was the only reason you helped?’
Adele sighed, still keeping her face turned away. ‘At first-no. He told me he wanted to split Lincoln and Ivyanne up by sending in an interloper, and he needed my help for that. I was mad, at all of you, and once I realized that I was stuck as a mermaid and without friends, I decided to go along with it.’ She looked at him now. ‘But when I found out you’d survived, and he then dropped the idea of the plane crash into my lap, I said no-I told him he was crazy! But he got mad and told me he’d kill them if I didn’t help. It took me three days to agree to it, but I did, eventually. I was terrified for my family. I have an eight year old brother you know.’
There were holes in her story-it didn’t take a genius to work that out-but mostly, she seemed to be telling the truth. Tristan touched the tender spot on the back of his head, trying to sort his thoughts into organized categories. But he was still very exhausted and fatigued. ‘Has he gotten to her yet?’
Adele shook her head. ‘Well he hadn’t last time I spoke to him, yesterday around lunch. It’s just a matter of time now. He says that Ivyanne’s coming to terms with her grief now, and he wants to slip back onto the scene before Lincoln locks her in.’
Tristan’s head snapped up. ‘They’re not together yet?’
Adele shook her head. ‘No. Apparently she took all of this...harder than we thought. First you, then the baby…’
Tristan’s stomach turned. ‘What baby?’
Adele shifted, looking uncomfortable. She wet her lips. ‘That’s the thing Tristan-there is no baby. She’s not pregnant. Ardhi didn’t even know that was a possible issue until a few days ago, when our other source told him.’
Tristan felt like he’d been socked in the stomach. He leaned over, pressing his forehead into his knees, feeling the breath rush out of him. He’d hoped against hope...prayed every night...and for nothing. If he’d died, there would have been no trace of him left on the earth. It was a devastating thought. 
‘I’m sorry.’ Adele whispered softly.
Tristan barked a humorless laugh, getting to his feet. ‘Oh I’m sure you’re just appalled on my behalf, right?’ He spun on her, his anger finally bubbling over. ‘You tried to kill me Adele! You sold me out to Link and then you tried to kill me! I don’t care what Ardhi had on you! I don’t care about your parents! Because of you and your assistance, there is a madmen stalking the coast, going after the woman I love!’
‘I’m sorry!’ Adele shouted back. ‘God Tristan do you think I asked for any of this? Because I didn’t! I liked my human life-so far this new one sucks! But rest assured that Ardhi won’t harm a hair on Ivyanne’s perfect little head, okay?!’ 
Tristan loomed over her. ‘How am I supposed to believe that?’
‘Because he’s as crazy about her as apparently everyone is! All he wants is for her to dump Lincoln and take him back! I don’t know what it is about this girl that drives you out of your heads but whatever it is will protect her, okay?’
Tristan was amazed. ‘But how can he think for one second that she’d take him back now that she has her precious Link?!’
Adele shrugged. ‘He’s counting on the fact that selflessly trading his life for Lincoln’s would have earned him a place in her heart, and that his mystic abilities-the weather, the ability to turn, the shape-shifting and god knows what else-will make the kingdom demand he become king instead of Link.’
Tristan paused, trying to absorb all of that. Could that work? Was it possible that Ardhi had a slight chance for redemption? There was no precedent for it, but Tristan sensed that Ardhi wouldn’t get the following he needed, unless he had Ivyanne’s heart first. Giving a position of power to one unstable and selfish man, was a human way, not mer.
 ‘And what if Ardhi makes this grand appearance and Ivyanne chooses Link anyway?’ Tristan finally asked.
Adele’s ice blue eyes fixed on his, the fear in them prominent. ‘Then Lincoln will probably be in a mysterious accident too,’ her tone was full of foreboding. ‘And something tells me that he’s not as durable as you are.’
Tristan sighed and turned away, realizing that Adele was right. ‘I need a minute…’ he muttered, resting against the door jamb. ‘I need to think of a way to deal with this….it’s so much…’
Adele laughed bitterly. ‘If you were praying for her not to love him before, you better double that up now. Because if she gives herself to Lincoln Grey, his days are numbered-as are anyone’s who get’s in Ardhi’s way.’
⁓
Ivyanne threw herself into her fathers arms the second she stepped onto the front porch on Saturday morning. Neither said hello-they didn’t need to. All she wanted to do was burrow into his arms stay there for months. Tears pricked at her eyes, but she held them back. Ivyanne needed to look strong for him. 
‘I missed you princess.’
‘I missed you too daddy,’ she sniffled, running her fingers through his grey streaked hair, which was shaggy until it curled just under his ears. He was the only one who could call her princess without her hating the word. Okay and Tristan had always managed to make it sound sexy. 
After a moment or so, Ivyanne heard footsteps coming up the sandy porch steps behind her. She was so tense that she could hear each individual droplet of water dripping from Lincoln’s hair and onto the ground.
‘This must be the infamous Lincoln,’ her father’s voice reverberated through his chest to her ear. Ivyanne stepped out of his hug, but linked her arm around his waist, resting her head against his shoulder. She couldn’t deny that she was nervous for Lincoln.
‘It certainly is,’ Ivyanne smiled benevolently. ‘Link, this is Ash Court. My father.’
‘How do you do?’ Lincoln stepped up, extending his hand to her fathers, his brown eyes warm. ‘I know I’m doing this a bit quickly, but when we get a chance later, I’d really love to ask you for your daughters’ hand!’
Ivyanne felt her cheeks go hot. ‘Lincoln Grey!’ she exclaimed, mortified. 
But her father laughed, the laugh lines around his blue eyes crinkling. ‘Ha ha! Smoothly done, my man. Been practicing that long?’
‘Only for about a month,’ Lincoln clapped her father on the shoulder. ‘Did it work? Was I charming and manly enough, or do I need to lift something heavy first to prove my physical prowess too?’
Ash laughed again, and Ivyanne was floored. Her father wasn’t exactly the laugh-out-loud type, and she’d never seen Lincoln so….charming before.
‘Maybe a rock or two….got a couch I wouldn’t mind shifting either…’ Ash drawled, squeezing Ivyanne to his side. It was a silent acknowledgement of approval. 
‘Hmmm...not sure I’m up to that. But we do a terrific seafood buffet at the resort as well. Can I butter you up with mud crab?’
‘Anyone can butter me up with mud crab.’
Ivyanne’s fathers hand left her shoulder, and to her amazement, she saw him walk ahead with Lincoln, both of them avidly discussing the glory of freshly cooked mud cab washed down with a cold beer. She blinked, so astounded that it had gone so well that she didn’t dare follow them in case she messed it up somehow. Lincoln’s long and golden bare back rippled with his brand-new muscles, and she felt a wave of desire crash over her. Funny, teasing, charming...she’d never wanted him so badly as she did right then.
⁓
Lincoln could tell he’d surprised Ivyanne with the ease in which he’d handled her father, and he smirked as all of his fear of the handsome old mariner melted away. Ivyanne had tripped him up so much back at The Seaview that he’d never really been himself around her. But with her father, his eagerness to impress had caused him to morph back into the role of the charming hotelier-a persona that was second nature to him. Yes, Ash was king of the mermaids, but he was also a middle-aged Aussie bloke by most standards, and Lincoln had always had an affinity with the bar flies just like him. 
When they walked inside, Vana smiled and motioned them over to the couch, not interrupting their conversation. Her eyes were sparkling and she looked beautiful in an ethereal way, as though having her husband back had turned on a light inside her that had been dimmed in his absence. She took a tray of sandwiches from Saraya and put them in front of the two men, tossing Link a towel to dry off his wet hair.
‘Don’t get me wrong, I mean, the Falklands is a stunning area,’ Ash was saying quickly, pouring a glass of champagne for first Lincoln, then Ivyanne without mentioning why. ‘But you just can’t get better seafood than what we have here.’
‘What about lobsters from Maine?’ Ivyanne challenged, fastening a pale green sarong around her waist with a single knot on her hip, so the cloth draped to the floor, but exposed the entire length of one perfect leg. She sat on the arm of the chair closest to Lincoln, being careful to keep a few inches between them.
‘You may have me there…’
Lincoln was sick of being cautious. He slid his arm around her damp waist possessively. ‘I’ve heard of those…’ he mused, slipping one finger under the cloth, tickling her lower back, where no one could see. ‘I’ve heard it’s delicious. Won’t know until I’ve sampled it, of course,’ he looked up at her and grinned, aware that she was up to speed with his double entendre. ‘Maybe Ivyanne will show me someday soon.’
‘We’ll see…..’ she said, her cheeks pink with whatever was affecting her mood the most. She took a furtive sip of her champagne, but Lincoln put his glass down. He wanted his wits about him.
‘They make this lobster bisque…’ Ash kissed the tips of his fingers. ‘Ivyanne and I had at least two servings a day the last time we were there.’ He glanced up as his wife put a pitcher of sparkling juice on the coffee table. ‘That was Maine, wasn’t it sweetie?’
‘No, Boston….Maine was where you ate all the chowder.’
Ash smacked his hands together. ‘Right!’ He grinned at Lincoln. ‘Tell you what, get your chef to whip something close to that up, and I’ll be there every day. Ivyanne too.’
‘I’ll bet Pintang could get it right,’ Vana said quickly. ‘She’s quite the little gourmet.’
Lincoln glanced at Ivyanne to see if she was smiling, but was surprised to see her staring down at the coffee table, looking perplexed. 
‘What is that doing here?’ She asked tightly.
Lincoln followed her gaze. For the first time, he noticed that what looked to be a crown was sitting on a dark blue velvet pillow in the centre of the table, nestled within a wooden box. It was a wide circlet, tarnished in places, but attractive to the eye. Pearls were set into the surface, each one nestled within an intricate carving.
He looked up at Vana. ‘Is that yours?’
‘Yes,’ Vana smiled and moved around the table, sinking to her knees behind the object of focus. ‘French, circa 942.’
‘Anna’s,’ Ivyanne said quietly.
‘Is it gold?’ Lincoln couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d never been so close to something of such value before in his life. 
Vana ran her finger gingerly along the edge of it. ‘Quite striking, wouldn’t you agree?’
He nodded, awed. ‘How is it in such good condition?’
Vana smiled, reaching across the table to pat her husbands’ knee. ‘Ash knows a guy in Brazil….another mermaid of course. He gold plates it and restores it as best as he can, every fifty years or so.’
‘But we usually store it,’ Ivyanne said quickly. ‘Because it isn’t safe for it to be in the sea air as often as it is.’
‘Ivyanne hasn’t told you that she loathes this trinket?’ Vana asked.
Lincoln turned to her. ‘Really? Why? It’s so pretty! And it’s a great heirloom from Anna, isn’t it? I would have thought you’d treasure it.’
‘Maybe I would,’ Ivyanne said sharply. ‘If it wasn’t so damn heavy with the weight of a thousand lives and millions of expectations.’ She sighed. ‘Besides, the man who put that on Anna’s head killed her children. Looking at it sometimes breaks my heart.’
‘Anna created lovely memories in this crown after those dark times,’ Ash said quietly. ‘As in life, the good is seldom without a tinge of the dark.’
Lincoln was inclined to agree. ‘Is there a uh, king’s crown?’
Vana smiled at him knowingly. ‘Upstairs, acting as a paperweight. Ash hasn’t worn it since our wedding day.’
‘It doesn’t fit,’ Ash said grumpily, glancing at Lincoln, sizing it up. ‘Hope you’ve got a smaller head than I do.’
Lincoln smiled. A sudden thumping on the stairs became apparent and he glanced up to see Lux sauntering down, a grin on her face making her look prettier than she had in awhile. Ever since Tristan’s death, she’d withdrawn into herself, becoming an observer rather than a participant in the household interactions. No one aside from Lincoln, Ivyanne and Pintang knew what she’d tried on him, and she seemed happy to keep it that way-though the queen hadn’t been ignorant of Lux’s attentions and had cautioned her to her face.
Either way, Lux had mostly backed off. The shock of losing Tristan must have made her realize that Ivyanne needed Lincoln in her life more than Lux needed him in her bed. The Kayu-Api’s arrival had sobered her too. She watched them a lot, a thoughtful, remorseful expression on her face.
Lincoln didn’t know what she was thinking, but aside from one or two flirtations that seemed more off the cuff than intentional, she’d kept her distance from him too, and the resort-and he was grateful for it. Though he often felt her eyes on him-as long as it wasn’t her hands-he was able to relax in her company. At the end of the day she was an effervescent, disarming girl who was fun to talk to, and Ivyanne warming up to her despite what had transpired allowed him to do the same.
Anyway whether Lux still wanted him or not, there was clearly something else weighing heavily on her mind. Maybe Tristan’s death had also opened a channel for her to finally mourn Ardhi.
‘Hey…’ Lux said. The Kayu-Api’s were on her heels. ‘What’s going on?’
‘Meeting my future father in law.’ Lincoln answered easily, refusing to dance around the subject just because Ardhi’s parents were in the vicinity. They still regarded him with suspicion, and had yet to start up a conversation with him. In fact, they barely spoke at all.
‘Oh?’ Some of the levity left Lux’s tone. She glanced at Ash, smiling wryly. ‘Has he made a good impression or what?’
‘More than you have recently, young lady.’ The king chided her, and Lux had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘I trust that you have no objections to me welcoming Lincoln here as a son?’
Lux rolled her eyes. ‘Yes yes I’m the big bad flirt!’ She winked at Ivyanne. ‘But luckily, I’m not the type to fight for a bouquet.’
Flirt? Lincoln almost snorted. Predator was more accurate. But Ash didn’t need to know why.
‘Actually,’ Vana cleared her throat and indicated to the crown on the table, shooting Lincoln an apologetic look before turning to the Kayu-Api’s again. ‘I was just showing Lincoln my crown.’
Ivyanne narrowed her eyes at her mother. ‘Well we only usually whip it out for important weddings and funerals, so tell me mother...why did you leave it out here today?’ 
Lincoln felt Ivyanne’s good mood evaporate, and he sighed slightly, dropping his arm from her skin. One day soon, he was determined to have at least two good hours with her in a row. Was it so much to ask?
Vana pursed her lips and looked at her husband, before turning back to Ivyanne. ‘Possibly both, I suppose.’
Ivyanne stood up, and began to pace. ‘You’re writing our vows already?’ she asked, including Lincoln in her accusing gaze. ‘Planning to wrap up two funerals with a white wedding?’
‘Maybe,’ Vana replied, just as bluntly. ‘Would that be so bad, Ivyanne? Don’t you think after all of these weeks of indecision, it’s time for you to prove to our people that the chaos is over for awhile?’
‘I don’t even know if our people want me to marry Lincoln yet!’ Ivyanne said quickly, motioning to the the Kayu-Apis. ‘I don’t want them thinking I’m so eager to replace their beloved sons with a newby that I mustn’t have ever cared to begin with.’
Joakim and Eka hung their heads, saying nothing. Lux folded them into an embrace at the foot of the stairs, watching silently.
‘Actually, you’re very wrong.’ Vana said, her expression stern. ‘I’ve got an inbox full of e-mails from people demanding that you go on and marry Lincoln before another tragedy takes a match from your life. The people are getting worried Ivyanne, and it’s giving your ‘curse’ as you call it, more weight than I’d like. They held their tongues about the line you crossed with Tristan in hope that it had provided the kingdom with another heir, but since it hasn’t, they’ve begun to make themselves, and their fears, heard.’
Ivyanne paused. ‘They have?’
Vana nodded somberly. ‘They have.’
‘But-’ Lux interrupted. ‘But you’re the ruler Vana, and you can’t push Ivyanne into a marriage she might not be ready for because of peer pressure.’ She motioned to Lincoln. ‘Or him. Treating him like a back up plan, an agenda to be pushed, isn’t the best way to start a marriage, is it?’
Lincoln felt a surge of annoyance. As far as he was concerned, he couldn’t be pushed hard enough, soon enough. Where did Lux get off making Ivyanne feel bad about something he’d forgiven her for? Or suggesting that he was a consolation prize more than a soul mate? He cleared his throat. ‘Um, so do I get a say here?’
‘Not really,’ Ivyanne said sharply, eyeing Lux, who was clearly the true source of her growing irritation.
‘Of course you do,’ Ash said, darting his daughter a warning Look then including Lux within it. ‘What do you think? You’ve been more exposed to this than I have. Would marrying Ivyanne right now be a bad move, do you think?’
Lincoln looked at Ivyanne imploringly, asking for her help, but she merely rolled her eyes and looked away. He turned back to her father, who was waiting patiently. 
‘I know it would tie up a lot of loose ends, and it sounds like it will make almost everyone happy, though I can understand if Eka and Joakim, and Tristan’s parents, might see it as being too soon...’ He said honestly, knowing that everyone was hanging onto his every word. ‘I know that I’ve been a nervous wreck at work lately, and the staff don’t think they can count on me anymore, and this affects the way they respect me. I assume that sort of thing happens when Monarchs lose the plot for a while too.’ He stared down at the crown. ‘It would make me feel safer, I know that-but that’s not a good reason for her to marry me. If Ivyanne is still having doubts, then marriage won’t change them, only amplify them.’ He glanced at her. ‘But as far as I’m concerned, I’ve been ready to marry her since I was eleven and that will never change. If she gives me the chance, I know she’ll see that there was never another option.’
‘Wisely and truthfully spoken,’ Ash’s voice turned away from Lincoln. ‘Don’t you think, daughter?’
Link risked a peek, and saw that Ivyanne was staring at him, her eyes shining with guilt. He hadn’t intended that-he really had just been trying to be honest.
‘Link, I’m not hesitating because I don’t want to marry you,’ she said softly, coming to his side once more, resting her arm across her shoulder. ‘You remember, don’t you, what I told you the other night? About fate?’
Lincoln nodded. He’d come damn close to demanding her words in writing. ‘Yeah…’
‘Exactly. I still feel that way-but you don’t understand what a mer marriage entails yet. It would mean leaving Seaview you know, for a year.’
His stomach rolled at that. ‘Pardon?’
She nodded. ‘We have different customs to the humans,’ she said, stroking the hair at the nape of his neck. His haircut was already growing out. ‘For one, the ceremony takes place mostly in the water. And secondly, after we’re joined, we swim off together-and spend a year touring the villages populated with our people.’
Lincoln couldn’t believe his ears. ‘A whole year?’ he asked numbly. ‘Swimming around the world?’
Ivyanne nodded again. ‘Is that something you can do right now? Especially considering that your dad is wanting to retire?’
Lincoln thought about it, his dreams of a shotgun wedding with Ivyanne vanishing as he realized just how hard that would be. As he’d just said, everything at the resort seemed to be on tenterhooks due to all the drama he’d created. How could he explain taking off for a full year to his already overworked father? 
‘I just don’t know,’ he eventually admitted, hating himself. For the first time, he was the one who needed to slow things down. ‘There’s no way around it?’
‘No,’ Vana said quickly. ‘A few people are going to have their noses out of joint that she’s not marrying a Marked son as it is-if you start changing the customs too, which have never been overlooked, it will make people nervous.’
‘I also believe that taking a year off together as newlyweds is a necessity for a successful marriage,’ Ash said quickly. ‘It gives you a chance to get to know your subjects, as well as focusing on one another.’
‘So it’s not just a royal thing?’ Lincoln’s voice was practically a squeak.
All three Courts’ shook their heads. ‘No. All of us do it-it’s the same as a human honeymoon, but more specific.’ 
Lincoln leaned back into the couch. ‘Maybe in a month, three max,’ he said slowly, thinking it through. ‘But not now. I just can’t leave him yet…’
‘I understand,’ Ivyanne said softly. ‘But I’m also kind of glad. I think if we wait three months, it will give things a chance to calm down.’
‘I agree.’ Lux piped up. ‘Wait at least three, for perspective.’
Lincoln shot Lux a dirty look. Perspective? What was her problem?
Ivyanne was staring at her too, annoyed, as though unaware that they were speaking for the same side of the argument.
Vana got to her feet, replacing the crown in its box. ‘Okay, well if you can agree upon that, I suppose it will have to do.’ 
‘Can we at least announce an engagement?’ Ash asked, still looking perplexed. ‘I want the people to know that Ivyanne has decided on a course.’
‘You can,’ Ivyanne said, stroking Lincoln’s back. ‘If that’s okay with you, Link.’
Lincoln almost laughed at how quickly everything was happening. He turned to Ivyanne’s father. ‘So I have your permission to ask for her hand, I presume?’ he asked dryly. 
‘Of course, son,’ Ash patted him on the back again.
‘Good,’ Ivyanne got to her feet. ‘So it’s settled.’
But Lincoln caught her hand, his heartbeat accelerating. ‘Actually, not quite.’
She glanced down at him, her brow furrowed. ‘Oh?’
Lincoln nodded, reaching into the pocket of the shorts he’d carefully carried the whole way there three days before, when Vana had summoned him to inform him that Ivyanne wasn’t with child. He pulled out the small glass box, smiling when he saw that seawater was still leaking from the the joins-it seemed appropriate somehow. He slid off the couch, getting to one knee in front of her.
‘Ivyanne Court…’ his voice almost broke on her name, but the way her eyes widened in surprise got him through the potentially overwhelming moment. ‘You’re everything, sweetheart. My past, my present and my future, are all tied up in you….’ he popped the box open, showing his mothers eternity ring, which glinted brilliantly in the sun streaming through the windows. He’d begged it from his father four days after he’d been turned, hoping against hope, that it would end up on her delicate finger. It was a thick white gold band studded with diamonds and in the centre glinted a large oval ruby, which was framed with a flattened, circular ring of even more diamonds. It was vintage, but the design was a beautiful mix of antique elegance and modern bling-sort of like Ivyanne, who seemed to belong to every era. 
‘Will you marry me, my beautiful mermaid?’ he asked softly. ‘Will you save me again?’
Ivyanne’s lips were trembling, eyes sparkling with tears. She nodded wordlessly, and Lincoln could have fainted with elation. 
‘Of course,’ was her gentle reply. She beamed at him, and he grinned, slipping the ring easily onto her left ring finger. He was on his feet in a second, lifting her up and spinning her around, laughing and slightly weeping, pressing his face into her damp hair, savoring the moment.
‘I’ll be damned,’ Vana’s voice suddenly broke in. ‘He was one step ahead of me honey. That almost never happens.’
‘Well I’m glad it did,’ was Ash’s reply. ‘Hate to think that you and I are as clever as it gets around here.’
Lincoln looked up and saw that Ash had moved next to his wife, encircling her shoulders in a hug. He grinned at his fiancé’s father and kissed the top of Ivyanne’s head feeling safer, and more content than he had in years. Now he could hold her whenever he wanted and know that she wouldn’t pull away. She was destined to belong to him-finally. He could have taken flight. 
‘Oh…..’ a voice at the front door croaked. ‘Not…...good…..’
Lincoln turned towards the doorway, just in time to see a soaking wet and trembling boy stumble naked into the room, catching himself on the corner of the kitchen bench. 
‘Bad timing,’ the boy’s darkly tanned shoulders shuddered with a cough. He lifted his dark grey eyes, looking past Lincoln, to Ivyanne. ‘I should go….’
A shock ran through Lincoln. ‘No way…’ he breathed, almost wanting to rub his eyes to erase the image away. He looked down at Ivyanne, and saw that she had gone white as a sheet. 
‘Ardhi?’. 
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Ivyanne knew the others didn’t believe their eyes. But then again, they hadn’t daydreamed about this moment as she had. Everything added up quickly to her-and she was instantly amazed that she hadn’t seriously considered the possibility of Ardhi’s continued existence before then. 
His parents screamed and staggered forward, instantly weeping and crying out his name, but Lux held them back, a concerned, shocked look on her face- nodding at Ivyanne to handle the situation, to test the waters, like she understood that Ardhi’s arrival could be akin to a bomb being detonated, instead of a miracle.
Ivyanne stepped forward, slowly, purposefully, calculating what had transpired in her head. Ardhi was a mystic. He had turned Lincoln, and lived. But what about the dolphin she and Lincoln had both seen? Was her childhood friend as powerful as her grandmother? As Roan?
‘Ardhi….are you okay?’ Ivyanne spoke softly, not wanting to spook him. She had no idea what he was thinking or feeling, but he hardly looked ‘with it’ enough to pose a threat.
Ardhi shrank back against the counter, his eyes wide with fear. ‘I don’t-’ he licked his cracked and dry lips. ‘I don’t know….’ his gaze slithered away from hers, resting on Lincoln, assessing him, dumbfounded. ‘Is he-?’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘He’s mer….you made him a mer, Ardhi. For me.’
Ardhi nodded. ‘But I lived….’ he looked back at Ivyanne. ‘I didn’t know I would, but I lived…..’ he bent at the waist and began to cry. ‘Oh god, oh god….’
‘Oh my god,’ Vana’s voice was suddenly in Ivyanne’s ear. ‘Incredible!’
Her father was at Ivyanne’s other side. She imagined that they were creating a shield around her. They were afraid. 
‘Be careful sweetheart…’ her father whispered, his voice catching with emotion. ‘We don’t know what kind of state he’s in.’ 
‘I know that.’ Ivyanne sighed, arms twitching with the need to reach out and comfort Ardhi. He had sank to the floor and was now curled up in a ball, knees to his face, rocking and sobbing. He looked so broken that she wanted to put him back together, only she was almost frozen to the spot. But her dad was right. He could lash out. So she bit her lip and stared hard at his face, feeling herself begin to shake. ‘Eka, Joakim-’ her voice broke. ‘Come closer, but don’t crowd him.’
‘Of course! Oh..Ardhi!’ Eka wept, clutching her husband with one hand, reaching out to her son with the other. ‘You’re alive!’
Ardhi looked up at them, eyes wide. ‘Mum…? Lux? You think I’d hurt you-’ His face contorted with pain.
Suddenly, Lincoln strode past them, not slowly, but with great purpose, holding out a lavender chenille throw from the back of the couch. Without looking to any of them for guidance, he leaned down and brought the heavy throw down over Ardhi’s knees.
‘Here you go mate,’ he said in a gentle voice. ‘Your mum and dad aren’t afraid of you, they’re just afraid they’ll crush you with their hugs.’
Ardhi stared at Lincoln, then glanced at his parents. Then nodded.
That was it for Ivyanne’s restraint. If Lincoln could get that close to Ardhi without a bolt of lightning coming out of the rapidly greying sky, then so could she. She rushed forward, her hand finding his. It was ice cold, and scales were caked to his legs still in thick batches. How long had he been in the ocean for? Days? Weeks?
‘Ardhi what happened?’ she burst out, squeezing his hand tightly. ‘We searched everywhere.’
His eyes focused on hers. He looked dazed. ‘How long has it been?’ he asked, licking his lips again. His other cold hand reached up and gingerly touched the side of her jaw. ‘I feel like I haven’t seen this face in centuries….’
Ivyanne put her other hand against his, stilling it. She could feel Lincoln’s gaze on them. Not angry, but possibly very worried. He backed away. 
‘One month today,’ she said, her eyes filling with tears, distorting Ardhi’s face. ‘We saw a dolphin after you turned Lincoln. We thought you were dead.’
Ardhi’s eyes didn’t stray from her face, and yet they never met her probing gaze. His expression was a cross between anxiety and wonder. ‘I thought I was,’ he said thickly. ‘I swam and swam in that form, not thinking, not feeling...just swimming. When I came to, I was on a beach, washed up and alone. It was dark, and it took me awhile to realize that I was in human form, or that I had made it all the way to Papa New Guinea in the body of a dolphin.’
‘New Guinea?’ Ivyanne gasped. 
‘Say what?!’ Lux’s eyes were almost bugging out of her head. ‘But-’
Ardhi nodded. ‘I don’t know why I went there, I just went….Ivyanne I was so scared-everything was blurry, and it still is-’ his eyes suddenly focused on hers, and they shone with pain. ‘All I knew was that I had done something bad, and I needed to stay away from you.’
Ivyanne’s tears spilled over. ‘Have you been there this whole time?’
He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess so. I keep slipping….I keep becoming dolphin, and it throws me off. But I think I stayed there a few days as a human, then started making my way back up.’ He swallowed. ‘I’m a shape shifter, aren’t I? Like Roan Fire?’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘It seems that way,’ she said softly, tears running down her face. ‘That must have been scary to discover, all alone. Ardhi you should have come straight back! We’ve been beside ourselves, thinking you were gone forever!’
‘I didn’t think you’d have me back,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘The things I did...Ivyanne...I must have gone insane. It seems like that all happened to someone else.’
Her father cleared his throat. ‘This is astounding. Ardhi...son...I haven’t got the words...’
Behind him, Lincoln crossed his arms and looked perturbed.
‘Neither do I.’ Ivyanne squeezed Ardhi’s hand again, before pressing it to her lips. She tried to think of everything he had suffered alone-not only since the night he had turned Lincoln, but everything before then. Having a power he couldn’t bring himself to share, loving her and getting nothing in return….being so overwhelmed by life and its obstacles that the only reasonable solution had been murder….she could understand his duress-but could she forgive him for what had eventuated of it all?
He seemed to be asking her the same thing with his eyes. 
‘It’s a miracle!’ Joakim rushed forward. ‘A blessed miracle!’
Ivyanne and her father got to their feet and moved out of the way, clearing a path for the Kayu-Apis. Seconds later, the overwrought parents stumbled past them, throwing themselves at their shaken son, crying and laughing and obscuring him from view with hugs.
Lincoln’s arms were around Ivyanne then, his grip on her avaricious, his heart beating hard enough for her to feel it against her back. 
‘Are you okay?’
Ivyanne nodded, but she really wasn’t sure. She stared down at Ardhi as his parents enveloped him, swallowing rapidly, trying to blink back more tears-and wondering why she suddenly was gripped with a strange, almost overpowering sense of foreboding.
At that moment, Eka and Joakim lifted their faces and turned to one another, their smiles bright. Too bright. Then Eka ducked to kiss her son’s head exclaiming:
‘Ardhi! You’re the most powerful mer in the kingdom now-do you realize what this could mean?’
It would have been an innocuous statement, if not for the way Eka looked at Ivyanne as she posed the question. Or the way Lux’s eyes darted from Ardhi, to Lincoln, to Ivyanne, a thoughtful expression crossing her face.
Ivyanne’s heart seized in her chest and suddenly, she was running. 
⁓
‘Ivyanne! Link!’ Vana screeched, lifting the skirt of her cream cheesecloth dress and running barefooted across the sand, waving the box with Anna’s crown above her head. ‘Wait! Darling-’ a choked sob escaped her and she shielded her eyes with one arm from the glare, watching remorsefully as the ocean closed above Ivyanne’s head. Her daughter didn’t even look back.
‘Hey! Vana!’ Breath puffed her name. ‘Ivyanne, she-’
‘She’s running from what she just saw in their faces,’ Vana said bitterly, watching Lincoln resurface near where she’d just spied Ivyanne, then duck under again. To the distant eye, against the silver-sheeted blue of the ocean, Lincoln’s actions resembled the playful surfacing of a baby dolphin. And it was funny, because in so many ways-that’s exactly what he was.
But at least he was pursuing her. Vana had wanted a private word with Ivyanne, the opportunity to comfort or coddle or celebrate, depending on Ivyanne’s take of the situation-but she was an old woman now, and couldn’t keep up enough even to adequately express her love in time.
‘And what did she see?’ Lux asked, her voice without inflection.
Vana turned to the sparkling blond beside her. ‘Opportunity. That’s all they’ve ever seen.’
Lux pursed her lips, then looked back out to the horizon. ‘Ardhi too?’
‘Especially Ardhi.’
Lux sighed, and looked down at her feet. ‘Vana...I know you don’t trust me much-’
‘Of course I don’t.’ Vana said shortly. ‘Are you so surprised? The thing that links our people together is the need to breed. Your inability to do that is a liability-because there’s nothing you need from us that I can give you, in exchange for your complete compliance.’
‘But I’ve complied for almost forty years!’ Lux cried. ‘Willingly. Doesn’t that merit me a bit of trust?’
‘A bit.’ Vana conceded. ‘But if you want more, I suggest that you keep your feelings for Lincoln to yourself.’
Lux lifted her chin. ‘And if I don’t have any feelings for Link?’
Vana sighed. ‘Sorry-feelings, attraction, either or…it all leads to a bed in the end.’
‘And what if this wasn’t about me wanting him?’ Lux asked quietly. ‘Just wanting to break them up?’
Vana looked at her reproachfully. ‘Then it’s just heartless, and you’d lose any trust I have. Why do you bring that up?’
‘Because I’m still wondering where my trust lies.’ Lux said quietly. With that, she turned back to the house, leaving Vana alone and very confused.
⁓



 After forty five minutes of weaving through the islands at a cracking pace, Lincoln started to wonder if Ivyanne was actually going somewhere, or simply fleeing. Lincoln grit his teeth and concentrated his lower body muscles on flicking the tip of his tail, which gave him a short burst of speed. He got close enough to keep her in sight, but it wasn’t until she suddenly turned and headed for a submerged land mass at last, that he was able to gain on her.
Lincoln was relieved that she was heading for the shore. He felt like his skull was about to fracture from the sheer volume of new and panicked thoughts which had overcome him the moment he realized that Ardhi was really and truly alive and dripping on Vana’s kitchen floor. Being unable to voice any of those thoughts or questions, only to cruise along, frantically trying to keep up with the speedy princess, was driving him insane. They were surrounded by coral and beautiful marine life and yet it was all insignificant to him that day. He had questions and he needed them answered before he stroked out.
The first and foremost being of course: Why had she run? What was her question?
He saw her beach herself, and he exhaled the rest of his oxygen store in a massive sigh, following her, not bothering to transition, sensing that she probably wouldn’t. She’d torn off her clothes and left them behind in her haste to enter the water at Bracken, so staying in her tail would be a means to preserve some modesty on the surface.
Some...but not all. A shiver went through him as he realized that her upper half would be as bare as his. For a moment, he forgot his hysteria and concentrated on getting to her before she could artfully arrange her hair. 
But when the water slanted to the sand and Lincoln emerged on the shore, it became apparent that modesty was the last thing on her mind. Ivyanne had already maneuvered herself into a cluster of rocks near a tidal pool to his right, leaving a drag mark in the wet sand behind her. Lincoln pushed the excess water out of his eyes and frowned to see curl up into a ball on her side and sob like her heart was breaking. 
‘Ivyanne?’ He asked, filling with fear-wanting to ease her tears but unsure of how to go about it given that he had no idea why she was falling apart to begin with. Were they cathartic tears of relief for Ardhi’s return? Or something else?
Ivyanne didn’t respond, only cried harder, tucking her face into her brilliant blue scales and shuddering anew.
‘Okay.’ He said, more to himself than to her, suddenly feeling drained. He crawled clumsily after her, moving until his body formed a protective curve behind her back, then shifting her until they were nestled against the side of the largest rock, hidden from view. He pressed his lips into her shoulder, relieved that she didn’t shove him away.
‘It’s okay honey,’ he whispered. ‘Cry now, explain later. I’ll always be waiting on the other side.’
Ivyanne nodded and hiccuped, and Lincoln squeezed his eyes shut, her pain tormenting him even as her closeness, and the ring glinting on her balled fist, filled him with joy.
⁓
Ivyanne wept without knowing why, dreamt without focus and dug her fingers into the wet sand beneath her, wondering if this was the meltdown her mother had alluded to weeks before. Sure, she had fallen to pieces over Tristan, but this was something else. Emotions wreaked havoc within her stomach, and every sob seemed forced out of her by her pounding and agonized heart.
Lincoln’s arms tightened around her and Ivyanne’s misery lifted momentarily, reveling in his warmth, proximity and understanding.
It didn’t matter if she didn’t understand why she was falling apart. All that mattered was that Lincoln held her through it. And that no one dared suggest an alternative option for her hand again.
Even if he was as powerful as their creator.
 



17.
Lincoln woke slowly, his consciousness chipping out fragments of his dream in a random, lazy manner, allowing facets of reality in. 
In his dream he’d been on the timber seat of his family’s old boat, but nothing about his position was as firm or unforgiving as that little old thing had been. Instead, he was sinking into something warm and gritty and damp, and the air buffeting him was hot and dry and caressed rather than chilled him-not like the icy winds which had howled across Bas Strait back then. There’d never been a jacket thick or waterproof enough to insulate his body heat on those excursions. Most of the time, he’d been miserable.
In his dream, he’d been watching his mother teach him wordlessly how to tie a knot around a sinker, grayish slight streaming through her dark hair as her pale fingers pulled the knot tightly, binding the weight in place. But in reality his eyes were closed, his only view being the dull red glow behind his eyelids.
In his dream, he’d been wearing his old high school jersey, maroon and blue with its kinked white collar that would never iron flat. But in reality, he was so warm that it was almost unbearable save for the ocean breeze he now recognised wafting across his shoulders. The sensation was incredible, like lying in body-heated sheets on a chilly day. He curled around Adele, squeezing her against him, wondering what perfume she’d bought now, because it smelled good. Incredible, in fact. Like heaven ought to.
Adele.
Adele? His sub-conscious set off the alarm-indicating that he was missing something BIG. Lincoln’s eyes flew open, and he found himself staring at the ridges of a spine that was familiar to him yet being viewed at a foreign angle. It was bare, so bare, so consistent in its bronze tone that it looked like the photoshopped back of some model in a magazine. Not a mole, nor a pore or even a mosquito bite marred its surface, and it expanded gently with every breath she took. 
Not Adele! Recognition bubbled his blood. Ivyanne!
The princess’s shoulder was obscured by the fountain of golden waves that she’d swept to her front in slumber, but he could see the perfect, un-pierced lobe of her ear and the shadowed curve of her jaw. And like every other part of her, they were glorious, making his lips almost pulse with the need to press them against her skin. 
We fell asleep. He swept his gaze upwards, being careful not to move a millimeter for fear of waking her. The sun was still overhead but sinking over the tall clusters of rocks surrounding them. How long had they been out? An hour? Two? He didn’t remember drifting off, only holding her while she sobbed. 
But the tears had stopped now and she was suspended in the un self-conscious grace of a slumbering princess. A naked, slumbering princess who had wedged every lickable curve of her body against the sharper planes of his own. Her grief was no longer serving as a distraction, nor was his empathy acting as a buffer. He looked down and the slope of her backside nuzzled against his hips-at her tawny skin against his sun-darkened own, and like a fuel-station ignited by a tiny spark, heat engulfed him, the flames violent and vicious. Ivyanne Court was naked in his arms on a tropical beach in the middle of nowhere and…. Lincoln shifted slightly, gazing over her mass of curls to the arms she had crossed over her chest, to hug herself. Her left hand was closest to him, and there was his ring on her elegant finger.
Ivyanne Court...wearing his mothers ring. His fiancé….his Ivanna. His. Possession claimed his muscles and he flexed, pulling her tighter still, unable to resist lowering his mouth to her shoulder and planting a soft, wet kiss on the first part of her he could make contact with. She tasted like salt and powdered sugar and his cock thickened where it pressed against her. There was a twinge in his gut, telling him it was wrong-she’d been distraught the last time she’d been awake-and yet that taste overrode his guilt. His lips brushed across her shoulder blade to the tiny tattoo on the nap of her neck and he groaned, breathing in her scent which was more concentrated there, thanks to the proximity of her hair. He inhaled her, his lungs expanded with her, and then stretched the hand of the arm beneath her until his fingers could close around her plush, moist curls. He squeezed, and his erection twitched again. He wanted that hair in his face, wrapped around his wrist, and falling like a veil between them as she leaned into his lap and-
‘Hmm.’ Ivyanne’s murmur was soft as she burrowed back against him, closing any remaining space between his flesh and hers. Lincoln froze, locking his jaw as the pleasure rushed over him, both aroused beyond imagining, and terrified that she’d wake up and distance herself, or maybe even tell him off for being a pervert for molesting her in her sleep. 
But after the longest five seconds he’d ever endured, she began to breathe again deeply and evenly, still lost to sleep, too exhausted from the emotional battery of Ardhi’s return to realize that there was a paralysed, naked man pressed against her slightly curled thighs.
Lincoln kept his face pressed to the back of her neck, determined to make the most of this moment, and lock every second away in his memory for when they were old and grey and drew more pleasure from playing boardgames together then simply lying there. 
Or at least, before she did. Lincoln suspected his ache for her would never fade, especially if she continued to look like this for another hundred years! 
Lincoln closed his eyes briefly and grinned, biting his lip in case the smile grew so wide that she’d hear it. Never in his life had he felt so excited and at peace simultaneously. The secrets were gone, his rival had perished, and his ring was on her hand. So long as Ardhi understood how things had changed, their life together was a guarantee. 
And her body...the object of his every fantasy, from young adult to wearied adult to merman-was his for the claiming. But when?
Lincoln’s lips found her skin again and he nuzzled her as gently as he could manage, feeling drawn to her, instead of actively pursuing. He opened his hands and spread his fingers to caress a larger area of her crossed arms, but instead of stroking muscle, his thumbs brushed against something fuller, fleshier and lush. Her beautiful, achingly soft breasts-bare to his touch.
Ivyanne’s intake of breath was so sharp that Lincoln’s lips broke contact with her skin when her chest expanded. He froze once more, not breathing himself, and not moving his hands either. He’d sooner sever his hands than reposition them now, and if that was the price he had to pay then he’d accept the penance without complaint. 
Seconds passed, and nothing changed. She didn’t reciprocate, but she didn’t roll away and throw sand in his eyes either. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he exhaled slowly, seeing the fine tendrils of hair around her ear shiver with his breath, and changed his grip-sliding his fingers under her arms and greedily cupping her breasts-what he could get of them-and squeezing ever so gently, making his appreciation known.
Ivyanne gasped in response, her tailbone arching against his erection and eliciting a grunt from him. In reflex, Lincoln curved around her, slinging one of his long, naked legs over both of hers, pinning her to him, before he sank his teeth gently into the side of her long neck.
‘Uh!’ Ivyanne’s head thrust back, granting him more access, and adrenalin flooded his bloodstream. His hands were tucked between her upper arms and the sides of her breasts and it was hot and tight there. With the silky flesh of her buttocks nuzzling his erection at the same time, straining against it, it was all too much, and still not enough. 
How much further will she let me go? Lincoln wondered, already feeling grief-stricken at the idea of her pulling away. But even as he questioned his next course of action, his hands took the initiative and kneaded her swollen tits, sliding his pointer fingers until they glanced off her nipples. The perfect little peaks had hardened by the time his fingers swept back across them, and he followed suit, rolling his hips against her backside, needing to let out some tension while terrified that one stroke too many against her satiny skin would undo him. The pleasure rewarded by this action made his eyes roll back into his head and he released her neck again, gasping for air. He wasn’t just hard, or turned on, or eager-he was dizzy. 
‘Oh…’ Ivyanne’s soft mewl was only just audible, but there was no mistaking her own state of arousal when her hand swept up and landed firmly on his hip, opening her chest so that her breasts overflowed in his palms. And as she welcomed this caress, her delicate little hand slid down his backside then firmly up again, urging him against her. Jerking him against her. If he’d suspected that she was stronger than him before, he had no doubt now, because her action was so swift and hard that his erection was forced between the snugness of her clenched thighs before he could stop it. The sensation it caused was so explosive that he feared he would pass out from the pleasure.
‘Ugh…’ Lincoln’s teeth snapped together violently, and the pain yanked him back from the precipice of release. Years of torture, years of temptation and fear and loss culminated between their legs in a heat that could have razed a city to cinders, but he couldn’t allow himself to submerge into it yet, he needed this moment to last. 
Part of him, a sliver, attempted to warn him that they were moving too fast and too suddenly-there were questions to be asked: Why was she going along with this? Had she intended to bed him when they were engaged, or was this a spur of the moment decision on her part? Was she in the right state of mind to be doing this after having cried over Ardhi all morning? Would she regret doing this if she got pregnant? Did she still love Tristan?
But he couldn’t bring himself to ask those questions and he was too hot for any of it to matter-logic was incinerated to ashes from the heat. They’d talked. For twelve years they’d done nothing but talk and debate and avoid doing the only thing they needed to do to move forward.
Lincoln’s hands skittered over her exposed flesh, stroking, cupping, pinching and rubbing, savoring every inch, breathing through his teeth. She’d changed so much since the last time she’d granted him a little access, and he worshipped each new curve. No words were spoken, no endearments exchanged- the only sounds audible was fizzing of small waves against the rocks behind them, and the panting of their labored breathing-which was drowned out by the blood roaring in his ears anyway. It was strange to feel so alive in such silence, but Lincoln felt that this was exactly how it needed to be the first time he took her.
And he was going to take her. There was no turning back now that he’d felt the heat between her thighs-her mutual need for him.
In an act of silent declaration, Lincoln’s right hand abandoned her breast and shot down between her legs from the front, sinking his fingers into the apex there and crying out, as she did, when his finger breached the only boundary remaining between them. Her body stiffened and then bucked wildly, writhing against the intrusion, tilting her pelvis up to allow him easier access. Her arousal coated his fingers and Lincoln shuddered in absolute ecstasy. She was ready for him. Willing, and pliable. He stiffened to the point of agony. God he needed her!
‘Oh!’ Ivyanne twisted her neck, slaying him with the intensity in her blazing opalescent eyes as their gazes locked for the first time since they’d awoken. ‘K-’ but before she could finish her command, he slid his finger out of her and rolled it across the bud at the top of her tight entrance, making her cry out again. Lincoln didn’t need to hear what she wanted-he already knew, and he reared up and over her, sliding his tongue into her open mouth and caressing hers, kissing her more deeply than he had ever dared until then, for fear of losing control. A trace of the champagne she’d had earlier still clung to her tongue and he lapped at it greedily, knowing that by the time they were through, there wouldn’t be a part of her body to have escaped his mouth. 
Urged on by her wild, whimpered cries, Lincoln’s fingers left Ivyanne’s sex and he reared up even more, rolling her underneath him, not once letting the connection between their mouths break completely. Ivyanne groaned around his arduous kiss, and allowed him to take the lead, her hands lifting, closing around his hips and grinding them against her own wantonly. Lincoln grunted, his elbows and knees sinking into the sand around her limbs, caging her beneath him, and took the assault for as long as he could. Which was for a heartbeat, maybe two. Then he tore his mouth away from hers and gazed down upon her, breathing haggardly, completely captivated by the sight of her swollen lips and breasts and the helpless look on her beautiful face as she blinked up at him. He would never forget this moment, as it was a milestone for him.
The first time he felt like a king. 
‘You’re fucking perfect.’ It was the first thing he had said to her, and his voice was husky, catching on the lump of emotion forming in his throat as his mind drifted over all he had overcome to get to this moment. It was all too much for the human inside him to adequately feel, and the merman knew of only one way to handle it. He reached out and spread his fingers over her neck, stroking down gently, watching her body roll with the movement as he descended towards his ultimate prize.‘I love you.’
Ivyanne closed her eyes and tilted her head back, tears leaking out from the corners of her lashes and down her cheeks. Curls spilled around her, claiming possession over everything in their path-golden spirals blanketing nearby rocks, catching in her eyelashes, wilting between her parted lips. 
‘I love you too Lincoln.’
He didn’t know the cause of her tears, but when she opened her eyes and smiled, he realized it didn’t matter. All that mattered, was that she wanted to be there with him. Lincoln reached out and plucked the stray strands from her face then lifted her chin gently, needing her to look at him again and convince him that she was aware of what he was about to do to her.
‘Why now?’ He breathed.
The green of her eyes was paler in the glaring sunlight. Behind them, another wave broke, this one larger.
‘So you both know that I belong to you now.’
Lincoln swallowed. She was talking about Ardhi, of course, and that made sense. Was that what had her so upset? The possibility that Ardhi had returned, still hoping to claim her as his bride? Hoping Lincoln hadn’t survived? Was that how it really was? Possession seized every muscle of his body, and he shifted his weight back, brushing his lips against her stomach.
‘I appreciate the gesture.’ His hands passed over her exposed sex and rested on her inner thighs, spreading them more, sweeping off a few remaining scales that were a translucent blue. ‘Now I have one of my own.’
He lowered himself and before she could anticipate what he was about to do, Lincoln stroked her delicate opening with the tip of his tongue, delved inside and then swept upwards, including every hot spot he knew women had in his intimate kiss and moaning audibly when he tasted her sweet saltiness. 
Ivyanne’s reaction was explosive. She bucked and then rocked up to a sitting position, her thighs clenching around his ears, her hair falling over his back as she curled over him.
‘What are you doing?!’ She gasped, digging her fingertips into his scalp. ‘Oh god..!’
Lincoln was shocked by her reaction, but it only took a beat for that shock to turn to superiority. If this was new to her, then it meant that Tristan had skipped it in his deflowering, and Lincoln’s erection throbbed to know that he was on virgin territory after all. He didn’t respond to her question, only suckled harder, focusing his attentions to where she was actually pulsing, pulling her into his mouth and then catching her reaction with another arc of his tongue. 
‘Ah! Oh!’ Ivyanne rocked against his mouth, her grip on his head verging on violent as she pulled him closer and Lincoln only wanted more pain. Three kisses, four, had her hips rolling with wide abandon. ‘Link! Oh-oh crap!’ The last exclamation was colored with alarm, the words hissed, not panted. Her grip changed and suddenly, he felt his head wrested from heaven. ‘Boat!’
That word had always unnerved him and even in the throes of passion, it was enough to shock him straight. He rose to his knees in time for Ivyanne to grasp his shoulders and twist his upper body towards the ocean.
‘Look!’
Lincoln saw it at once, a tiny fishing boat in the distance growing larger with every passing breath. Ivyanne was already on her feet and pulling him to his own while backing up, putting the boulder between them and the shore. ‘We have to hide. Now.’ Her voice was breathless, her face flushed and her distress clear.
The boat was about two hundred meters offshore, and approaching fast. Its proximity made Lincoln incredibly aware of their risky predicament. If they were seen, just how many plausible explanations were there for a young couple to be fifty kilometers from the mainland, unclothed and boat-less? Instinct overrode his shock, but before he could move of his own volition, Ivyanne was already grasping his hand and tugging him towards the forested rise of the island itself.
‘Stay low, move fast!’
Lincoln followed her, trying to look at the placement of his feet as they skittered over the rocks, but finding it hard to do with her bare ass flexing as she loped before him. He was still hard and though he knew he ought to feel ridiculous, there was something natural about the moment. The rocks under his feet grew more sparse and suddenly, they were in the shadow of palm trees. Rocks turned to sand to grass and then, the air was cooler, and the day filled with fresh sounds. Leaves whispered, fronds scratched together and birds called. And behind them, the sound of an outboard idling to a stop took predominance over everything else.
When they were behind the first two lines of trees, Ivyanne spun around, pressing herself up against the curved trunk of a coconut tree and gazing out to the water, shoulders rising and falling rapidly with every breath. 
‘This should be far enough.’ She panted, glancing at him, a hint of amusement playing in her eyes. ‘That was close! But I don’t think he saw us.’
Lincoln turned, his breathing heavier. He saw the boat slow not fifteen meters from where they’d been about to make love, right in the shallows. It wasn’t Ardhi-it was a an older man with sun-ravaged skin and a faded blue fishing hat. He stood for a moment, surveying the area with a hand shielding his eyes, then reached for something. A fishing line. Lincoln sagged, relieved.
‘What’s he doing?’
‘Chasing trout. They like to hide under rocks. It’s deeper there than it looks from here, remember?’ Ivyanne pushed off the tree and walked behind him, sighing. ‘We’ll be stuck here until he packs up. Unless you’re in the mood for a bush walk to the other side? That way, we can take off without being noticed.’
‘A bush walk?’ Lincoln echoed in disbelief. She was thinking about walking? Leaving? Only a minute had passed since his tongue had led her to the brink or orgasm and already she’d cooled down enough to think about tactical escapes? It was unthinkable and utterly devastating! He turned to her, actually tempted to tell her off, but then when his eyes landed on her, his tongue turned to parchment.
Ivyanne was leaning against the trunk of another bowed coconut tree only three feet behind him, one knee lifted so that her foot could sit flat against the smooth bark. She’d stretched her arms above her head, holding her hair away from her shoulders, wrists crossed, her body slightly reclined and open to his gaze, chest still expanding with rushed inhalations. She looked like a water nymph trapped in the forest, some sacrifice to a decadent god. An offering, to him.
But the look on her face was the most mesmerizing sight. She was glowing, her eyes gleaming with wicked mischief and arousal. She lifted her eyebrows. ‘Unless there’s something else you’d like to do to kill time until he leaves?’ Her voice was cloying, taunting. She dropped her gaze, and he hardened when her eyes swept over his jutting length. She wet her lips, and dear god, he felt the moisture on the tip of his cock. She wanted him still. She was playing with him.
‘What do you want to do?’ Lincoln asked, playing along even while taking a step towards her. Lush, cool grass cushioned his feet. What a place they’d discovered, and what fun he’d have laying her out on the soft forest floor!
Ivyanne lifted her eyes, and smiled. ‘I’m open to suggestions...’ She let her hand fall and her hair tumbled free. But it was her hand he watched as it slid down her own chest, her stomach, and then nudged her hitched thigh to the side, exposing herself to his riveted gaze, stroking herself. It was the hottest fucking thing he had ever seen.
 ‘...In fact I’m very open right now...for my fiancé....’
The word fiancé made him growl lustily. Lincoln was at the junction of her thighs in two strides, dropping to his knees, slapping her hand away possessively. He gripped her hips and pressed his mouth against her, pulsing from head to toe when she took hold of his hair once more and moaned his name to the tree canopy above.
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Lincoln’s mouth had Ivyanne half out of her wits within four seconds, and she liked it that way. She’d fallen asleep under the shadow of dread, and awoken in heaven. She laid back against the tree, and though the hardness of the trunk dug into her back, she needed the stability of it, something she could cling on to to keep her from blacking out. An anchor to reality.
This is happening. Ivyanne stared down at the top of Lincoln’s sand encrusted black hair, heart swelling with appreciation at the amazing sight. He was the boy she had always known, always loved, in the body of the man she was growing so familiar with now, and yet the intimacy of what he was doing was making her shiver both with pleasure and self-consciousness. Lincoln holding her hand was one thing-but Lincoln on his knees, between her legs, making her body shudder and pulse with focused determination and unbridled lust was quite another. In that moment, he wasn’t sweet, polite or sentimental-he was downright erotic, and it was melting her.
‘Oh!’ Ivyanne threw her head back when he nipped at her, tugging on the delicate bundle of nerves gently with his teeth, making her spasm in response. She pulled her hands from his hair so she wouldn’t scalp him, bringing them up to her cheeks and eyes, mortified by her carnal exclamation. Being this raw with Tristan had felt more natural, because their relationship had been built of a foundation of straightforward chemistry. The first time she’d encountered him, she’d been grinding up against him within moments, and because they were both mer, it had just made sense.
But Lincoln was used to seeing her a different way-through lenses of expectation and fantasy that didn’t have a chance in hell of being fulfilled. It had been safe for her that way, living in his dreams, being all he wanted her to be without ever needing to prove it or risk disappointing him. She had loved the power that had come from being elusive to him, she saw that now. Perhaps it had something to do with the blue blood in her veins, or perhaps it was that ego of hers she was just getting acquainted with, but she’d loved having the upper hand.
But now, Lincoln was tasting her, feeling her, looking more closely at her than anyone else ever had, and she was terrified that she’d never live up to the expectations he’d been cultivating for so long.
And she was also thrown, because he was surpassing her own expectations of him. If he could do this with just the tip of his tongue then…. ? She shivered again as another wave of spasming pleasure radiated through her. He was on his knees, yes, but he had the control, and once they were married, he’d be as close to her equal as anyone could ever be. Would he still love her, when he didn’t have to chase her anymore? How many flaws had he noticed under the illumination of unforgiving midday sun?
‘Hmmm…’ Lincoln sighed, his breath buffeted against her where his mouth didn’t reach and Ivyanne’s abdominals contracted violently, almost doubling her at the waist. She caught herself on his shoulders and gasped as he circled her, over and over again, increasing his suction, as though he intended to draw the pleasure right out of her body in that one place. Everything became foggy. Blood pounded in her head. When his hands slid between her and the trunk of the coconut tree and clasped her backside with long, slender fingers, pulling her closer, drinking her in, she gasped. She’d never known concentrated pleasure quite like this. It was so carnal, so primal and intimate. The pulsations between her legs grew brutal, almost too much to take, and she suspected that he was using more strength than she was aware of to keep her from collapsing onto the grass. 
‘Lincoln...oh god Lincoln!’ The words bubbled over her lips in a nonsensical fashion. Ivyanne didn’t even know what she was trying to convey. She attempted to control the volume of her vocal affirmations, a tiny part of her still aware that the fisherman was within earshot given the peacefulness of the island, but a larger part of her just didn’t care. If anyone tried to interrupt them, she’d kill them anyway and let her conscience deal with it after. 
Lincoln’s tongue swirled again, penetrating her once more. The intensity of the pleasure grew and grew and became more familiar to her, easier to grip onto. She let her eyes open and stared dazedly at the back of Lincoln’s shoulders and then down to the bare underside of his feet, aware that he was groaning too. 
Then, the ultimate contraction came-sooner then she had expected. Ivyanne sucked in a breath and flung herself back against the tree so hard that she knew she’d be bruised in the morning. She’d gone from climbing to falling in the space between two heartbeats, and there was no chance of holding in the wail of ecstasy that escaped her mouth. She was lost, and she was going to give them away. Some leader she was!
But then Lincoln was standing, his hot, hard, lean body against hers, pinning her to the tree, his wide palm covering her mouth, muffling her cries. 
‘Yes!’ He rasped, as his other hand took the place of his tongue, rubbing every pulse from her trembling flesh with two deft fingertips, demanding more. ‘Keep coming Ivyanne. I fucking need this.’ His teeth tugged at her lower lip, his tongue raking against hers. ‘God. I’ve never been so hard!’
Ivyanne’s eyes popped open, and she found herself looking into the wildest, most wicked brown eyes she’d even encountered. She shuddered as that look brought her over the hilt of her climax, toes curling in the sandy grass, thighs tight, her sex clenching and releasing with quick successive spasms. 
‘Link…!’ She mewled into his palm, squeezing her thighs against his ribs. ‘Mmm!!’
‘Ugh..’ Lincoln slipped his finger all the way inside her and she rocked against it, the focal point of her torment shifting, and his hand slid slowly down her lips, to the base of her throat. He seemed to be overcome himself. ‘My fiancee…’
‘Yes…’ She panted again, rolling her hips against his. The pulsations were dwindling now, though resonating deeper within her, and though she had so much to say, she couldn’t make her mouth form words. She inhaled, then bent her head into his shoulder, wanting to sob again, but not sure why. She was overwhelmed-physically, mentally and emotionally-and yet there was a thrill coursing through her, fueled by the look on Lincoln’s beautiful face which stayed with her even when her eyes were closed against his skin. She breathed him in and the urge to sob came again. How had his scent not changed in twelve years? How was it possible to love him this much, when her feelings, and grief, for Tristan had been so strong?
‘I love you,’ she finally managed to mumble into his neck, feeling weakened as the tail end of her orgasm faded to a deep, inner hum. ‘And I’m so glad you didn’t do that to me a decade ago.’
Lincoln’s finger slipped under her chin and he tilted her face up. He was frowning slightly. ‘You didn’t like it? It seemed-’
‘Because the kingdom would have lost a princess to a human, that’s why.’
‘Mmm...I like hearing that!’ He reached down and hitched her leg up. ‘But I want to hear you panting more right now.’
‘Your turn?’ She drawled, allowing him to arrange her.
‘Where I go, you go.’ Lincoln corrected her. His pupils were dilated, making his eyes look almost black and devastatingly wicked. He shifted his weight off her supporting leg, and nudged the hitched one aside more with his hips, slowly, positioning himself in a way that made Ivyanne’s breath catch again. She could feel him against her, and the head of his erection was slick of its own accord, and her heart skipped a beat. It was coming. The fantasy of her lifetime, was about to come to pass. What would be left for them on the other side of it?
The tip of Lincoln’s nose was leaving a featherlight trail along the curve of her jaw, as the inside of her knee rode up his own silken flank. Both touches were barely there and yet all there was. Ivyanne rested her hands on his chest, running them down towards his torso with reverence. He felt as good as he looked. Lanky, lean, broad in the shoulders but tapered at the waist, his skin a passionate shade of sun-kissed. She liked the way he had to stoop down to kiss her, loved to gaze down his long legs, smiling at the still-to-fade tan lines from his life as a human, which ended mid thigh. 
‘You’re going to feel like sin,’ he rasped, pressing his stiffness between her legs. ‘How am I going to hold on?’
Ivyanne angled her face up to his, lifting one hand and smoothing it along his brow bone, mesmerised by his thick dark lashes and eyebrows. He was so different from Tristan. It was strange, how the one who looked like the dark prince was the light, and the one who’d looked like an angel had been the devil of the two. Would it remain that way, or was Lincoln about to change her perspective? Needing to know what she was getting into this time, Ivyanne dropped her hand between them, and stretched her fingers around his length, breathing in sharply to feel how hard he was, but relaxing somewhat to know that he wasn’t going to physically challenge her the way Tristan had. He felt perfect. Silken, hard and long...just like the rest of him.
Lincoln exhaled hoarsely, his erection jerking against her palm, his expression agonized as he lifted his face to the sunlight streaming through the leaves above.
‘Tightly.’ Ivyanne whispered, pumping him gently, feeling that deep ache wake from its orgasm-induced satiation inside her, and almost swooning with power when he cried out again. ‘And I’ll squeeze back….right here.’
Lincoln’s eyes seemed to glass over at her words and then suddenly, he pounced, his mouth claiming hers, forcing her lips apart and sweeping his tongue across her own just as he grunted and drove himself into her so deeply and swiftly that Ivyanne’s body was jerked by the action, her foot lifted from the ground. For a moment, she panicked, thinking that his enthusiasm was going to hurt her but then his hands caught both knees and lifted her, repositioning her before thrusting a second time. 
‘Ahh.’ He moaned, arching his back as he surged forward, face contorted with restrained euphoria. This time his erection found less resistance and she gasped as he slid along and ignited every single nerve ending inside her-catching her by surprise. Her body had taken forever to accept Tristan’s, but it adjusted to Lincoln’s in a heartbeat, as though he’d been created just for her.
‘Oh!’She squeezed her thighs tight around his waist, feeling her ankles cross upon the slight rise of his rump, and her sex shivered and clenched around him, holding him tightly as she’d promised but hadn’t fully comprehended. 
Lincoln. She was with Lincoln. He was inside her, and he was hers. The magnitude of that suddenly hit her and tears sprung to her eyes again, but this time, blissfully happy ones. He reared back and shoved himself inside her again, and this time, her body hummed in response. He growled in the back of his throat, the aftershock resonating through her mouth and making her feel giddy with triumph. 
‘Perfect!’ He whispered, his kisses become messy as he slipped his hands over her hips and pulled her down, deepening his impalement. ‘Tight! Hot..!’
‘God..!’ Ivyanne felt like her insides were dissolving to pixels. She had expected Lincoln to be the bed of roses, gentle sort, and yet he was entering her with calculated, slow and powerfully deep strokes, punctuating each with a primal grunt that shattered a fresh crack in his polite façade and revealed the beast beneath. Was this her doing? Was he like this with Adele, or was this the result of ten years of taunting? Because he was acting nothing like the thoughtful boy who’d gently stroked her breast with wide eyes as a teenager.
And she was so grateful for that she could have wept. 
‘You...feel….like...heaven…!’ He exclaimed through gritted teeth, punctuating every word with a slow, deep thrust that made his buttocks flex under her ankles. ‘I knew you would!’ His breath was labored, seemingly panicked, the words panted across her lips and against her tongue. 
Ivyanne tightened around him, curling her tailbone to meet his every stroke, frantically trying to increase his pace, knowing that she needed...more….just more, and quickly. She needed his movements as rapid as her heart rate, as accelerated as her breathing. She remembered this feeling from her first time, but where Tristan had sensed it and brought her swiftly to the summit, Lincoln was pacing it, making her ache. Making her feel heavy and light simultaneously, keeping her somewhere between frustration and rapture. 
‘I love you Ivanna.’ Lincoln’s voice broke on the name-the wrong name-but it didn’t matter at that point. She knew what he meant, that it had to be said to anchor him in the moment. As tenderly as he’d spoken, Lincoln lifted her from the tree and then sank to the ground again, this time, bringing him with her, keeping her impaled as he sat, indian-style, his own long legs under her thighs, their hipbones locked together, the swell of her breasts creating the only separation between their torsos. It was warm and close and intimate, more as she’d expected, but bracing all the same.
‘I love you too.’ Ivyanne shifted to encircle his neck with her arms, looking him directly in the eye as she rose, lifting herself high enough to sink down, mirroring his deliberate and slow movements, sensing that he was trying to prolong the experience and wanting to be everything for him though she was already pulsing for release around his shaft. It was a precarious situation, for the angle filled her completely and left little room to maneuver, but he came to her assistance, cupping her backside and granting her the leverage to slip off, then sheath him once more. Her inner walls tightened, and their grinding hips stimulated her external pleasure pulse in a gratifying way, and she whimpered, coming down harder on him the next time, a thrill racing through her when he let out a guttural moan, thickening inside her. The next time she lifted her hips to ride him, he caught one of her nipples with his lips and sucked, hard, making her next descent glorious. 
‘Yes..’ she breathed, resting her hands on his shoulders and pushing off-before slamming back down. ‘I want your mouth all over me!’
‘Mmm!’ His hands left her ass and took her shoulders, concaving them, pressing her breasts together. Then, he thrust his face into the fullness and moaned in appreciation, making Ivyanne quake. His need for her, his longing, made her feel like a goddess. She rolled her hips against his and grinned in delight at the sensations it caused. 
‘Fuck. Oh fuck!’ Lincoln’s head snapped up, his hands coming back on her hips. ‘Ivyanne, slow down baby. I can’t fucking handle it! It’s too hot! The way you look-’
But Ivyanne couldn’t slow down. She cried out, arching her back, planting her hands on the cool grass behind her and tapping in on that well of strength she rarely had use for to force his body into submission with quick contractions of her abdomen. She inhaled deeply through her nose, almost tasting the salt and pine needles surrounding them, feeling more connected to the earth than she had in a long time as her body did what it had been built for. 
‘Argh! Ivyanne, please! I’m going to…!’
‘I want you to!’ Ivyanne rolled up, grabbed his taut biceps and then threw her weight back, forcing him to come down on top of her, giving him a moment to disentangle his acres of legs and then catch himself on his elbows above her. ‘Inside me!’
‘Oh damn you!’ Lincoln cried, and a shudder went through him that reverberated deep inside her. When his face turned to hers, she could see the merman inside shove the eager to please human to the floor in triumph. He growled and then thrust forward, wrapping his arms around her, binding her too him lustfully.
‘I’ll give it to you hard and fast Ivyanne,’ Lincoln hissed in her ear. ‘And then I’m going to roll you over and do it again until you beg me to slow down.’
‘Oh..!’ Ivyanne closed her eyes and tried to breathe through the pleasure and keep her wits but it was useless now. No more words were exchanged, no more restraint was used. Lincoln ground into her and Ivyanne’s body reacted by shattering after just four or five strokes that made her shake uncontrollably in his arms, every part of her twitching, jerking with the release. Lincoln followed on the sixth, his rapturous cry muffled only by her mouth as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him fervently, the finger of one of her hands touching the ruby on the other in time for Lincoln to stiffen and then pump his seed into her, sobbing her name, collapsing on the grass, smothering her with his body, passion and love. Ten years of it. 
 



19.
Ivyanne awoke for the third time that day on a dewy bed of grass under a blanket of stars, unable to recall how she had gotten there at first. The entire afternoon was a blur in her mind and she’d lost count of the amount of times they’d made love or where they had been when they did it- but her body was still throbbing in a pleasant way as though it held the memory of Lincoln’s kisses and caresses. 
‘Ugh...what time is it?’ Lincoln asked, tightening his arm around her waist. 
‘I have no idea,’ Ivyanne confessed. She sat up, feeling slightly dizzy. ‘Late, I think. The cold air woke me.’
‘Should have made a fire before we passed out.’
‘I thought we did.’
Lincoln chuckled and pulled her back down, holding her possessively against his naked body. ‘Give me five minutes and I could start another…’
Ivyanne laughed and disentangled herself. ‘Tempting, but I think I’m going to be out of commission for a day or two after that.’
‘I hurt you?’
‘The good kind of hurt,’ Ivyanne assured him. She got to her wobbly legs and stretched her back before hugging herself. To her horror, looking at Lincoln was making her blush all of a sudden. ‘So when did you develop bi-polar anyway?’
Lincoln’s eyes widened. ‘What’s that now?’
Ivyanne bit her lip, trying to fight off a stupid grin. ‘Oh you know….you’re so uh, commanding, in this kind of situation…. I wasn’t expecting that.’
Link snorted. ‘Because I’m such a bitch the rest of the time?’
She grinned for real. ‘That’s not what I said.’
‘But it’s what you were thinking.’ Lincoln reached across and took her hand, his eyes twinkling with amusement. ‘I know, I know. I’ve even been called kinky before. If I hadn’t tied Adele to the sawhorse the first time we had sex, she may have fallen off it from shock!’
Ivyanne’s brain popped. ‘What?!’
But Lincoln laughed. ‘A joke, dear princess.’ He grinned maniacally. ‘You’re not the only one who can be cute.’
Ivyanne sagged with relief. ‘Oh my god. You had me going, too.’ She swatted him. ‘See? Bi-polar. You were never a stand-up comic before either.’
‘Well I’ll tickle your funny bone if you do mine.’
Ivyanne giggled, but it sounded slightly hysterical to her own ears. ‘No...really.’
Lincoln stretched. ‘Really? That’s just me. I don’t mind chasing you around all day long, but as soon as sex is on the cards...well I tend to really chase, you know? If you ever want to pretend to run, I’m all for that too.’
‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ Ivyanne drawled. ‘But for now, we need to head back. People are going to be worried.’ 
‘You’re probably right.’ Lincoln agreed, yawning. ‘Dad’s been acting really paranoid lately-thinking I’m on a boat all the time….and if I’m right about the time-I just missed a dinner shift on a Saturday night. He’s going to be losing his mind.’
Ivyanne looked down at him, feeling a rush of guilt. ‘Oops. My fault.’
‘Only a lot,’ Lincoln said casually. ‘Are we going back to your place, or your mum’s? I’ll call him from wherever.’
Ivyanne bit her lip, thinking it over. Actually, she was re-hashing a thought she’d been halfway through when she’d fallen asleep, about Ardhi and how she was going to handle his return. ‘I’m going to go back to mum’s.’ Ivyanne said. ‘But I think it’s a good idea if you went back to the resort.’
Lincoln’s face was shadowed heavily as he frowned. ‘You don’t want to spend the night with me?’
‘I do,’ Ivyanne said. ‘I was just thinking of Ardhi. If we don’t go back, he’s going to be hurt, or at least his parents will be, and if I go back with you, it might be…..’ Ivyanne couldn’t think of the right word.
Lincoln got to his knees, the planes of his naked body shining in the moonlight. ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re trying to protect me from him?’
Ivyanne wrapped her arms around him. ‘Because you’re smart. We want him to know how things are going to be. But should he fly off the handle, better that it’s in a house with several witnesses-and better still if you’re not within stabbing distance.’
Lincoln shook his head. ‘I don’t like this,’ he said tightly. ‘I feel like you’re using yourself as bait for a bull shark.’
‘Well it may not be risky at all,’ Ivyanne pointed out. ‘Maybe he truly has repented and gotten control of his rage-but on the off chance that he hasn’t, I’d rather test the theory without you there.’ She touched his face gently. ‘Your life is worth the paranoia Lincoln. Until I know for sure that he’s over his insane jealousy, I don’t want you getting too close to him.’
Lincoln kissed her gently. ‘What about you? Who’s going to be protecting you?’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘Daddy was in a great mood today,’ she said sweetly. ‘But he’s a different person when he’d mad. Ardhi wouldn’t get within two feet of me.’
Lincoln winced. ‘Now that you put it that way….best I avoid him for a few days too.’
Ivyanne laughed. ‘See? I told you you were smart.’
⁓
By the time Ardhi finally heard Ivyanne’s bare, wet feet padding up the porch steps, he was beside himself with anxiety. Since both his and Ivyanne’s parents had retired to their separate accommodations, he had been huddled on the couch with the television on, pretending to sleep while jealously watching the beach through a crack in the curtains, willing Ivyanne to return, and wondering why she had fled to begin with.
Midnight had come and gone, and Ardhi was exhausted from feigning exhaustion and bewilderment all afternoon. He’d put on quite the show and the families had clearly swallowed his web of lies completely-even Vana, who was a very shrewd woman indeed. Ardhi had even started believing his own complicated tale by the time they left him alone, teary eyed and emotionally raped, or so they believed.
He was anxious all right, but it had nothing to do with his exertions for the past four weeks-though fleeing to New Zealand then swimming up to Norfolk then flying to Hawaii, swimming then to Los Angeles and then flying back to Brisbane before returning to central Queensland in Dolphin form had taxed him, none of it compared to what he knew he was about to endure. 
Lying was tiring, and seeing Ivyanne accept Lincoln’s ring through the same crack in the curtains he’d been monitoring all night had sickened him. Twenty minutes. He’d fallen just twenty minutes short of coming back to life before the princess officially moved on with hers. Although he knew it was the mer way to take steps towards breeding even in the aftermath of tragedy, he was seething that Lincoln had proposed so swiftly.
Ivyanne tip-toed into the room then, scales clinging to her legs and capturing the blue glow from the television, a towel pulled snugly around her entire torso, her head splattering sandy water on the floor.
‘I’m awake.’ Ardhi said evenly. ‘No point sneaking.’
Ivyanne’s face whipped around to his. After a moment of hesitation, she wet her lips and said: ‘I had a feeling you might be.’
Ardhi felt a surge of annoyance. If she’d known, why had she dragged her tail getting back? ‘Oh.’
‘How are you?’ Ivyanne asked, looking self conscious as she held the towel in place and leaned awkwardly against the kitchen table. ‘All things considered, I mean?’
‘You mean, considering the way you took off like I was a virus?’
There was a pause. ‘Yeah, she whispered, ‘among other things.’
Ardhi sighed. ‘I’m feeling slightly human again,’ he said softly. ‘Seeing mum and dad took a load off. And showering was a joy too, I must say. I’ve been living in somewhat of a primal state.’
‘They’ve been worried.’ Ivyanne glanced away. ‘Well, not worried, gutted. We all were.’
‘Really?’ Ardhi got to his feet, urging her to look back at him as he stalked her like a lion across the room. ‘Even you? After all I did?’
She swiveled her eyes back to meet his. They were glowing green with a concern that was almost maternal. ‘Of course,’ she whispered. ‘Ardhi...I didn’t eat for days. I couldn’t think. And then I went straight into denial.’ She reached her hand out and cupped his face with wet, trembling fingers, guiding his jaw left to right as though inspecting him for wounds. ‘But here you are. So I guess denial was a good place to be.’
Ardhi caught her fingers and pressed a soft kiss to one. ‘I missed you, Ivyanne. Not just lately, but before then. I’d move heaven and earth to get you back, or to make you happy.’
‘So I saw.’ Ivyanne’s eyes frosted with tears. ‘About Link, Ardhi-’
‘I know.’
She paused. ‘Well, yes that, I assumed you were told that.’ She smiled sadly. ‘I meant thank you.’
He shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. ‘It was nothing.’
‘Maybe not now that we know you can do it so easily,’ Ivyanne whispered. ‘But you didn’t know that, did you? You thought you were giving your life for my happiness. And that’s a debt I can never repay.’
Ardhi chuckled, though he was touched by her gratitude. ‘I can think of one or two ways…..’
She dropped her hand, her expression instantly becoming guarded. ‘Oh?’
‘Yes.’ He moved closer to her, until their faces were just inches apart. ‘You can forgive me.’
Ivyanne visibly relaxed, and Ardhi had to fight back a triumphant smile. What had she prepared herself for? Him demanding her hand in marriage? There was no point to that, and would only make it look like he’d learnt nothing. No, that demand, he would leave to their people. According to her parents, Ivyanne and Link had three months until they took their vows-giving Ardhi three months to intercept the bride to be while his ringers kept Lincoln distracted. 
‘Oh. For what?’ She eventually asked. ‘Ask and it’s yours.’
‘For the way I pushed you.’ He said, taking a lock of her hair and running it between his fingers. ‘And the way I let you down as a best mate. And...for Loveridge.’
Ivyanne made a weird gasping sound in the back of her throat and spun away, bringing her fingers up to her face. Ardhi flinched, surprised. 
‘What? Not going to happen?’
‘Yes. I mean...no, I can forgive you. It’s just...Tristan.’ A sob racked her broad shoulders. ‘Oh god…’
Ardhi frowned deeply. She was crying over Tristan? Now of all times, her sadness for him was overpowering her relief to have Ardhi home? Ardhi was incensed. In fact, he kind of wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake some sense into her. 
‘I’m sorry.’ He said shortly. ‘I figured with you and Lincoln engaged and all, that you’d be able to discuss the Tristan thing. Clearly you’re not ready.’
‘It’s just not the day for it.’ She whispered, staring down at her hand, twisting her ring anxiously. ‘Oh god seriously, can we not talk about this?’
‘I think that would be wise.’ Ardhi said, trying not to sound as put out as he was feeling. His eyes scanned her shoulders, trying to work out what was off about her appearance.
 ‘You’re not wearing a bikini.’ He said. ‘Did I chase you out the door that fast this morning?’
Ivyanne’s cheeks turned pink. ‘Something like that. I had one….I may have left it here….’
Ardhi frowned. ‘So where were you all day? I thought you’d come back a lot earlier.’
‘Oh. Well, Link and I went for a swim out there somewhere…’ she said vaguely, motioning towards the door. ‘We fell asleep at one point and woke up having no clue what the time was.’
‘Fell asleep? On a strange island? Ivyanne that’s such a risk!’ Ardhi couldn’t help but reprimand her. ‘Your parents said there boats everywhere all day. You should have been quicker in the water, not taken ten times longer.’
‘Well I wasn’t in the water that much....’ Ivyanne hedged.
‘Then what were you-’ The question spluttered to a stop on Ardhi’s lips and for the briefest of moments, he saw red. Ivyanne and Lincoln had been gone for twelve hours and she was returning naked after having fallen asleep? He was so pissed off and caught off guard by the insensitivity of the gesture made his hands throb. ‘Oh are you kidding me?!’
Ivyanne jumped. ‘Ardhi, don’t flip! I got engaged this morning, okay? There’s a natural progression from there I shouldn’t have to apologize for.’ 
Ardhi put his hand to his stomach, trying to keep his dinner down. ‘I finally work up the guts to drag myself back here and grovel at your feet regardless of the fact that your insensitivity was partly to blame for my breakdown, and you decided to commemorate the occasion by getting down with your new fiancé?!’ He could not get his head around it. ‘What part of my appearance today made you hot, Ivyanne?’
‘Ardhi stop yelling!’ She hissed, stepping backwards. ‘Remember what’s happened the last few times your temper has gotten the better of you?’
‘Yeah, I do. Clearly you don’t or you wouldn’t try to provoke me!’
‘Provoke you?’ Ivyanne demanded. ‘How?’
He glowered at her. ‘Oh come on! What was the point of you coming back here at all tonight, at this hour? You have your own place now, and it’s not exactly afternoon tea, is it? But here you are, naked and stinking of another man’s excretions and asking me to calm down?’
‘Don’t be crude.’ She snapped. ‘And I’m glad I’m here alone. Lord knows what might have happened to poor Link if you’d put two and two together in front of him!’
Ardhi felt like he was going to pop a blood vessel. ‘That’s why he’s not here, isn’t it?’ he demanded. ‘You’re Link’s crash test dummy in case my brakes fail me, right?’
Ivyanne crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. ‘Tell me it wasn’t a smart idea. Tell me you weren’t sort of hoping for a reconciliation that went a little beyond friendship with me! You went fucking crazy, Ardhi. I need to make sure if you’ve come back from there before I risk the life of the man I am destined for!’
‘The man you-’ Ardhi reached for her wrist and yanked her closer, seeing her eyes widen with shock but not easing his grip. He was so hurt, so mad-he needed her to feel it! How dare she credit destiny for his sacrifice?
But then Ardhi felt himself yanked backwards by his own upper arm. Ivyanne resisted the pull, and tore herself free, blinking at whoever was behind him.
‘Don’t let her do this to you again Ardhi!’ Lux hissed into his ear before pushing herself in front of him, her stance protective-her outstretched arms a barrier between them. ‘Ivyanne-I need you to leave.’ Though Lux addressed the princess, her gaze never wavered from Ardhi’s own. ‘Now.’
Ardhi glanced at Ivyanne who was hugging her towel to her chest with white-knuckled fingers, looking taken aback. For a moment, the only sound was the subtle drip, drip, drip as Ivyanne’s matted, sodden curls relieved themselves of the ocean they had collected onto the polished floors. 
Ardhi stared hard at Lux, trying to keep his expression stoic even though he was raging on the inside. Flames of countless hates licked at his soul; Resentment for what Ivyanne and Lincoln had just done, judgement that she had been able to do it, fury that she’d done it just to piss him off, self-loathing for the fact that she was so unmoved by his return that she’d been able to stay away all day-and most predominantly-rage that Lux had interrupted his chance to make Ivyanne feel like shit about it. He’d had five minutes with her-five! Who knew when they could be alone together again?
‘Hang on just one minute-’ Ivyanne seemed to have found her voice, though it trembled like a leaf in heavy rain. ‘Lux- Ardhi and I need to have this out, and we don’t need an audience for it. He didn’t hurt me, and he won’t.’
Lux’s head whipped around, the platinum gold strands of her thick hair generating a slight wind across Ardhi’s face. 
‘It’s not you I’m concerned about getting hurt!’ Her voice came out like a snarl, making even Ardhi flinch. When he looked down, he saw that Lux had a square timber box tucked under her arm.
‘Your little confession made it clear that he can’t move you to feel such a thing.’
Ivyanne’s lips parted, as she clenched the towel more tightly around herself. She looked at Ardhi, and her eyes were the morose green of a sea under the shadow of thunderclouds. For that moment, he could see straight into her, and she was his Ivyanne again-he could hear what she wanted to say, sense her regret as well as the undercurrent of arrogance that never stayed completely concealed behind her sweetness. She regretted only his pain, and that had to be enough for him. And it was. He loved her still.
‘Is this about how I hurt Ardhi by making love to Lincoln?’ Ivyanne asked quietly, her gaze landing on Lux once more. ‘Or you?’
Ardhi sucked air in between his teeth, feeling Lux shiver with offense. 
‘At least I was there to offer Lincoln what he needed when he needed it most. You were too busy trying to hang onto to Tristan to see that Lincoln was barely hanging on himself.’ She moved to Ardhi, a sad smile quirking up her lips as she slung her arm around his waist and pulled him protectively against her ample side. ‘You cause pain, Ivyanne-I bring comfort.’
Ivyanne stared at their interlocked bodies, and then her gaze drifted down. Her eyebrows pulled together and she lifted an indicative arm. ‘Is that…? Is that mum’s crown?’ She looked up at Lux, genuine confusion in her eyes. ‘What are you doing with it? That’s royal property!’
Lux’s lips curved with a secretive smile. ‘Oh it was just lying around, so I figured I’d try it on. But my head isn’t swollen enough to pull off Court headgear, so here-’ She tossed the box to Ivyanne, who caught it clumsily, looking startled, almost losing her grip on her towel. But she did catch it, glaring balefully at Ardhi’s godmother afterwards.
‘Touch it again, and there will be consequences.’ Ivyanne said, scowling.
‘Big words for someone who was so repulsed by the sight of it earlier today. I guess you’re more of a princess than you thought.’ Lux taunted. But then the mirth left her face, making it something hard. ‘Now leave me with Ardhi. You need to go and wash the scent of your defunct innocence off you anyway-Ardhi doesn’t need to smell your betrayal any more than he needs to hear about it.’
Every muscle inside Ardhi seized, mirroring Ivyanne’s stiffening gait.
‘I am your princess, Lux,’ Ivyanne said, keeping her voice even, though tears had sprung to her eyes. The remark would have stung her-it was very possibly the first time she’d been so insulted. It even cut Ardhi to the quick. ‘And I won’t be spoken to like that.’ She lifted her chin regally. ‘I’ll leave you two to talk, but when I wake up in the morning, you’d better be gone.’ She turned to Ardhi. ‘And if you share her sentiment, you can go too. I will not be affronted like this in my own house, for making a decision that was mine to make, and living a life that is mine to waste as I see fit!’
How she managed to look so dignified despite being naked and wet and offended was beyond Ardhi, but it made him love her even more. He wanted to lunge for her, but that wasn’t part of the plan, and if he wanted her to feel more regret than she already did, he couldn’t leap to her side as he had always done. He was a mystic, and a martyr and a champion of their kind now-his days of chasing her were over. He wanted to be a king, and king’s bowed to no one, not even their queen.
‘I’ll think it over.’ He said tightly, looking away. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you in the morning.’
Ivyanne blinked, clearly surprised that he hadn’t officially taken her side, then shrugged. ‘Suit yourself then,’ she said softly. ‘Because it’s not my job anymore.’
With that, she turned and walked up the stairs, taking his heart with her.
Ardhi didn’t exhale until the princess had disappeared from sight and he’d heard the bathroom door click gently shut behind her. All that remained were wet footprints leading up to the landing. That was when he realized that he’d clenched his fingers so tightly into Lux’s side that it would probably bruise her. It was funny-he hadn’t even been aware of returning her embrace. How was it possible that he still needed her support, like the little boy he’d been when they’d first met?
‘Um, thanks,’ he forced the words out, even though he still wanted to smack the back of her head for interrupting him like that. What was her deal? ‘Maybe I needed a time-out.’
‘A time-out?’ Lux wheeled on him, breaking the contact between them and throwing him off-balance. There was nothing supportive about the ire in her indigo eyes. She looked like a mad woman. ‘You need a fucking jacket with straps, Ardhi Kayu-Api! What the hell has gotten into you?!’
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Ardhi stepped back. Lux’s words felt like they’d been screamed at him, though he knew they’d been little more than a forced whisper. ‘W-what are you talking about?’ He demanded. Never before had she taken that kind of tone with him, and his empathy towards Ivyanne increased. This was not a good, bad side to be on! 
‘She’s the one who just took off with another man all night. All I did was come home! What’s your problem?’
Lux reached into the folds of her quilted wrap dress and pulled out a leather bound book, slamming it onto the kitchen bench between them so hard that the items on the side of the sink rattled where they’d been put to dry. The slap sound made Ardhi jump, but the recognition of the book made him feel faint. Why did she have that? How did she…?
‘This is my problem.’ When Lux was angry, her Scottish accent came through more clearly, thickening her words. ‘So explain it and see if we can make the problem go away.’
Ardhi looked at the book, then to Lux, wetting his lips. ‘It’s a book.’ He managed eventually, trying to read her expression.
‘Your favorite book. The one you used to read all the time when you came to visit me in New Zealand.’ Her eyes remained locked on his. ‘It’s full of the scary mer lore-the bad stories and legends. You used to read it all the time when you were thirteen, and you always left it lying around the house. I’d have to remind you that it was three hundred years old, and that you needed to take care of it.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘And yet you never remembered to.’
Ardhi felt a shiver of fear tremble through him, and a current followed as his instincts sensed danger. ‘And…?’ He asked.
Lux reached over and placed one purple polished fingernail in the centre of the book. ‘Well you haven’t been by in awhile...brooding over Loveridge and I and all of that. So imagine my surprise when I checked in on my summer cottage last week-and found this sitting on my bedside table.’
Ardhi was as appalled as she. Had he been so foolish as to leave the damn thing out? How was he going to cover this? 
Deny! A panicked voice within his mind cried. Deny!
‘So even though I haven’t been there in over two years, it’s my fault, hmm? Anyone could have broken into your place!’
Lux’s lip curled. ‘This is a journal full of ancient mer entries, Ardhi, and therefore, highly confidential. I keep them locked away, as you remember, in the trunk at the foot of my bed. The only key to that trunk was hung on the back of the fridge, out of sight, and the only key to my house, for that matter, was in the pond at my front door.’ She gazed at him levelly. ‘And you’re the only one who knew where either was-because you picked both spots.’ She stepped into him. ‘What the hell, were you doing in my house two weeks ago, when I heard you tell your parents today, that you were up near Papua New Guinea the whole time out of your wits and trapped in the form of a dolphin?’
Ardhi’s terror iced over. Lux, true to form, had missed nothing. This was the woman who had taught him how to be sneaky, taught him his poker face-taught him poker! And she was seeing right through him now. The question was, how deeply?
He dropped his face into his hands and rubbed at his temples, trying to look overwhelmed. ‘Look, I needed somewhere to hide for a day or two okay? I meant it when I said I couldn’t think straight-’
‘You thought straight enough to have female guests though!’ 
Ardhi’s head jerked up. ‘What?’
Lux picked up the journal and smacked him on the shoulder with it-hard. ‘Ardhi I’m not fucking stupid and you know that better than anyone. Not that you’d have to be a genius to work out that two women have been using your bathroom-one wealthy guest, by the look of the Chanel body wash left on the windowsill, and one poor one, by the look of the generic shampoo and conditioner left in my marble shower.’ She leaned closer, unblinking and added: ‘Both still wet. You must have left in some rush.’
If his ‘girls’ had been within grasp at that point, Ardhi would have snapped both of their necks. He’d commanded them to erase all evidence of themselves at the house before leaving!
‘You think I brought two girls to your house?’ Ardhi demanded, taking pains to keep his voice low. He tried to maintain a neutral expression, a cross between amused and surprised, like her theory was laughable-even while he was mentally throttling the girls for being so careless. ‘Because I’m such a player?’
‘I don’t know why you had guests, but you did, and don’t insult me by denying it. This isn’t the only proof I have that everything you told us this morning was bullshit.’ Lux took his arms and gripped them, forcing him to stand still. Only then did he realize he’d been shifting from one foot to the other nervously. ‘I also have a description of a young Indonesian boy who went snooping around the Maori Mermaid village nearby, asking questions.’ She pointed to the book, releasing one of her hands. ‘Questions about the merman in the legend. The one who’s fascinated you since early childhood.’ Her own eyes frosted over. ‘The only psychopath in mermaid history who’d be better off remaining a myth. What is it about this monster that interests you Ardhi? And why were you seeking him out?’ She released him and stepped back. ‘What’s going on inside that head? I need to know before I assume the worst-that you went looking for a monster, as an ally.’
Ardhi felt his façade crumble around his bare feet. All of a sudden, the lies were upon him, exhausting him. He wanted to curl up in Lux’s arms and have her sing him to sleep, telling him that everything was going to be okay.
But she couldn’t offer that kind of solace anymore, and since she’d crossed the line with Tristan, Ardhi had begun to recoil from her touch, like he did then, yanking himself out of her grip, picking up the journal and striding towards the door. His thoughts turned over and over like waves during a cyclone, none offered a glimpse of sunshine to lead him to the surface for breath.
So he took the door. When he first stepped outside, he felt the shift in the air as the rain clouds gathered above.
‘Ardhi?’ Lux was on his heels, her hand on the back of his shirt. ‘Ardhi you can’t run from this, or me. I know things have been strange between us but I love you, and I’ve never loved anyone else more. I want to be here for you Ardhi, but I can’t do that when you keep me on the other side of your lies as well. I’m onto that Sherri bitch, you know. The accent, the dyed hair that reeks of cheap shampoo...I went into the bar yesterday to formally apologize to Link, then Ivyanne, and I heard her on the phone,  demanding to know if Lincoln would fall for the ‘wounded puppy’ act. And when she ended the call-she said: ‘Thanks Adele. I have to go-he’s coming.’ Adele. Bit of a coincidence, huh? That the new bar manager was speaking to someone with the same name as the girl she’d replaced-a girl who for all accounts, left hating you all?’
Ardhi felt like doors-emergency exits in fact-were slamming shut all around him.
‘You sent her here for Link, didn’t you?’ Lux went on. ‘Did you find her by accident? Or was this part of your plan?’
Ardhi leapt over the porch railing, breaking her grip once more and when he landed, bent his head to the wind and began to race across the silvery sand, which was illuminated by moonlight alone. Out there, removed from the human race and their soul-sucking electricity, the sky above glittered like diamond dust in a pitch black sky-or it had until Ivyanne had returned and smashed his heart to pieces, summoning the clouds forth. Now only patches of it were visible, yet their beauty was breathtaking all the same. 
‘Ardhi?’ Lux’s breathing was already more labored than his. In the water, she could stay under longer than anyone, but on the land, when her breath had to battle her weight against unforgiving ground, she was slower, less swift in her movements. Still she followed. ‘Ardhi stop this!’
But Ardhi didn’t hesitate. He surged forward towards the steep incline at the edge of the beach, seeking out the little, uneven path that weaved up the rock formations to the forest-lined cliff face above. Her sweet voice compelled to the child inside him, but that child was buried under hate now. Only his tears made it through to the surface.
‘I need to think!’ He said, only loud enough so that she’d hear him. ‘Just give me space to think Lux, you don’t know what I’ve been through.’
‘Give you space to think of more lies, you mean?’ She demanded. Rocks skittered under her clumsy footfalls. ‘You don’t need to do that! I stood up for you tonight, and I’ve kept your secrets to myself since I got here. I’ve earned your trust, or at least, I should have. But-’ she paused, and he heard her gasp for breath as his own legs burned from the sudden ascension. ‘But I need to know where you’re at-are you out for redemption or….’
‘Or?’ Ardhi prompted her, wiping a rain drop off his cheek but leaving the tears in place.
‘Or vengeance.’
The temperature dropped as he reached the top of the incline. He stood in the relative pitch blackness gazing north towards his home. Not the Cape, but The Whitsunday's. The place where Ivyanne had been his alone. His heart ached for those days. They seemed to have happened a lifetime ago, not six months.
And at that moment, his childhood was as present as Lux was. He thought of the times he’d done something she’d disapproved of-sometimes she would have laughed it off, writing him off as ‘cheeky’ or ‘mischievous’ like herself. But sometimes she’d banished him to a corner for an hour to think over his actions.
‘And if I am out for vengeance?’ He asked bitterly. The drops of rain were becoming fatter and more frequent. ‘Will you help me get it, or will you send me on a time-out?’
‘It depends,’ Lux’s voice was heavy with breath, her hand cool on his shoulder. ‘Ardhi you’re the closest thing I’ll ever have to a son. And I will love you unconditionally, and forever. But part of loving someone, is making sure they get the help they need. And if you need saving from yourself before you’re lost forever….I’ll do what it takes to keep what I can of you.’
Ardhi blinked away the tears, and they fell over the edge of the precipice onto the black, jagged rocks ten meters below, before being swept away by the crashing waves.
‘I’m already lost forever.’ He answered woodenly. He wiped at his eyes with the heel of his hand, feeling himself come apart as though the tears had been the only thing holding him together until now. ‘I can’t undo what I’ve done. And….and I don’t want to.’ He turned to face her, letting her see his anguish. ‘The only thing that will redeem me, is being with Ivyanne. Every ounce of goodness I have inside me, I owe to you, and her. Without either of you….seeing you both flock to Tristan instead, abandoning me…’ his voice cracked and he shook his head. ‘I couldn’t abide that. I couldn’t let it happen again.’
Lux’s face was framed by moonlight. She stepped into him once more, clasping his jaw in her hands. Tears ran down her cheeks. ‘Ardhi….what did you do?’
Ardhi’s jaw worked in her grip. This woman was his guiding light, and never had she looked more angelic or motherly than in that moment. ‘I can’t tell you unless...unless you forgive me. Lux I…’ he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in for a tight embrace, wanting to squeeze every last drop of affection she had left for him out.
Her tears leaked into the collar of his shirt. ‘Oh...Ardhi….no...please.’ A sob shook her. ‘You brought down the plane, didn’t you? I don’t know how it’s even possible but...I just know it.’
Ardhi sank his teeth into his lower lip, feeling his heart break. ‘Forgive me!’ 
‘Ardhi I-’
He pulled back, taking her by her shoulders. ‘Just say you do. And that you’ll help me and everything will work out! You can have Link, mum and dad told me today, that you made a play for him! Pintang saw it with her own eyes! You want him so badly that you staked your reputation, and your relationship with the royal family on it! Just like I have!’
‘A fake play, Ardhi-a farce! Lincoln’s a wonderful guy, but he’s too vanilla for me. Lord, you’ve met a lot of the men I’ve dated. Tristan was too soft by nature, let alone Link! If that boy has a tattoo, it’ll be of a damn Care Bear!’
‘Then why…?’
‘To break them up! To get the target off his back-terrified that every second he spent with Ivyanne was putting the future royal couple in serious peril! At the hands of someone I’d thought I’d known-until I pieced certain things together!’ She gripped his forearms, her eyes boring into him-with love and terror. ‘I didn’t want to believe that you’d done that, to that poor plane-load of people, to exact vengeance on a wonderful guy-who’s only fault that I can see-was to change for love in a way you couldn’t.’
Ardhi shrank into himself, but didn’t loosen his grip. ‘You’ve been plotting against me? The only woman I thought I could trust-’
‘No. Trying to save you Ardhi, by preventing your crimes. I’ve kept it to myself, wanting to know for sure if you were redeemable before I wrote you off.’
Ardhi felt violently ill. hearing that Lux had been taking his side without knowing it had infused him with hope that he’d have another, stronger ally. But now those hopes died.
‘So you won’t help me?’ He asked piteous even to his own ears.
‘No.’ Lux shook her head. ‘Ardhi no! I don’t have that kind of hate in me. Yes I love sex and partying and the power that comes with being what we are but the most powerful thing about our kind is our kindness, especially within the fold! You can’t kill another mer, and if Ivyanne loves Lincoln you can’t kill him either! I won’t let it happen! I love you too much to let it happen!’ Her eyes were wild. ‘Tristan had his faults but he was a good man Ardhi! Look at how hard he worked to combat global warming! If you had some sort of mission like that, I know that Ivyanne would start to fade from your heart. You just have to try to deflect your passion towards good instead of-’
Ardhi’s rage flexed like a muscle around his heart and his fingers mirrored this, catching her plump elbows, sinking deeply into her flesh. ‘I don’t want to save the fucking world, Lux. I want her to save me.’
‘Ow!’ Lux’s face contorted in pain. She released his shoulders but his grip on her was so strong that when he spun her, her legs became tangled and her weight sagged, pulling her down. ‘Ardhi! What are you-’
Ardhi flung her, and the feet that had been seeking placement on earth now pedaled uselessly in the air. Her eyes bugged in horror as realization dawned in them but before her mouth could open in a scream, Ardhi released his grip and she dropped from sight so fast that he didn’t get a chance to apologize for killing the only woman who had ever returned his devotion.
There was no scream, and he didn’t hear her body hit the rocks as rain now fell steadily around him. He crouched on the cliff face and took a moment to collect himself, burying his eyes into the still-dry sleeve of his shirt to soak up the tears while he decided what to do with the corpse of his godmother. 
‘I’m sorry Lux.’ He whispered to the twisted form on the black rocks below. ‘But if you won’t help me, then you can’t.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, dialing Sherri’s number.
‘Hello?’ She answered groggily.
‘Steal him, or bury him.’ Was all he said, before hanging up.
⁓
Lincoln was only four feet from the shore when he encountered the lifeless body washed up on the frothy sand. His heart lurched in his chest when he instantly recognized the silvery blonde hair cropped short, shining in the pale moonlight, and her shimmering pink sneaker earrings winking in the darkness. 
‘Sherri?’ he gasped, army crawling to her side, shaking her with his hand. His blissful mood turned black when she didn’t respond. Her back was to him and her naked skin was terrifyingly cold to his touch. ‘Sherri?!’
Lincoln got to his side and rolled her over, gasping when he saw that her skin was more waxen than he’d ever seen any person look. His fingers went to her wrist but if there was a pulse, he couldn’t feel it. The only thing he knew for sure was that she wasn’t breathing.
Oh god no! Damned ocean! Lincoln cursed silently, wishing that Ivyanne was there with him-she’d know what to do. 
‘Sherri you have to wake up!’ he cried, dropping her wrist. How long had she been lying like that? What was wrong with her? Why was she naked on the beach in the early hours of the morning at all? His mind jumped to the worst conclusions, things he didn’t want to consider, but his hands went into auto-pilot, pumping against her chest, the way he’d been taught to act as a lifesaver, but had never been required to actually do. After a few beats, he leaned down, pinched her nose between his fingers, and breathed deeply into her, before resuming the whole sequence again. Her lips weren’t as cold as her skin, and he took that as a positive sign. But there was no denying the scent of rum in her slack mouth.
Lincoln stayed at her side, pumping on her chest as carefully as he could, not wanting to break a rib and puncture anything, praying steadily the whole time. Was it his fault that she was there? Had he hurt her more than he’d realized? Pump, breathe. Pump, breathe. 
On and on he labored, refusing to give up as an imaginary clock chimed ‘Too late!’ ‘Too late!’ In his ear. The guilt consumed him, and it didn’t let up until her chest suddenly contracted, and she coughed.
‘Oh! yes!’ Lincoln cried exuberantly, rolling her onto her side and smacking her bare back. A small wave broke over them as the tide came in, but it didn’t reach beyond her chest. ‘Sherri! Can you hear me?’
Her only response was another rattling cough. Her limbs curled into themselves, making her look tiny. He assumed that she was spewing out water, but it was hard to tell in the darkness. He rubbed her back and whispered soothing things into her ear, wishing he had something warm to wrap around her. 
After a minute, her coughing ceased. ‘Link?’ she croaked. ‘Is that you?’
‘Yes!’ Lincoln leaned over her, noticing that her watery eyes were opened. ‘What happened?’
‘I went out for a swim, a skinny dip, like you always do…’ she said in a gravelly voice. ‘It’s been a rough week, and you always seem so happy afterwards…’ A shiver racked her body. ‘It was so cold-I got a cramp-I tried to swim back in but….’ she coughed again, rotating so that she was lying face down. ‘Did you save me?’
Lincoln continued to pat her cool back as another wave licked at his ankles. ‘I guess. You were washed up...for a second there, I thought I was too late.’
‘Well, thank god you weren’t,’ she rubbed her mouth. ‘Having a few drinks beforehand didn’t help, I guess.’ She got up, putting a hand to her chest and spitting out salt water which must have lingered in her throat when prone. ‘I feel like such an idiot. I mean really, I should know better.’ She fixed him with those large eyes, looking scared. ‘Please don’t tell anybody, okay? It’s embarrassing.’
‘Okay,’ he agreed quickly, his heart still racing. The water was making his legs tingle, and he realized that he was on the verge of transforming-right there in front of her. It was another hassle of learning how his new body worked-when he was naked, the water instigated his tail as easily as Ivyanne’s body gave him a hard-on. He had to move before he gave awa the game.
 ‘Believe me-I know how it feels. I’ve almost drowned twice myself. The first time, I was so embarrassed...only I got saved by a girl. How’s that for humiliating?’
Sherri chuckled, then leaned forward, resting her head against his knees, preventing him from moving. ‘God I’m so grateful to you right now….’
It wasn’t until her breath brushed across his groin that Lincoln suddenly became aware of how naked they both were. ‘I only did what anyone would...’ he said. ‘But we have to get you into a hot shower before your toes turn blue.’
‘I already can’t feel them,’ Sherri admitted. ‘My entire lower body feels-’ Sherri glanced down at herself and let out a blood-curling scream. 
Lincoln flinched, wondering if she had some sort of shark bite she wasn’t aware of, but when he looked at the place her legs should have been, his heart seized and his blood turned to ice.
Sherri had a tail. It was the first time he’d been successfully screwed by a woman in under a minute.
 



Part Three
20.
‘I just don’t understand….’ Ivyanne paced the floor of her parents’ living room the next morning, wishing that she had gone back to her own place the night before. If she had, she would have been with Lincoln when he’d found Sherri unconscious, and she would have been the one to resuscitate her. 
Coming back to her parents had been an awful idea anyway. Ardhi had seen right though her-then made her to feel like hell about it. After that, she had tossed and turned all night, only to be woken at 5am with an equally tired and freaked out fiancé toting along a brand new recruit! An unwanted one, at that!
‘I’m going to admit that it occurred to me,’ her mother said softly, her golden skin had paled the second Lincoln had brought Sherri through the door. ‘Seeing how powerful Ardhi is, it’s no surprise that he passed on at least one characteristic to Lincoln.’
Eight faces turned to stare at Ardhi, who raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh so it’s my fault now?’ he rolled his eyes. ‘Come on guys, I’m doing enough penance as it is.’ 
Joakim looked at Sherri thoughtfully. ‘I fail to see why this is the end of the world. So we have one more full blood mermaid, and one more full blood merman with the ability to turn-shouldn’t we be breaking out the champagne?’
‘Good point,’ Ivyanne’s father said, resting one of his large weathered hands on Lincoln’s cowed shoulder. ‘The future king can turn-I find that fact delightful. And as soon as Sherri comes to terms with this, I’m certain that she’ll fit right in.’
Ivyanne pouted, looking down at her hands which she had folded in her lap. They were right, of course. But she would have been a lot happier if Lincoln had worked his new magic on someone else-anyone else. 
Sherri cleared her throat. She’d been clinging to Lincoln’s arm for the full twenty minutes since they’d arrived, and the scared-rabbit look hadn’t left her face for a moment. The fact that Ivyanne knew how overwhelmed the new girl was, was the only thing that kept her from forcibly removing her hand from her fiancés arm.
‘I’m grateful that Link found me when he did-let’s face it-I’d be dead if he hadn’t. But all of this is pretty hard to deal with. I mean, that story, in the shell…..the tail….all of it is freaking me out.’
‘That’s understandable,’ Eka said softly. ‘We were all born this way, understanding. Only you and Lincoln know what the transition is like.’
‘I’m here for you,’ Lincoln said to her, patting her arm tenderly. ‘I’m so sorry I did this to you, but you’ve got to believe that it gets good-fast. I don’t regret being turned, not for a second.’
‘Thank you,’ Sherri said softly, leaning her head against his shoulder. ‘I think I’m going to need all the help I can get.’
Ivyanne almost threw up. 
Saraya suddenly snorted, and everyone turned to look at her.
‘What’s so funny?’ Vana asked sharply. 
‘Oh!’ Saraya had the grace to blush. ‘Sorry, just my mind ticking away…..seems ironic that our problems have turned into our solutions, only too late for them to solve the original problems…’
‘Huh?’ Ivyanne was lost. 
‘I’m talking about Ardhi,’ Saraya nodded to the boy across from her. ‘He’s Marked. He’s a full-blood. He’s a mystic….if we’d known this six months ago, none of this drama would have happened. He’s technically the perfect king-even Tristan wouldn’t have been a serious contender by comparison. I mean, you were best friends. I thought for sure that you were going to pick him.’
Ivyanne was sorry she’d asked. Saraya was right. If she’d put her best friend and her duties first, everything would have been fine. But she’d followed her heart, and that had launched the tidal wave of drama she was now drowning in. 
‘Saraya, hush now,’ Vana said softly. ‘Can’t you see that you’re upsetting her?’
‘I’m sorry,’ Saraya looked truly apologetic. ‘But it is my job to see matches and keep records on everyone...I can’t help but come to the conclusion I was trained for.’
‘Well there’s no point wasting time, thinking about what could have been,’ Ivyanne’s father suddenly said. ‘Saraya I think we all appreciate your honesty, but perhaps now is not the moment for it.’
‘Or maybe it is.’ Eka suddenly said.
Ivyanne turned to the older woman, a shiver running down her spine when she saw the way Ardhi’s mother was eyeing her, arms crossed stubbornly in front of her beige and gold paisley print dress. 
‘Is it so crazy for me to suggest that what should have been, is what still could be?’
Ivyanne felt bile in her throat. ‘Yes,’ she said quickly, getting to her feet. ‘Eka please, don’t go there.’
‘Why not?’ Eka lifted her chin, her eyes following Ivyanne as she backed towards the counter, closer to where her parents stood. ‘Saraya is a royal official and she has a point-you and Ardhi are a more ideal match now than you ever were.’
‘Mum….’ Ardhi’s tone was low and warning, and Ivyanne glanced at him hopefully. She knew that Ardhi was the one person who could stop his mother from voicing her opinions. ‘Don’t.’
‘I’ll do and say as I please. And if she kicks me out like she kicked out poor Lux, so be it!’ Eka got to her feet, the beads on the hem of her floaty dress tinkling with her movements. ‘The fact is that Ardhi is alive. Ivyanne is engaged, yes, but she’s not married, and she’s not pregnant-My son made some mistakes, yes, but what he did for young Lincoln was more than compensation for them, no?’
Ivyanne crossed her arms across her chest. ‘That doesn’t change the fact that-’
‘You don’t love him,’ Joakim finished for her, standing up beside his wife, his ivory skin a contrast to Eka’s olive complexion. ‘You say that Ivyanne, but it’s clear that you don’t know your own heart. You loved Lincoln, you loved Tristan….and when Ardhi died, I heard you wept for him for days, wishing to have him back and make things right.’
‘Of course she did!’ Lincoln’s hand came down on the table with a large slap which rattled the cutlery rack in the centre. ‘But that’s because she has a good heart! I see where this is going, and I don’t appreciate it!’
‘Frankly, I don’t care what you appreciate,’ Eka snapped. ‘You’re new to our sect, Mr Grey, and you’ve coasted in on nothing but luck while my son has suffered. ’
‘Hold on!’ Sherri suddenly piped up, her voice a squeak. ‘Ivyanne was into Ardhi too?’
‘No!’ Ivyanne snapped, then her heart sank when she saw the look on Ardhi’s face. ‘Oh Ardhi...I’m sorry. I didn’t-’
‘Save it,’ Ardhi grunted, looking ill. ‘You think I’m surprised to hear that I was never even in the running? What if Tristan hadn’t been into you, huh? Would Bane have been the next choice?’ He dropped his head into folded arms. ‘I should have left with Lux. At least she cared.’
Ivyanne lifted her face to the ceiling. ‘Oh god will this nightmare never end?!’ 
‘Not until you do the right thing,’ Joakim said bitterly. ‘Two weeks ago I swallowed that crap about Ivyanne and Lincoln being meant to be-but the evidence pointing to that has become redundant now that Ardhi’s alive.’
Ivyanne looked up to see Mrs Kayu-Api walk to the back of Ardhi’s chair and rest her hands on her son’s shoulders. Shut up! She thought. Just Shut Up!
‘If Ardhi is powerful enough to pass along one gift to a mer he turns, imagine how powerful a child born from him will be. I think it’s pretty obvious that he should be bred with Ivyanne-it may not be to her benefit in the immediate future-but the benefit of this kingdom should be first priority.’
Ivyanne’s heart sank. She looked at Lincoln, not shocked to find him openly seething. She wanted to put her arms around him but she was rooted to the spot.
‘You may not love him yet,’ Eka went on, fixing her steely gaze on Ivyanne. ‘But he is a worthy man, and I don’t doubt that you will come to.’
‘And I’m sure Lincoln will come to peace with it, especially now that he has young Sherri to guide.’ Joakim said, glaring at Lincoln, furrowing his white brows. ‘My daughter informed me the other night that she stumbled upon you two acting hot and heavy with damn Lux in the pool at your resort. If that isn’t a tick in Ardhi’s column, I don’t know what is.’
‘You what?’ Ivyanne’s father snapped, turning on Lincoln.
‘Daddy, don’t,’ Ivyanne said softly. ‘It was a mistake and nothing more. I’ll explain later. He feels nothing for her.’
Sherri caught her eye, her pretty mouth twisted in a sneer.
‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Lincoln said, looking indignant, his gaze not flinching from Ardhi’s father. ‘I was fickle in my flirtations in a moment of weakness-but your son stabbed another full blood over the same thing. And I’m the one to watch?’ He turned to Vana. ‘Speaking of which, I’ve been meaning to ask...is there some sort of form of mer punishment for attempted murder? Or are we all just going to pretend that he’d okay because he has some fire power we could harness?’
‘Yes,’ Vana said with a sigh. ‘But the penalty is giving your last breath to a human to replace the mer lost. Only Ardhi kind of took care of that himself.’
Ardhi smirked. ‘I sent myself to the naughty corner.’
Ivyanne had to intervene. ‘Of course I could love Ardhi,’ she was quick to say, not wanting to stab her friend in the heart once again. ‘But the reality is that I already do love Link, and have agreed to marry him. I will not break that promise I made, one I made thinking that it was Ardhi’s dying wish.’
Eka pursed her lips. ‘I understand that,’ she said quickly. ‘So I’ll ask for a compromise. There was the chance, last week, that Lincoln would have been a step-father to Tristan’s unborn child, and we all saw the advantage of that. If you cannot bear to live without your Lincoln, then I think it’s fair to suggest that you and Ardhi come together to make a child before you are married.’
There were shocked gasps from around the room. 
‘You have GOT to be kidding me!’ Lincoln thundered, knocking his chair over with how quickly he got to his feet. ‘You cannot breed my fiancé like a prize-winning mare!’
Eka whirled on him, a few glossy black and silvery strands unravelling from her chignon. ‘Actually, we can, and we should! It wouldn’t be the first time!’ She turned back to Ivyanne, but her eyes went over her shoulder, to her mother. ‘Were you not once in a similar situation?’
‘Only because I didn’t have any other options!’ Vana protested. ‘And it didn’t work anyway!’
Ivyanne felt her stomach roll-her mother had bred with another mer before her father and after her first marriage?! She looked up and saw that her dad’s face had grown red. He didn’t look surprised-merely irritated. So he’d known then. 
‘Mum!’ Ardhi cried. ‘That’s ridiculous! Don’t you see that if I have a child with Ivyanne, our family is taken off the roster for good?’
‘So?’ Joakim responded. ‘We’d still have a child in line to be prince or princess. Maybe our family would finally find some peace after years of judgement.’
‘Your family is judged because you two broke the rules!’ Ash pointed out. ‘Ardhi’s power is the result of corruption! You two know how I cherish Ardhi, like one of my own, but if we set this example, Marked families will get it in their head that it pays off to defy the queen!’
‘But it will pay off!’ Eka pointed out. ‘The next heir could be more powerful than any before it!’
‘And what good will that do if fifty years from now, they have nobody to breed with, because the bloodlines were crossed over, leaving no pure candidate?’ Vana demanded. ‘We have these rules for reason!’
‘But now that we have two men who can turn new mers, what does it matter? You could cross-breed all of the Marked families, producing more and more powerful mers. You could start fifteen more Marked families if you wish-hundreds even! Anna would have if she’d known how rare her gift was!’ 
‘Are you so sure that you speak for all of the Marked families?’ Vana asked quickly. ‘Perhaps they’re not as power hungry as you are, that they’re willing to give up their special standing and chance at the throne, for the possibility of producing a few powerful matches. I’ll remind you, that it is only your family and the Loveridge family, who have suffered of late. The other families are quite content with their lot.’
‘Because they don’t know any different,’ Eka countered. ‘I’m certain that they’d be open to the possibility of exchanging one entitlement for another. There are plenty coming in this week for Tristan’s memorial-why don’t we ask them then?’
‘Because there will be an engagement party, that’s why!’ Vana shot back. ‘And anyone who dares try to derail that will be seen as defying the queen!’
Ivyanne was surprised to hear that, but she supposed it made sense. She glanced over at Lincoln and saw that he was looking at her, smiling gently. Ivyanne couldn’t guess which was more pleasing to him-the idea of celebrating their love, or of having the queen stand up for him so vehemently. Beside him, Sherri was pouting. That gave Ivyanne an equal thrill.
‘It’s a foolish mistake,’ Eka snapped. ‘You would throw aside the chance to have hundreds of new, powerful mer families for one mermaids’ happiness?’
‘But we don’t want hundreds of Mer families!’ Ivyanne suddenly erupted, unable to bear another second of being discussed like she wasn’t even there. ‘There is a difference between cultivating our species, and expanding it to the point where we have no control over it. A very possible outcome of your proposition is chaos, and you cannot deny that. We are a tightly knit society-we have to be to keep our secret. Do we want to expand our population? Yes. But we do not want the issues that come with extreme expansion-war and intolerance, everybody working individually for their own selfish goals….You speak as though hundreds of kids like Ardhi would be a blessing-but our job is to keep nature balanced-not to over throw it! Personally, I don’t want to see eighty mermaid teens battling it out to see who can pull the most lightning out of the sky like one massive pissing contest! And that is what will happen if we turn our fight to survival into a race for supremacy!’ She pivoted to face Ardhi. ‘I care for you and I’m sorry but you stirred up some hell when you came into your powers. And that’s because you were working for a personal goal, not to benefit our kind.’ She glanced around at every face in the room, imploring them with her eyes to see reason. ‘There is nothing I won’t do to better our people, and if having a child with Ardhi would do that, then I would. However-’ she held up a finger. ‘I see no way for it to work that wouldn’t cause a mutiny. Am I relieved on a personal note? Yes. But the fact remains.’
A hush fell over the room. 
‘I’m with her,’ Saraya was the first one to speak, smiling ruefully. ‘I just tried imagining my job if there were five thousand of us, and it made me want to chuck. I’m sorry I spoke at all-I had no idea it would cause this kind of bedlam.’
‘That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,’ Lincoln came to Ivyanne, kissing her on the cheek. ‘I honestly thought I was going to have a heart attack for a second there, before you spoke up.’
Ivyanne snorted. ‘I think I still might.’
Her mother released her. ‘My daughter just demonstrated why the Court bloodline is ideal to rule our people, no firepower required.’ She said. ‘Eka, I understand your point of view, but your suggestion is just as fraught with trouble as our current system is. The moment Ivyanne is married and a child born of that match, things will calm down.’ She turned to Ardhi. ‘Like I said yesterday, I understand everything you went through, and I feel for you, and am apologetic of the part I played in your undoing. I’d like to say that encouraging Tristan was wrong, but the truth is that Ivyanne did love him-and if Lincoln hadn’t been turned, things would have been fine. Just as things will be fine now.’
‘Not for Ardhi, they won’t be,’ Eka said, running her hand over her son’s hair. ‘He’ll love your daughter forever, and suffer for it.’
‘Or perhaps he’ll move on, have a child with someone else-Sherri here even-and then his offspring could be a match for Ivyanne’s own one day. You never know. Everything can change in a second.’
‘Now I really feel uncomfortable,’ Sherri eyed Ardhi nervously before looking up at Link. ‘Can you take me back to work now? I’ve heard all I can handle for one morning.’
‘Sure,’ Lincoln left Ivyanne’s side. ‘I’m sorry about this. And I thought things were complicated when I was turned!’
‘Hold on,’ Ash suddenly said. ‘Ivyanne, can you escort them please?’
Ivyanne turned to her father. ‘What?’
Ash glared at Lincoln. ‘I’m not sure how I feel about this yet, but I don’t fancy the idea of Lincoln and this one spending too much time together without you. Even if flirting was a simple mistake, which it could have possibly been-two newly turned mers alone is a recipe for disaster.’
Lincoln looked crushed. ‘You don’t trust me not to cheat on your daughter?’
Ivyanne felt for Link. She knew he’d been so proud of how easily he’d won the king over that first day. Now Joakim’s tattling had undone all of his hard work. Still, she couldn’t deny that she felt a pang of gratitude for her father’s watchful eye. 
‘Dad, please don’t,’ Ivyanne said quickly. ‘If I can’t trust him, I might as well kill myself now.’ She turned to Lincoln. You brought her in a boat?’
He nodded dumbly.
Ivyanne glanced at the ceiling. ‘Good. I have some things to take from my room to my new place, but I want to have some breakfast first. Can you and Sherri swim back and leave the boat for me?’
‘Sure,’ Lincoln glanced at Sherri. ‘You’ll be fine.’
She shrugged. ‘I trust you.’
‘Then it’s settled. If you want to come over when you finish tonight, that would be nice. But for now, I just want to sit, eat a big breakfast, and pretend the last twenty minutes haven’t happened.’ Ivyanne sat down in her seat once more.
‘Of course I’ll come over tonight,’ Lincoln said, kissing her cheek. ‘But if you want to accompany me now, I won’t mind. It would be lovely.’
‘Working all day? No thanks.’ Ivyanne looked over at Sherri. ‘Besides, it’s unnecessary. I’m her princess now too-she’s got no choice but to be respectful-which means keeping her hands to herself.’
‘Of course,’ Sherri whispered, bowing her head slightly.
Ivyanne smiled sweetly, glancing back up at Lincoln. ‘Then I’ll see you tonight.’
⁓
Ardhi had thought he was beyond the point of being shocked, but the revelations of that morning had shaken him. He hadn’t expected Sherri to show up with Lincoln-the plan had been for Ardhi to claim ‘accidentally’ changing her. He still didn’t know how she’d managed it, but he supposed it would do. He smirked, wondering how long it would be before Lincoln worked out that his newfound ‘gift’ was a farce. You couldn’t change what was already altered-they’d be scratching their heads over that one miracle for years. 
His mother had knocked him for six too with her little tirade and grand breeding scheme. And although he’d agreed with her whole-heartedly, he’d had to at least attempt to shut her up, especially when he saw how horrified everyone else looked at the mere suggestion of his coupling with Ivyanne. Besides, he liked being the most powerful, and he was in no hurry for the other Marked families to interbreed and create mers to rival him -there were flaws in the system, yes, but at the moment they just weren’t his priority. 
He smiled, thinking of how Ivyanne had handled the situation. It never ceased to amaze him with the coherent way she could break down every issue to its very cause. It was like her mind worked twice as fast as any other-which was precisely why he had to play his hand very carefully. He was powerful and sneaky-but she was smarter. She would make a terrific ruler one day.
Ardhi had thought the subject was closed for the day when both Ivyanne and his parents headed upstairs after the recently turned mers had left for the day. But he was wrong.
‘I don’t like it,’ Joakim said, draining the last of his glass of milk, still staring out the window. ‘Did you see the way she was looking at Lincoln?’
Ardhi looked up, interested. ‘That Sherri girl?’ he asked.
Ash Court nodded grimly. ‘Something about her rubs me the wrong way…’
‘I totally saw that,’ Saraya pointed out. ‘Those are the eyes I make when I’m trying to manipulate someone.’
‘You’re just being protective,’ Vana said softly, looking up from her computer. She’d been typing away all morning. ‘When they’re married, you’ll relax. Ivyanne trusts him.’
‘Ivyanne trusts everybody. She’s naïve.’ Ash glanced at Ardhi. ‘I wish your father hadn’t told me that. There are certain things a man doesn’t want to know about his future son-in-law. I respected Lincoln, and didn’t doubt his loyalty for a second. Now I’m not so sure-he seems to be as much of a potential player as Tristan was.’
‘That makes two of us,’ Ardhi was glad to admit. Finally, something was going his way! He’d forgotten that Ash had never liked the Loveridge family much, although why was unclear. ‘He wasn’t exactly pushing her off him, was he?’
‘No,’ Ash said stonily,‘he wasn’t.’
‘You’re making too much of this,’ Vana said to her husband, her tone light. ‘Ivyanne was passing time with Tristan then, remember?’
‘But Ivyanne had serious feelings for Tristan,’ Saraya said softly. ‘I sincerely hope that Lincoln doesn’t actually care for this Sherri girl.’
‘He very well could now, even if he didn’t then,’ the king said solemnly. ‘She’s his charge now. He’s responsible for her. It could muddy the waters.’
‘Well let’s just hope it doesn’t,’ Vana glanced at Ardhi quickly before looking away.
Ardhi had to fight back a smile. Vana was still clearly on edge about discussing Ivyanne’s love life in front of him. Was it possible that he intimidated the queen? Was she secretly afraid that despite everything she’d done to keep him out of power, Ivyanne might choose him in the end anyway?
‘I’ll give him a fair chance,’ Ash said, turning his back on the window. ‘But if he messes up again, if he causes my little girl a drop more of pain now that she’s finally given her heart to him, I will pull the plug on the entire engagement.’
Ardhi’s heart began to race with excitement.
‘But then what?’ Saraya asked.
Ardhi was suddenly very aware of three sets of eyes on him. 
‘Then we’ll know who the worthiest candidate truly is,’ he heard Ash say gravely. ‘And I’ll do no less than order her to marry Ardhi.’
There they were. The words Ardhi needed to hear to rejuvenate his spirits. 
‘I think I’m going to go for a shower,’ he said, not looking at anyone as he left the room, feeling the weight of his phone in his pocket as he jogged up the stairs. When he got to the empty bathroom, he leaned against the wall, and whipped his phone out. His mother had fetched some of his personal possessions for him the night before, in his old leather bag. When he got a chance, he’d have to retrieve his wallet from where he’d hidden it on Tristan’s boat.
‘Green flag,’ he texted Sherri. ‘Do everything within your power.’
After he’d sent that, he texted Adele. ‘Be ready-I may need you here very soon.’
Grinning, Ardhi sauntered into the bathroom, regarding his reflection with pleasure. Lincoln would fail because he was weak. Ardhi could practically feel Ivyanne’s tears on his shoulder already.
 



21.
When Adele’s phone went off early on Sunday morning, Tristan reluctantly rolled out of bed. He was never going to take a soft mattress for granted again. It had been three nights since he’d arrived on Norfolk and was already feeling a lot better.
He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, and looked down at the little screen. 
P: Be ready-I may need you very soon.
Tristan sighed and put the phone in his pocket, making his way into the bedroom he’d imprisoned Adele in since Friday afternoon. Aside from letting her up to do her business and eat some fruit and water, he’d barely paid her any attention, sleeping around the clock and monitoring Adele’s phone. Ardhi had started texting the night before from a number not saved as a contact, asking for weird things-like photos of the tree outside or something else random...obviously for proof that she hadn’t bolted. Tristan had responded on her behalf. 
‘Good morning,’ Tristan said, going to her bedside and sitting on the side of the mattress. ‘How do you feel?’
Adele stared at the ceiling. There were bags under her eyes and her jaw had turned a purplish color. ‘Can you just kill me please?’
Tristan moved to the end of the bed, and began working on the nots of the rope he’d bound her to it with. ‘I’m going to undo these only because I know you’re not stupid enough to take me on a second time. And because by now, you’re probably too weak to even consider it, yeah?’
Adele nodded. ‘Where did you learn to do that anyway? Those knots are tight.’
‘Sailing.’
‘And the punch?’ she asked. ‘Ardhi slugged me once-but it didn’t knock me out. And I didn’t feel it half a week later either.’
‘I’ve dabbled in some training during my travels,’ he said loftily. ‘Japan, Taiwan…. a stint in the Israeli army for kicks….I probably fractured your jaw.’ He glanced up at her. ‘I am sorry, but not really sorry, if you catch my driftwood.’
Adele looked at him. ‘Likewise.’ She eyed him. ‘Will you take me for a swim later?’
He raised an eyebrow. ‘That might be pushing it.’
‘What about the withdrawals?’ she asked, pouting. ‘I mean, it’s not like I’m going to hook up while I’m in this position, am I? I’ll lose my mind if this goes on for too much longer.’ She looked him up an down. ‘Unless you feel like throwing me a crumb….’
Tristan laughed. ‘Um, no. That’s pretty much the worst idea I’ve heard in a while.’
‘Not even a long kiss?’ she asked pleadingly. ‘To take the edge off?’
‘I’d sooner give you codeine.’
She huffed out a breath. ‘Well what about you? You’re going to need something too-I can’t imagine that you’ve hooked up recently. No offense, but you looked like shit when you came in the other day-even if you had been in the water for over a week.’
‘Two weeks actually-and I got badly hurt,’ Tristan reminded her. ‘But no, I didn’t hook up. I just don’t have that in me at the moment.’ Now that he thought about it, Tristan realized that his lack of contact with another person was probably the cause of his mental fatigue. 
‘Well, we could help each other out,’ Adele said. ‘No strings. Just two mers, letting off some steam…...’
‘Yeah, because that worked out so well the last time we did that,’ Tristan rolled his eyes as he unfastened the second knot, smiling in empathy as she instantly began to massage her wrists, wincing. ‘Shake this off and I’ll make you a deal-if you don’t try to do something stupid, like kill me, I’ll let you get up and have a shower.’
Adele eyed him warily. ‘And what do I have to do in return?’
Tristan smiled enigmatically. ‘Tell me everything you know. And then listen as I tell you how we’re going to remedy this situation before the week is out.’
⁓
Lincoln had been exhausted by the time he got to Ivyanne’s on Sunday evening, but the sight of her opening the door wearing nothing but a teal half-bra and skimpy panties had revived him.
‘Why hello Mr Grey…’ She’d purred, stretching seductively along the door jamb. ‘It’s about time you showed up. I’ve been looking forward to this all day.’
‘Oh my god!’ He exclaimed, rising to attention. ‘You own stuff like that? And you’ve been hiding it this whole time?’
She giggled. ‘This whole time? We’ve been together twenty-four hours Link!’
‘Yes but I’ve mentally stripped you four thousand times in those twenty-four hours. Only it was a bikini I was tearing off not…’ he reached out, hooked his finger around the wire between her breasts and yanked her close. ‘Not this. This is different.’
‘Good different?’ She whispered. ‘I went shopping for heels to wear with the dress Saraya is making for me in River City this afternoon and I stumble across this little lingerie boutique, and thought of you…’
‘I’m glad.’ His throat was tight.‘So glad that I’m inclined to get a camera out…’
She laughed, looking self conscious. ‘Oh come on. They’re just boobs.’
‘Are you kidding me?’ Lincoln dumped his bag at the door and yanked her against him, carrying her inside and kicking the door shut behind him. There was a wide mirror across the top of the mantel and he deposited her in front of it, holding her by the shoulders, forcing her to look at herself from the waist up while he concentrated on looking down. ‘Look at you,’ he whispered. ‘Ivyanne I was dead on my feet two seconds ago but now-’ he pressed himself into her. ‘I’m awake. And hot as hell.’
‘Mmm…’ Ivyanne reached around behind him, slid her fingertips under the waistband of his work slacks and squeezed his ass. Her face turned into his neck and she whispered: ‘I’ve been hot all day. And waiting. And eager.’
‘How eager?’ He teased.
She reached up and took his hand, then slid it down the front of her stomach until delicate lace brushed the back of his hand and his fingers sank against something delicate and wet. So wet. ‘This eager.’
‘Ohh…’ Lincoln moaned, flexing his fingers and closing his eyes as lust made him tremble. His other hand fell from her shoulder and slipped under the thin strip of lace at her hip, one lone finger curling around it, following the fabric in a gentle slide until his knuckle rested in the dent at the top of her ass. ‘I think I’m going to have to take advantage of how eager you are-by sliding in first and working every other luscious part of your body later.’
‘Mmm...please do,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve felt so empty all day baby. Now that I’ve had you inside me-every second you’re not is agony.’
Lincoln almost blacked out from the way his blood rushed to his cock at her words. He grunted, tearing her panties down and shoving her forward, bending her with one hand flat against her back as the other reached inside his pants to pull himself free.
‘You’re going to regret saying that,’ he teased, angling himself between her legs. ‘I won’t abide you being in agony for a minute if I can help it.’
Knock knock knock knock knock!

Lincoln groaned.
⁓
‘It’s time to reveal your hand.’ Tristan said to Adele across the battered dining table he’d presented her with dinner on. Only it was more breakfast because of the lack of food he’d encountered. ‘And start by telling me why Ardhi messaged you this morning to say that he might need you soon.’
Adele’s eyebrows lifted as she nibbled on the edge of an orange segment. ‘He did? He must have a phone again. He’s been calling from pay phones for a week.’
‘Well I need to know why.’
She chewed her lip. ‘It means Sherri failed.’
Tristan leaned closer. ‘Sherri? Who’s Sherri?’
‘The girl he found when he went to New Zealand. He was actually scouting for a good-looking, lonely hearts type to recruit for whatever half-cocked plan he had then, and then he found Sherri drinking at some Tavern we stumbled into for dinner. She was drinking a lot, and complaining about how lonely she was to the bartender. Turns out, she worked there. Ardhi made me follow her with him when she left, to see where she lived and get a better idea of what she was like-and to our shock-she walked straight to a bluff and threw herself off it!’ 
Tristan paused looked up from the bagel he was buttering. ‘Off a cliff?! How does she have a face left?’
‘It wasn’t the rocky kind-just a straight drop into the water. Freezing cold water, while drunk, so her intention was to drown-not shatter herself. And she would have succeeded, if Ardhi wasn’t such a stalker.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘He fished her out pretty quickly and revived her, and when she came to, she was glad he had. Apparently she’d had second thoughts on the way down. Now she thinks Ardhi’s a god.’ Adele’s face twisted in a grimace. ‘She’s deluded, and has been brown nosing since day one!’
Tristan was confused. ‘Why did he want someone like that around?’
Adele stirred her freshly squeezed orange juice. ‘Well she’s cute, I guess, and a seasoned hospitality worker. Ardhi got the brilliant idea of sending her ahead to get my old job and put the moves on Lincoln.’
Tristan’s eyes widened. ‘And she agreed?’
Adele shrugged. ‘Well she had nothing going for her in her life, so she was eager to start a new one. Ardhi dazzled her with promises of gorgeous men and a dream job in the tropics, not to mention a community of mers who would come to accept her in time...so long as she did her part first.’
‘So she’s at the resort?’
‘Yep! And she’s seen you twice. Pissed Ardhi off to no end when she reported back about how hot you were-though she’s already got it bad for Link, by the sounds of it.’ 
‘Not hot enough, if she decided to help get me killed anyway.’ He muttered. Suddenly, he remembered teasing Lincoln about the new hire. ‘Is she a little blonde?’
‘Yep. Now, anyway. She was a ranga, but Ardhi made me dye it for her, given Link’s penchant for the fairer maidens.’
Tristan screwed up his face, trying to recall the pixieish girl he’d glimpsed shaking Chase Grey’s hand. ‘She’s not hot the way you and Ivyanne are-Ardhi’s nuts to think she could tempt Lincoln when his other options are that much more...’ he cut himself off, not certain that he wanted to rev up the ego of someone who’d made it her mission to wreck his life.
‘Why thank you,’ Adele purred, with a quick grin. ‘And it’s true. Ivyanne and I are in a higher league-but look at what we’ve done to him because of that. Sherri is cute, for sure-but she’s using devotion as bait, not her looks. And that’s what Link craves above anything else-to feel safe and adored.’ 
‘That’s actually smart.’ Tristan said, thinking of how Lux had rendered Lincoln mute within five seconds of meeting him, just by complimenting him. ‘And Sherri won’t be the only one trying, either. He’s been turning heads, ‘ol Link.’
Adele peeked up through her lashes. ‘How, um, how good does he look?’
Tristan tapped his bagel on his plate, blowing out a breath as he thought it over. He lifted his eyes to Adele and answered, rather reluctantly: ‘Let’s just say that he had me on the back foot, and hopping.’ He smirked. ‘When you see him next, you’re probably going to kick yourself.’
Adele pouted. ‘Damn, I wanted that for him when I returned-not the other way around.’
‘Well you look good too.’ Tristan rushed to change the subject. ‘So does Lincoln know that Sherri is mer?’
Adele shook her head. ‘She and I have to keep this to ourselves for now, so we don’t give Ardhi away. He plans on taking responsibility for us eventually-confessing about me and begging forgiveness, but possibly staging Sherri’s transformation once he’s gotten everyone’s trust back. For now, he just wants her to distract Lincoln, and make him look bad by seducing him.’ She furrowed her professionally arched brows. ‘But if he wants me back, it means she’s failing.’ 
Tristan was confused. ‘Why doesn’t Ardhi just kill him?’
Adele shrugged. ‘He’s got that earmarked as a last resort. Naturally, Ardhi doesn’t want his return being tied to Link’s death-so he won’t play dirty until all else has failed.’ She licked her dry lips. ‘But if Sherri hasn’t gotten it done, then I won’t either. I hurt him too much. Still, I was looking forward to the opportunity to try, just for the chance to get there and whisper in the right ear. I mean, someone was bound to help me, right? Relocate my folks so I could come clean?’
‘Of course someone would have.’ Tristan tore his bagel in two and reached for the cream cheese. ‘Ardhi must trust you a lot, to bring you in. I wouldn’t.’
‘He wasn’t going to at first. But’s he’s got the blackmail factor now that he’s forced me to help with the crash-’ Her icy eyes flashed. ‘Or so he thinks. I’ll go down for it, once my parents are off his radar. Not just for them, but for Link. I owe him that much.’
Tristan appraised her silently. Coming clean about Ardhi at her own expense would have been an incredibly brave move. One he wouldn’t have anticipated coming from such a shallow girl. That’s if she was telling the truth. What did he know about what was going on inside her privileged head?
‘I’d like to commend you for that,’ he admitted. ‘Except it would have been too late to help me.’
‘I did what I could to help you Tristan, but I wasn’t putting myself or my family in jeopardy for a guy I couldn’t stand.’ She shrugged. ‘Sorry, but it’s true. If I’d spoken up, it would have been to save the human passengers, not you. I could have died for that-even sacrificed my family. But Ardhi assured me that the body-count would be minimal, and he was right-so I’ve been trying to come to peace with it as best as I could.’
‘What did you mean by, did your best to help me then?’
Adele sighed. ‘It wasn’t much. Ardhi kept us on a tight leash so I couldn’t make a move. But the house we stayed in, in New Zealand had a full length mirror behind the closet door. Just before we left, I used the lipstick of the woman who lived there, snuck in and wrote: ‘If anything happens to Lincoln or Tristan, Ardhi caused it-but if you can help, don’t let Ardhi know you know, until the gun is at his temple.’ She sighed. ‘It was little more than a shot in the dark-but I knew it belonged to one of his mermaid friends. Ardhi didn’t think she’d be there anytime soon, but I made an effort anyway on the off chance that they’d be able to interfere.’ She paused. ‘I also left a few personal things out in plain sight-more Sherri’s than mine-to tip them off when they’d returned.’
‘Summer house? In New Zealand?’ Tristan frowned. ‘That’s gotta be Lux’s place.’
‘And who is Lux?’
‘Ardhi’s godmother.’
Adele’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Oh are you serious? Oh man...that won’t do me much good when she finds it then, will it? She’ll probably tell him what I’ve done!’
‘I don’t know….’ Tristan thought it over, assessing Lux’s personality-was she more loyal to Ardhi than to the fold? That was the question. The fact that she’d shown interest in Lincoln wasn’t a great sign though. It could make her more inclined to help  Ardhi, rather than hinder him. Either way-he decided not to share that with Adele. It would only make her worry more about her family. ‘At the end of the day, mermaids will do the right thing by their own kind.’ Tristan said. ‘Lux is a smart woman, and has always been kind. I need to believe that she’d tell Vana. But she wouldn’t have seen your message yet-she was in Queensland the day I left. So every day I sit here, trying to recover some strength, Lincoln’s life is in serious jeopardy.’
‘So call them,’ Adele said, pulling her fruit salad back again and spearing a grape with her fork. ‘Warn her. Like I could give a shit anymore if you blow our plan. I’m already screwed.’ She paused. ‘Mind you, I’ve been through too much to get my parents killed now, so if you can find some way to relocate them somewhere Ardhi won’t find them first-I’ll happily bear witness.’ 
‘I can’t just call them-what if they freak out make it worse by tipping him off?’ Tristan shook his head. ‘The note you left was right-we can’t come clean about Ardhi until we know for sure that there’s a loaded gun pointed at his head.’
‘So what are you going to do?’
Tristan smiled. ‘I’m going to kill him first then explain later. And you’re going to help me.’
Adele frowned. ‘Meaning….?’
‘You’ll get your swim,’ he said, mouth watering at the sight of his bagel now that his butter had melted into the crust. ‘But brace yourself because it’s going to be a long one.’
Adele popped the grape into her mouth and grimaced.
⁓
Knock knock knock knock knock!

The urgent thumping came from the front door, the sound loud and echoing through the sparsely furnished house. Ivyanne bolted upright.
‘What the-?’ Lincoln demanded, face creasing.
‘I have no idea! Damn!’ Ivyanne rolled off Lincoln, picked up her kimono and threw it over her lingerie, belting in tight. ‘It has to be an emergency, at this hour though,’ she said, ‘fix yourself up so I can open the door.’ She hurried to the front door, hearing him curse behind her, her pulse racing. What could possibly have gone wrong in the half day since the last disaster?
Ivyanne opened the front door, eyes bulging out of her sockets when she discovered Sherri there, weeping on her doormat. The other girl looked small and scared, so violently was she shivering. 
‘Sherri?’ Ivyanne squeaked.
‘Sherri?’ Lincoln’s voice boomed. She heart the slap of his shoes against the tiles as he came up behind her. ‘What’s going on?’
Sherri’s face was tear-stained. ‘I hope I didn’t wake you guys up,’ she sniffled. ‘I just needed to talk to someone, and Lincoln said that I could find him here if I needed him…’
‘Oh he did, did he?’ Ivyanne pivoted to glare at Lincoln, pissed off beyond belief. ‘How nice of him.’
Lincoln flashed her an apologetic look before stepping forward to fold Sherri in his arms. ‘Why are you crying?’ he asked her. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘I had the worst dream!’ she wailed. ‘So I went down to the beach, to have a swim and shake it off, but when I got there, the water was so dark and so cold...just like last night. I guess I just flipped out!’ she lifted her face to Lincoln’s looking every inch the wounded puppy. ‘Will you come in with me for awhile?’ she asked softly. ‘I really need to but I’m just not ready to swim alone yet.’
Ivyanne almost laughed. She was a veteran mermaid-she knew how to spot crocodile tears when she saw ‘em. ‘Well Sherri, I’m sorry you’ve had a rough night-’
‘Of course I’ll go with you,’ Lincoln interrupted Ivyanne, holding Sherri more tightly against him. ‘We understand.’
‘Really?’ Sherri sniffled. ‘That’s so nice of you!’ 
Ivyanne almost fell over. She gaped at Lincoln, steaming mad, contemplating giving him a good kick up the backside. She was still quaking from being deprived of his body heat while he was happily making plans to go for a swim with another woman? What was wrong with him? Or, what was wrong with her that he could?
Water withdrawals were bad yes, and they could cause nightmares-yes. But it was almost physically impossible for a mermaid to baulk at the water’s edge. Sherri was full of crap. She wasn’t scared of anything but leaving Lincoln alone with the woman she was clearly set on stealing him from. 
Lincoln glanced up at her over Sherri’s head. ‘I’ll be back soon sweetie,’ he said quickly, shrugging helplessly. ‘Unless you want to come?’
‘Oh, I want to come,’ Ivyanne said, finding her voice, ‘but I think I’ll pass on the group skinny dip, if that’s okay.’
‘That’s fine,’ Sherri lifted her face to Ivyanne and smiled sweetly. ‘You don’t need to tag along. I’ll return him when I’m done.’ 
With only a bit of brain and balls missing… Ivyanne thought snidely. She was annoyed at Sherri but she was furious with Lincoln for being such a sap. What was it about the pixie like girl that melted his brain anyway? Ivyanne was losing her patience with it all-fast. She’d order him to stay away from Sherri, but that would make her look threatened. And Ivyanne wasn’t threatened-she was mad.
Sometimes it seemed like Lincoln knew her so well, and at other times, he seemed more clueless when it came to women than Ardhi was. She was starting to work out why Adele had acted like such a bitch-maybe Link had driven her crazy.
‘Back soon,’ Lincoln leaned down and kissed her quickly on the cheek, and seconds later, he and Sherri were off, bolting towards the ocean.
Ivyanne waited until she heard the splash before turning around and slamming the door. She stared at the back of it for a few seconds, and then decisively reached out and slid the dead-bolt across, before going to every other door in the house and doing the same. Then, she switched off the lights and stomped up the stairs hard, enjoying the rattling noise they made, her face hot with anger and rejection. 
Maybe Lincoln was too dumb to realize yet how he’d just offended her, but Ivyanne was certain that the locked doors would send the message home loud and clear.
 



22.
By Monday morning, Tristan was convinced that Adele wasn’t going to run away. He took her for a quick dip in the bay then allowed her to have another shower (Listening at the door the whole time-he wasn’t foolish) before fixing them another meal. When she came out, Tristan was pleased that she didn’t so much as glance towards the front door.
‘Looks good,’ she said, taking a seat at the small timber table. ‘I like this eternal breakfast thing less carbs. Where are you getting the fruit from though?’
‘They have a bit of an orchard in the backyard. And we don’t have much left after this.’ Tristan sat across from her, laying a linen napkin in his lap. He went to spear a piece of rock melon, but stopped when he saw her staring at him. ‘What?’
‘This is quite the spread,’ she said, indicating to the table. ‘You even use a napkin. After spending the last two months in a Queensland pub, it’s strange to encounter a young man with such good table manners.’
He smirked. ‘I’m not a young man. I was raised in a chalet in Macanau in the seventies. If I didn’t use table manners, I copped a flogging.’
She blinked. ‘How old are you?’
‘Forty-one.’ 
‘Wow!’ Adele shook her head, mystified. ‘I hope I look that good at your age.’
‘You will, if you take care of yourself.’ Tristan put down his fork and looked at her. ‘Hold on, what date is it?’
‘February twelfth.’
Tristan laughed. ‘Well, what do you know? I turned forty two almost two weeks ago.’
Adele’s mouth fell open. ‘You missed your own birthday?’
He regarded her coolly. ‘It’s easy to do, when you’re shipwrecked.’ His birthday had been Monday, January 30th. He’d actually forgotten completely, between the job offer and Ivyanne and then, the crash.
Adele dropped her gaze. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘I’m over it,’ he said, finally eating the piece of rock melon and chewing it carefully. He swallowed. ‘Probably won’t catch me on a plane anytime soon though.’
Adele picked up a piece of mandarine, and chewed it quickly, appraising him. ‘You don’t look French. You’re so dark.’
‘My father Emilia, was a romany-gypsy,’ he said. ‘My mother, Simone was French with nordic ancestry. Made me very blonde and very dark. The first mermaid Anna changed was my Great grandmother Helene. She was the daughter of a Viking ship that Anna saved after a wreck. That’s where we come from.’
‘That explains your looks,’ Adele said, blushing and looking back down at her plate. ‘Your accent too. I could never quite place it…’
‘I’m a citizen of the world.’
‘My parents are both Sydney born and bred,’ she said. ‘It always sucked, having such a bland family tree.’
‘Now, you get to start one,’ he said. ‘Adele, there’s nothing stopping you from moving to Italy and marrying the richest, most gorgeous man you can find….’
‘Nothing?’ Adele looked down at her plate. ‘Not even an attempted homicide? Come on-what kind of future am I going to be able to have when all of this comes out? The best I’m hoping for is you rubbing out Ardhi before he kills me.’
‘Who said it had to come out?’ Tristan asked softly.
She looked up, surprised. ‘You wouldn’t tell anyone that I tried to kill you? Why would you do that?’
‘If you follow step and help me save Lincoln’s life, I’ll be happy to view it as redemption.’ He frowned. ‘You didn’t see this coming?’
‘No.’ Adele said frankly. ‘I don’t think I can ever make it up to you. And even if you forgive me, how can I forgive myself? If I hadn’t slept with you then none of this would have happened. I can blame Ardhi until I’m blue in the face but deep down inside...I feel weak, and worthless.’
‘That’s the human inside you recovering from a walk on the dark side.’ Tristan said matter-of-factly. ‘You’ll go through those phases. But being a mermaid...it’s different, you’ll see. Four hundred years is a long time in which to redeem and forgive yourself-and considering you only went along with the homicide part because your parents lives were in danger….well, that’s understandable I guess. If you hadn’t told me that, you’d probably be dead by now.’
Adele snorted. ‘Good to know.’
 ‘You feel like hell now, but you will bounce back-I swear that to you. Our biggest strength is the one on the inside-that’s why I’m not dead. Life is going to get wonderful for you, if you let it. I hope mine will be too.’
‘You think your inner strength is the reason you survived a plane crash?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow.
‘It has to be,’ he said simply. 
She frowned. ‘Why? I mean, Ardhi told me he stabbed you-in the ribs. But you survived that, didn’t you?’
He shrugged. ‘Mers are tough.’
‘So you were stabbed-then you got thrown from your seat with a head wound the size of…’ she glanced at the back of his head- ‘a softball, I’d guess. It’s healing nicely, by the way….’
His hand went to the rough skin on the back of his skull. ‘It’s that big?’ he hadn’t had a chance to look at it. He’d felt the skin healing over and the hair growing through the scab, so he’d forgotten about it. 
‘It’s mortal,’ she confirmed. ‘Tristan you cheated death-twice-and then swum across the Pacific with your brains hanging out the back of your skull….doesn’t that strike you as more than simply : “Tough” ?’
He frowned at her. ‘What are you saying?’
Adele shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s like Ardhi. You have a power….but yours is like a cat-nine lives and all of that.’
Tristan thought about it. The first thought to enter his mind was one of Nigara, and how tank-like his older brother had been. People had joked about Nigara being indestructible, but Tristan had chalked that up to his size. But what if it was more than that? 
Tristan recounted the night that Aubrielle had cleaned his wound out and sewn him up-she had mentioned that it was only an inch or two deep. That hadn’t struck him as odd before-but now when he recalled the attack, he remembered how violently Ardhi had stabbed him...the blade of his ultra-sharp dagger should have sunken in to his flesh, all the way to the hilt. But it hadn’t. Why?
Tristan felt the stirrings of excitement. He thought about his life, and how different he was from the other mermaids. He could fly without issue, and live on land for days at a time without being too bothered by the withdrawals. Sure, he’d always written that tolerance off to the fact that he often indulged in contact-but it had over a month since he’d had sex-but aside from a bit of mental fatigue-he was fine. Yes, he’d been tortured somewhat the week before as his injured body had swum from almost one continent to another-but could another mer have fared as well? He doubted it.
‘Maybe you’re onto something,’ he said softly. ‘There’s no way to test it, of course, but I might be a little tougher than most.’
‘That plane was a mess. My money is on a lot tougher than everyone else.’ Adele’s phone went off and she reached for it. Tristan allowed her to-he could see she’d responded out of reflex, not because she was trying to hide anything from him. She scanned the screen, a deep frown furrowing her brow. ‘Oh….shit.’
Tristan sat up. ‘What?’
Adele’s eyes lifted to meet his gaze. ‘I hope you meant what you said about inner strength Tristan….because you’re going to need it.’
Tristan’s heart began to race. ‘Please tell me that nothing has happened to Link.’
‘Nothing bad...yet.’ Adele sighed and handed the phone over. ‘He and Ivyanne got engaged on the weekend, and apparently they sealed it with a lot more than a kiss.’
Tristan’s blood turned to ice. He scanned the phone, growing rapidly ill as he read the text: Ivyanne’s engagement party is this Saturday night, and I want you here for it. Sherri couldn’t keep him out of Ivyanne’s bed, so if either of you care about him in the slightest, you better pry him out of her hands before I send him into the next life.
The message grew blurry towards the end. Tristan rubbed the back of his hand across his face and felt the tears smear to his temple.
‘Tristan I’m sorry.’ Adele’s voice was church-quiet. ‘I know that doesn’t help but…’
Tristan held up a hand. He couldn’t get a word out-couldn’t even think straight. A lump was forming in his throat, one he didn’t anticipate going away until he locked himself in a room and sobbed it out in privacy. He stood up quickly, his chair toppling over. 
‘Text him that you’re on your way. Then gather anything you need from here and we’ll post it to Sydney,’ he said hoarsely, blinking back tears. ‘We’re leaving-now.’
‘Tristan...my parents…’
‘Will be fine so long as you show up before that party.’ He said roughly. ‘We’ll have to swim to Australia, then north to Seaview. It’s going to take at least three days so we need to set a cracking pace.’
‘Can’t we fly?’ Adele asked. ‘It would save time. I have enough cash to get us tickets to Australia without leaving a paper trail.’
Tristan shook his head. ‘No way. I’m too recognizable-I googled the accident yesterday and saw my face on quite a few websites, along with that basketball player. If anyone’s going to notice me-it’ll be in an airport.’
Adele nodded. ‘Fair enough. It’s just that the furthest I’ve swum is from Hawaii to L.A.’
 ‘That’s actually quite a long distance.’ Tristan couldn’t believe she’d ever suggest flying after what he’d just been through. Maybe she was a nice girl, but sensitivity really wasn’t her strongest suit. ‘Just go pack, okay? I’m going to end this fool before he takes one more thing from-’ Tristan’s voice broke. ‘You have an hour tops, then we’re gone.’
Adele nodded dumbly. ‘Okay,’ she said quietly. ‘Tristan I-’
He held up a hand. ‘Please….’ The knowledge that Ivyanne had made her peace with his death enough to accept Lincoln’s hand was like acid in his veins, and he couldn’t even look at Adele at that moment without wanting to throttle her for her involvement. ‘One hour.’
Adele turned and scurried out of the room. Tristan sank back down at the table, put his head in his hands and let out a wrenching cry. 
⁓
Lincoln awoke in the worst mood on Monday morning. After a half hour swim with Sherri, he’d gone back to Ivyanne’s house, eager to pick up where they’d left off, pleased that he’d done the right thing by his charge-and had been floored to discover that he’d been locked out. 
He must have hammered on her door for twenty minutes, but if she’d heard him, she’d ignored him. When the neighbors light had flickered on, he’d seen that he was fighting a lost battle, and trudged back to his room with Sherri, who had loyally waited for him, stammering apologies-both of them wet and cold. 
Lincoln had been beside himself with outrage at first. Ivyanne hadn’t seemed angry that he’d agreed to accompany Sherri to the water.
Then the : ‘Or had she?’ Moment had come. By the time Lincoln got into his own bed, he’d realized that he hadn’t even asked if it was all right. He’d just gone-without looking back, assuming Ivyanne understood.
But how would she understand? She didn’t like Sherri, and she wasn’t happy that Lincoln was working so closely with her as it was. He’d come over for their first romantic night alone and then taken off with another naked girl! Lincoln had tried to imagine Ivyanne doing the same thing to him with another guy, and he cringed from the flash of red-hot jealousy. 
Okay, so he’d stuffed up-big time. Again. What was wrong with him? He finally had everything he wanted and yet he couldn’t seem to remember that it was a blessing he was supposed to be cherishing when it counted most. 
Sherri was normal with him all day, acting as though nothing had happened. She was bright and bubbly, and kept his coffees coming, which he drank even though he was trying to cut back. He didn’t want to offend her-he knew she was feeling like a boat without a mooring as it was, and putting on a brave face so he wouldn’t feel guilty for having deprived her of a regular, human future as a kindness to him. 
Still, Lincoln knew that he couldn’t allow Sherri to continue to come between himself and his beautiful fiancé, even if it meant hurting his waitress’s feelings, which he hated doing.
Lincoln pulled out a pad and a pen and leaned over the bar, jotting down all of the things Ivyanne loved-her favorite flower, her favorite colors, her favorite foods...Vana had called him the day before and asked him to organize the engagement party for himself and Ivyanne for that Saturday night-the night before Tristan’s memorial out on Bracken. That meant that he had four days to plan the sort of party that would leave no question in Ivyanne’s mind as to his feelings for her. 
In the meantime, guests had started arriving on Saturday afternoon-guests who had shown up for Tristan’s funeral as well- so the resort was almost at capacity which had his father grinning, but Lincoln nervous. He was going to be flat out between then and the party. How was he going to make time for her as well?
In the end, he’d decided to give Ivyanne one day to cool off, sending her apologetic text messages every chance he got so she’d know that he was sorry, but giving her the physical space to calm down and hopefully-miss him. It was probably best to steer clear of her for awhile anyway-her lack of text responses told him that he wasn’t going to be getting off lightly. Why spend hours banging her door down when he could filter that energy into throwing her the most beautiful party she’d ever had?
Until then, he’d have to utilize Sherri as much as he could-by forcing her to be involved in his love life. If she did still have feelings for him, then helping him pick a cake for Pintang to bake his fiancé was sure to make his unavailability clear. And if she didn’t take the hint...well, there were bar jobs all over Seaview. She didn’t need to be in his care if she was going to screw him with his own kindness.
⁓
Ivyanne met Dalton on the dock of the small marina on Tuesday morning, her heart pounding nervously in her chest at the thought of coming face to face with Tristan’s boat again. But she’d called Dalton to organize a check up on his marine craft so that when his parents came, they’d be able to decide what to do with it. 
‘Good morning princess,’ Dalton said, addressing her formally for the first time in a long time. His handsome face was full of concern. ‘I’ve been down to the boat and had a look around...but Tristan was tidy. It won’t even need a cleaning before putting it on the market.’
‘I’m still not sure if it’ll get sold that way.’ She said, stroking the side of the vessel lovingly. ‘Maybe mum will like it. I’d take it but I don’t think Link would appreciate that.’ She frowned, thinking that in her current mood, she may just buy it to piss Lincoln off. He wasn’t letting up with the woeful text messages, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her anger either. If he wanted to prove that he wasn’t into Sherri, he could do it by not pissing Ivyanne off in the first place! After all, this was incident number three.
‘Maybe not.’ He stepped on deck. ‘If you have a good idea of what was inside, best off checking that stuff out too. We had a boat stolen a few weeks ago, and a few expensive items have gone missing from others since then.’ Dalton grimaced. ‘It’s been a nightmare. This is such a sleepy area. I wasn’t prepared to deal with security stuff. I’ve barely gotten a wink of sleep since.’
‘If someone is robbing this area, then that’s just awful.’ Ivyanne commiserated, hoping that Tristan hadn’t left any personal effects of value behind.
‘So are the owners when they’ve found out.’ Dalton bemoaned. 
‘If they’re giving you a hard time, just sing ‘em out of their senses.’ Ivyanne joked.
Dalton extended his hand to Ivyanne, helping her up onto the pristine white deck of Tristan’s boat. ‘How many yacht club owners do you think serenade the fishermen?’ he cracked, then sobered. ‘But even if I would-my voice doesn’t work like that.’
Ivyanne glanced up at him, surprised. ‘It doesn’t?’
He shook his head. It was reddish brown, shot through with streaks of silver and blonde and looked full of vitality under the sun. ‘Nope. I can sing-and well-but the biggest reaction I’ve ever gotten for it is a round of applause. A lot of us Court-Zara’s can’t siren.’
‘Wow. No, I didn’t know that.’ Ivyanne looked around the deck, remembering the last time she had been standing there, surging into the sea looking for Ardhi and Lincoln. She shivered at the memory. ‘You can scream though, right?’
‘For sharks? Oh yeah. But manipulating people’s emotions? Never. Your mum once told me that it had something to do with dilution of our genes. I’m fifth generation half blood-I suppose it’s not all that surprising.’
Ivyanne walked towards the cabin, chewing her bottom lip. She was assessing the boat for signs of disturbance, but her mind was focused on Dalton’s lack of sirening abilities. What if singing wasn’t the only thing to fall prey to evolution? What if the shark thing went, or the ability to breathe for longer than a few minutes? Would a fifteenth generation mermaid be no more than a human with strong swimming capabilities? It was a scary thought, and it brought her back to Eka’s tirade...obviously breeding with Ardhi wasn’t the solution-the Marked families were doing fine...but perhaps it was time for her mother to do something about the dilution in the Court Zara line, which was just as significant to their species as her own side. After all, the Court-Zara’s made up seventy percent of their population-they needed protection too.
At least they had two very good solutions-Lincoln and Ardhi. The more humans they could turn-for both sides of the kingdom to breed with-the more fortified both sides would be. She’d have to get Saraya to investigate….make notes of who could do what, and which chains were the weakest. Once they knew which areas needed most addressing, they’d have a better idea of how to tackle the problem. 
‘Where is Link anyway? Figured he’d be glued to your side today.’
‘Why’s that?’ Ivyanne asked, still looking around.
‘Because it’s Valentine’s Day, of course.’
Ivyanne looked up, shocked. ‘It is?’
Dalton nodded. ‘I know it’s more of a human than a mer thing, but considering how exposed we are to the human race around here, it’s pretty hard to avoid.’
‘I’ve been staying at home. And Link’s busy with work.’ Ivyanne shrugged. ‘I’ve never had a Valentine before. It honestly didn’t occur to me. Usually, I just hung out with Ardhi and made fun of those celebrating it.’ The recollection made her feel a pang in her chest. Ardhi. She’d left things with him on pretty shaky terms Saturday night, and then had agitated the situation further by her little tirade Sunday morning. He’d chosen to stay, turning his back on Lux for her benefit. Ivyanne ignoring him on top of that had to be hurting. Maybe, she should go see him in the daylight, face to face, and without having slept with someone two minutes beforehand. 
‘Yeah, I’m dateless too. It’s a busy night in hospitality-I have sixteen dinner bookings already.’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘You know...there is a new single mermaid within our midst-Sherri. Have you met her yet?’
Dalton shook his head. ‘Nah, I’ve heard of her though. No offense, but I’m not really into blondes.’
‘Lies,’ Ivyanne joked. ‘Everyone’s into blondes.’
‘Hmm...maybe. Lux looked good with blonde hair, though I preferred the red…. It’s a shame she left so quickly. I would have liked to hang out with her at your engagement party this weekend.’
‘Yes well, unfortunately, she would have preferred to hang out with the groom-to-be instead, while shooting the bride-to-be death stares for not marrying her damn godson.’ Ivyanne descended into the belly of the boat, turning left to the galley, which was almost as nice as her own kitchen albeit smaller. There were two cups sitting in filmy, cold dishwater in the sink, and a tea towel was on the floor, that looked out of place.
‘I heard about that, and it’s a damn shame.’ Dalton said. ‘I mean, did she have to take off like that? Ditching Ardhi the day he returned? It’s so contradictory to what I’ve gleaned about their bond.’
‘Yeah well, that’s my doing.’ Ivyanne said. ‘I ordered her out of my house.’
‘That doesn’t mean she had to leave the region.’ Dalton muttered. ‘Poor Ardhi.’
That remark gave Ivyanne pause for thought as she knelt to pick up the dish towel. It was strange. Lux had cared enough to scream at her for hurting Ardhi, then had just taken off, leaving him behind in the state he’d been in? What had transpired between the two of them, once she’d gone upstairs? How was he feeling about it? 
Probably awful. She thought. Yeah, I need to see him. Today. Her hand closed around the rag and she frowned to feel how damp it was. 
‘Someone’s used the kitchen.’ 
Dalton was at her side. ‘Really?’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘Dirty dishes in the sink-Tristan would never leave dirty dishes especially considering he was going for..’ She cringed at the recollection of being dumped. ‘A while. And this tea towel is wet.’
‘So?’
‘So it’s still wet, or slightly-and Tristan left over two weeks ago.’ Ivyanne hung it up to dry. ‘Besides, why would a dish towel be used when the washing up wasn’t finished? Look at the sink-everything clean has been put away. I think that was used to mop up a spill.’
Dalton climbed down after her. ‘Anything else?’
‘I don’t know yet…’ Ivyanne moved to the ajar cupboard door and frowned, opening it. The contents were messy and jumbled. ‘It’s disorganized- that’s not good. Tristan is pedantic about neatness….Pintang said that when she cleaned his room, it rarely required anything. Said he lined up all of his things in the kitchenette with the labels facing the same way.’ She motioned to the cupboard. ‘This looks like it’s been ransacked.’ Ivyanne shut the door then opened the one next to it. A small plastic trash can was inside. ‘Oh wow! There’s a Big Mac wrapper in here.’
Dalton leaned against the cupboard. ‘I’d say : ‘So’ but I have a feeling you’ll be able to tell me why that’s weird…?’
‘It’s weird all right-Tristan is a vegetarian.’ 
‘Okay yeah...then Big Mac is bad.’ Dalton agreed.
Ivyanne shut the cupboard door and turned to the lounge area on her right, where the gleaming white corner lounge was wedged in behind a large, fixed table. ‘No doubt-someone’s been in here!’
Dalton cleared his throat. ‘Um...Ivyanne? Is it possible that Tristan had a, um...nocturnal visitor? Someone he picked up in River City maybe? Took her to McDonalds, brought her back here...had a cup of tea and then had to split in the morning?’
Ivyanne turned and smirked at him. ‘Very possible-but no.’ She pointed to the couch, where a throw blanket and the cushions from the two armchairs had been left. ‘If Tristan had a guest...they certainly wouldn’t have slept on the couch.’
Dalton blushed. ‘Probably not.’ 
Ivyanne sighed. ‘Sorry Dalton-but someone’s been here and crashed for a night at least. Whoever it was has been careful-I don’t think we’re talking about an average bum here-they’ve been sneaky about it.’ She shrugged. ‘But look...whoever was here is obviously gone and didn’t come here with malicious ideas.’
‘That’s a bloody relief,’ Dalton said. ‘This boat is worth…. a lot more than I think my insurance is going to cover. It’s the fanciest one here!’
‘It is?’ Ivyanne hadn’t noticed.
Dalton bobbed his head. ‘This is a tiny, local Marina. People don’t keep Princess Yachts here-they take them up north, or south to the harbor.’
‘Princess yacht?’ Ivyanne repeated.
‘That’s the brand.’ Dalton slid his hand along the gleaming timber kitchen panelling. ‘V45. Towards the lower end of their scale but still-this baby’s worth millions.’
Ivyanne was gobsmacked that Tristan had spent so much on a boat-just so he had somewhere to live while he pursued her! And one branded after royalty. It took her a moment to find her voice. The idea of buying the boat for sentimental sake went flying out the window-no way would she ask her mother for a multi-million dollar yacht when she needed so much already to buy into LoveSun.
 ‘Well... I don’t think there’s anything to worry about anyway.’
Dalton shrugged. ‘Okay. But I dare say I’ll be hiring a night watchmen soon.’
‘That’s probably a good idea. You can go back to work now if you want Dalton-I’ll have one last look around and then lock up.’
‘Cool. Thanks for your time Ivyanne. I guess I’ll see you on Saturday night?’
‘Saturday night?’ Ivyanne repeated. And then she remembered-the party. ‘Oh...right. Sure.’
‘Bye.’ Dalton turned and walked quickly to the small ladder leading up to the deck.
‘Bye.’
Ivyanne waited until his feet had disappeared onto the upper deck before making her way down to the owner’s stateroom, blushing in anticipation of the flashback she was about to submit herself to. She caught her breath when she entered, the memories backwashing through her bloodstream. She crossed to the bed-which was perfectly made as she’d expected, and flung herself facedown on it, burying her head in the pillows which still contained a whiff of Tristan’s unique and utterly heavenly scent.
I miss you, she told him morosely and hugged the pillow tight. But the back of her hand grazed something hard-something that didn’t belong there. She lifted the pillow, swallowing hard when she saw the small, blue velvet box beneath it. 
Ivyanne sat up and held the box in her trembling hand, terrified of opening it but knowing she wouldn’t be able to resist. She popped the lid and gasped out loud when her eyes landed on the brilliant, diamond encrusted ring wedged on the satin pillow. 
‘Tristan Tristan…..’ she whispered, holding the box up to the light. ‘What did you do?’
The ring was exquisite-Ivyanne had never seen another like it. It was either a platinum band-or white gold-Ivyanne wasn’t a jewelry connoisseur-and it twisted into the perfect shape of a shell. The entire surface, every curve and spiral, was embedded with countless diamonds. It was ostentatious and completely impractical, ‘bling’ in its truest form, and Ivyanne would never have been able to wear it a day in the ocean without fretting. It was a ring made to draw attention-the last thing on earth Ivyanne would ever have dreamed of designing herself!
And Ivyanne loved it. She held it in her hands, gazing at it, itching to try it on but knowing nothing she could ever do would be as cruel to Lincoln then to take off his engagement ring and experiment with another man’s. So Ivyanne shut the box, a tear rolling down her cheek, and replaced it under the pillow. She would come back for it-but at that moment she couldn’t bear to look at it. Because when she tried to envision him getting down on one knee and presenting it to her….Ivyanne couldn’t imagine that she would have had any answer other than yes for him.
 ‘Happy Valentine’s Day, Tristan,’ she said softly and walked out of the room.
 



23.
Lincoln was staring at the mock up of the finger food menu for his engagement party when he felt two hands slip around his waist. A second later, soft lips pressed a kiss to his cheek.
‘Happy Valentines Day handsome.’ A sultry, female voice whispered in his ear.
Lincoln’s heart skipped a beat. Valentines Day? He’d completely blanked! But his initial panic was wiped by the feeling of joy knowing that Ivyanne had sought him out to bring it to his attention! She wasn’t mad any more! He spun around to plant the biggest kiss on history on her perfect lips and almost jumped out of his skin when he found himself nose-to-nose with Sherri.
‘Whoa!’ Lincoln disentangled her hands from his waist. ‘I thought you were Ivyanne!’ 
Sherri pouted. ‘Not the response I was hoping for.’
‘Aww come on Sherri.’ Lincoln slid his notebook further down the bar, creating distance between them. ‘Don’t take it personal. You know how it is.’
Sherri sighed, slipping her small leather bag under the bar into one of the cupboards she’d had Ivyanne clean and then adjusted the red bandana tied around her cropped blonde hair. ‘Yeah yeah.’
Lincoln felt exasperated. What kind of reaction could this girl possibly expect from him? When was she going to move beyond her pointless crush? ‘Is it really Valentines Day?’
‘Yep.’ Sherri said flatly, signing in on the hours book in loopy, childlike writing. ‘You forgot? Like you aren’t in enough trouble as it is.’
Lincoln rolled his eyes. That was a low blow. Sherri knew damn well that she’d been the one to get him in Ivyanne’s dirty books the night before. He reached for the phone on the wall. ‘Well that ends now. I’m sending over flowers and a dinner invitation for tonight. ’
Sherri whirled around, frowning. ‘But Link, you said yesterday that you’d take me on a long swim after work tonight so I could work on my breathing! Now you’re going to ditch?’
‘For my girlfriend? On Valentines Day? Yes.’ Lincoln said shortly. ‘In the meantime I have a list there for things we can get done for the party today. The function room is almost up and running so if you want to take the box with the decorations and stuff in there to start, that would be good.’
‘Fine.’ Sherri snapped. ‘Anything else you need me to do? Shall I go hand pick the flowers for her and ask to polish her crown?’
He ignored her snarky questions, surprised at the venom in them, and thinking of how often people had concealed their true natures from him because of his naivety. Well no more. ‘If you want to do something for me Sherri, keeping your hands to yourself is a good start. There is no us, and there’s never going to be. And the next time you wrap your arms around me-I’ll be asking the queen to deal with it instead of handling it myself. And something tells me, that I’m a hell of a lot nicer about it than she will be.’
Sherri’s mouth fell open, but she snapped it shut and turned on her heel, fleeing the room. It was hard for Lincoln to go against his instincts to follow her and brush her tears away, but he turned his back to the door, realizing for the first time that he wasn’t the boss who took advantage of his pretty wait staff-but the one taken advantage of. 
Well I was, he thought, fishing into his pocket for his credit card. But I’m not going to be anymore.
⁓
Ardhi’s mouth went dry when he saw Ivyanne emerge on the shore in front of the house, looking like a water-bound angel as she rolled onto her back and tilted her pelvis to the sky, fastening the triangle of her swimsuit at her hip with a loopy knot-completely unaware that he was watching from the hammock.
Ardhi had spent two days in a bad mood that he’d been trying to pass off as contemplative and serene. It was a necessary maneuver- for as much as he wanted to run off after Ivyanne and get in her face and force her to realize that she missed him there, he knew it would be counterproductive. He needed everyone’s trust, and if he chased the princess like the lovesick boy he was, he’d only serve to convince people that he was still a threat. It was true of course, but they didn’t need to know that.
They needed to look away.
Ardhi couldn’t look away though. Not then. Ivyanne’s bikini had become displaced during her swim, exposing the majority of her left breast to the air. He stared at it, his teeth sinking into his lip as the strongest wave of arousal he’d ever ridden dumped him in the froth, stole his breath. She twisted, working her swimmers into place, flashing a glimpse of the mound between her legs that had been the catalyst for his insanity and he groaned, rubbing himself quickly, trying to quell the ache. In that moment, he couldn’t blame Lincoln or Tristan for having conquered her without regard for their kind-it was something to die for, something to kill for.
Ivyanne sat up and Ardhi closed his eyes, feigning sleep, wondering if she’d see him, or hear his heartbeat?
‘Hey Ardhi,’ Ivyanne’s voice was breathless, no doubt from wrestling her curves into her clothes where they clearly resisted. ‘Are you awake?’
‘Hmm?’ Ardhi lifted his chin, then opened his eyes slowly. She was only a foot away, leaning over him, smiling tentatively. Her hair swung wetly like a curtain over one shoulder, staining the dry sand. ‘Oh..hey Ivyanne. God...you’re beautiful.’ 
Her eyes widened slightly, but then she smiled. ‘I’ll let that one go because you’re half asleep and I could do with a compliment today.’
Ardhi smiled and sat up. ‘Really?’ He openly checked her out. ‘Because I have about thirteen at the moment, and they’re just for your legs.’ He mock scowled at her. ‘The fact that you were surprised that a man would kill another man over you doesn’t say much for your intelligence, hon. Either that or you don’t own a mirror. Hating on me for it isn’t really fair.’
She snorted, but he could tell she appreciated him making light of it. ‘Actually Ardhi, you’d be disappointed in me, because I’ve been looking in the mirror a lot more lately, and I don’t mind what I see so much now.’ She ducked her head. ‘Its kind of nice to feel pretty. And it can be kind of comforting, while other woman are moving on your territory.’
He laughed. ‘Uh-oh. Someone’s becoming human.’
‘I am. It’s scary.’ Ivyanne extended her hand. ‘Anyway...I came out here to see you. I want to apologize for the other day. I mean, I won’t take it back-but I’m sorry I felt the compulsion to piss you off to the best of my ability, to check you for crazy.’
It was his turn to snort. ‘So am I.’ He let her pull him to his feet, and for the first time in weeks, he felt warm, and welcome, and necessary to someone. It was nice, like sinking into a bubble bath. ‘But I can forgive you, like you forgave me.’
‘Thank you. And pass my apologies onto Lux, okay? I didn’t want her in my house, given the way she was speaking to me-but I don’t begrudge you her friendship.’ She glanced at him as they walked towards the house. ‘You can tell her to come back, okay? I’ll even arrange a room for her at the resort. You need her, and I need you to have all the support that’s available to you-especially since I’ve withdrawn so much of my own.’
Tears sprang to Ardhi’s eyes and he looked away, horrified. Lux! God...Lux. The memory of burying her body, letting the dirt rain down on her face, kept him awake at night, torturing him. He didn’t know how he’d gone through with it, and it was almost as though he hadn’t-like some entity had possessed him in that moment of rage, seizing control of his mind, forcing his actions like he was more puppet than man.
Sometimes Ardhi looked back on the things he had done, and wondered if maybe he was possessed-and in those moments, the good remaining within him, the perfection of the mer spirit he’d once embraced-took comfort in the fantasy. If only he could blame something else for his darkness! How freeing that would be!
But then there were the times when he was okay, and he was in his mother’s arms, and she was telling him what a good boy he was and for a moment-he’d believe her. But then he’d catch sight of a picture of Tristan or Lux-and smile triumphantly, pleased with himself for not only taking out those who would do him harm-but keeping his mother’s love in the process and fooling them all.
That’s when he knew he was the monster. Not the puppet. The only thing he was a slave to, was his heart.
‘She’s pretty mad at me for not going with her,’ he said. ‘I don’t think she’ll take my calls yet, but I’ll try again in a day or so. I know Lux, she needs to cool down for awhile after an upset, and if I don’t stand to my guns, she’ll only hate me more for being weak.’
‘Well...fair enough.’ Ivyanne said, looking a bit bewildered. ‘In the meantime then, can we hang?’
His grin was genuine. ‘You want to hang with me?’
‘Sure.’ She nudged him with her shoulder. ‘I love you, you dopey bastard. I never stopped.’
‘I never stopped loving you either.’ He reached down and wove his fingers through her wet, sandy ones. ‘If all I get is your time every now and then, I’ll get through this Ivyanne.’ 
She raised their interwoven fingers to her lips and kissed them, green eyes glowing. ‘Then let’s hang.’
⁓
‘Man, I’m sorry-I know this is a romantic movie but I would kick his ass if I was that chick’s fiancé!’ Ardhi indicated to the screen. ‘Okay he’s bad, I get it, but he’s also funding a trans-Atlantic trip for her and her pain in the ass mother and what does she do? Seduces someone in third class? Jack’s cool, but he wouldn’t shower much!’
Ivyanne giggled. She’d forgotten how much fun it was to watch movies with Ardhi. ‘You know it’s a shame you’re so adverse to the internet. You’d make a hilarious movie critic or blogger.’
Ardhi snorted. ‘If that’s my calling in life, I may as well hang myself now.’
‘You have a calling?’ She teased.
He looked at her. ‘I think I do. What do you think?’
‘I think you were given your powers for a reason,’ she said softly. ‘You’ll find out what, eventually. Until then, your calling is to watch movies with me and make fun of them.’ Ivyanne turned in time to see the actress in the scene lift the fingers of the male character to her lips and kiss them hesitantly. 
‘Oh...man!’ She made a face, twisting towards Ardhi to pull her knees up so she could stretch back and rub her aching feet. ‘This is so awkward.’ 
‘I think it’s actually kind of sweet,’ he said. ‘To see the woman make the move.’
‘But she’s a virgin!’ Ivyanne said. ‘He should take charge. If he’d pounced when they were on the couch this would have played out much better.’
Ardhi didn’t say anything to this. Ivyanne glanced at him, a chill running down her spine when she discovered that his grey were trained on her, not the screen. When he’d glanced at her last, they’d been twinkling with merriment. Now, however, his look was dark and contemplative.
‘Maybe he’s nervous.’ He said quietly, his gaze lowering to her mouth. ‘Maybe she’s so beautiful, so out of his grasp, that even though he wanted to pounce her, he was terrified of what would happen if he did.’ His eyes moved down her neck, lingering there, and he wet his lips. ‘Maybe he’s a virgin too, and wouldn’t know where to start.’
Ivyanne replayed what she’d said last in her mind and, and almost cringed on the phrase: ‘He should have just pounced while they were on the couch.’
I am so stupid. She thought, mortified and rendered speechless by her own idiocy. No wonder The Little Mermaid had her tongue cut out! I could stand to be turned to sea foam, right now!
Knowing she had nothing to say in response to that, that wouldn’t make her feel like a bigger heel, or embarrass poor Ardhi, she turned back to the screen, heart racing as she was forced to come to terms with the obstacle lying between them, and the prospect of a renewed friendship. He was still in love with her. And his flirtatious words, whether spoken because he thought he’d been provoked, or merely because he wanted to be-indicated that he still wanted more than she could ever give.
The question was-could he grow out of it? Was he even going to try? Or was his stubborn nature going to keep lighting torches for her until he burned them all to cinders?
‘Or maybe the actors just couldn’t work up some decent chemistry. I mean, you can’t force that kind of thing, can you?’ She nodded towards the screen again, and went for a subject change. ‘Doesn’t she look a bit like Lux?’
Ardhi draped his arm across the back of the couch, resting it against her hair, and inched closer. ‘A little…’ he said softly. ‘As for the lack of chemistry-well he hasn’t kissed her yet, has he? I dare say that when he does, it’ll heat up.’
Ivyanne’s stomach rolled. Oh no oh no! She thought, wildly searching for a valid reason to extricate herself from the situation without looking desperate.
‘Ivyanne?’ Her mother’s voice carried over the top of the movie easily. ‘Have you seen my crown? I had it out the other day remember? Only now, it’s gone missing.’
‘Oh!’ Ivyanne tried to conceal her relief as she sprang to her feet. ‘Yeah, Lux had it the other night. I took it up to my room. I’ll go get it now, so you can lock it away until the wedding.’
‘Want me to pause the movie?’ Ardhi asked.
‘Nah, I can miss this part. It’s just not working for me.’ Ivyanne said, practically trotting across the dining room. 
‘Oh...okay.’ Ardhi sounded somewhat disgruntled. ‘Hurry back.’
‘Sure.’ The lie left her lips even as she was thinking of reasons to have to return to the mainland immediately. When she turned to pass her mother and head up the stairs, Vana’s hand shot out, gripped hers briefly, and squeezed.
Ivyanne looked at her, startled, and then realized that her mother knew she had just bailed her out of an uncomfortable situation. She mouthed a ‘thank you’ and Vana nodded, releasing her.
‘You know what Ardhi?’ Vana’s voice followed her up the stairs. ‘I might watch this with you two. Lincoln was raving about it at Saraya’s party, so I might give it another shot.’
‘Ahhh...yeah okay…’ Ardhi sounded less than enthused.
When Ivyanne arrived in her bedroom, she gripped the door jamb and bent over, sighing in relief to be alone and let the shiver of repulsion roll down her spine unchecked. 
Dammit Ardhi! How can you love someone who is repelled by your intimacy? How can you be so oblivious to it? How can I make you see that I was more comfortable when there was hatred in your eyes, instead of lust?
When that was out of her system, she moved to her antique white-washed dresser and picked up the square box she’d dumped there the other night while furious with Lux. The dresser was bare, as was most of her room, stripped except for a few comforts she’d left behind for when she visited. 
Mum will wear this on Saturday night, she thought, opening the box and smiling fondly down at the circlet for the first time ever. It was tradition for the crown to be worn by the queen at all significant events. I hope the humans just think she’s eccentric. I hope it makes Ardhi realize this is actually happening!
But something was off- instead of being perched directly on it’s blue velvet backing, the crown was atop a piece of folded paper. Ivyanne put the box down, moved the crown to the dressing table surface, and opened the piece of paper. It was a note, written like a letter, in beautiful script. And it was addressed to her.
 
Dear Ivyanne,
If you are reading this near Ardhi, hide it now. Read alone.
I wanted to apologize for any unnecessary strain I’ve put on your relationship with Lincoln. He is a wonderful man-but I don’t want him. I merely don’t want you together right now, and have been trying to drive him out of your arms, and out of harm’s way.
I recently returned to my house in New Zealand, and was disturbed to find evidence that someone had been staying there. I don’t know all the facts yet, and I am hesitant to put anything to paper that will incriminate Ardhi unfairly-and will do my best to prove him innocent of my disloyal instincts before I say more...but his return today was not as much of a surprise to me as you might have expected-I’ve come to Seaview believing that it was imminent. 
In my house, hidden in my closet, was a note, written in lipstick warning me that if something happened to Lincoln or Tristan-that it was Ardhi’s doing. But that I shouldn’t raise the issue until I was in a position to kill him. It was unsigned. 
I love Ardhi, and I have to have faith that he is a good boy, and not capable of doing harm more than he already has. But caring for him means getting to the root of the issue.
I am not prepared to kill him, as instructed by the note in my closet. I never could be. But I will implore him to be honest. God willing, he is.
I will say nothing more now, and will come to destroy this note, or tell you I was wrong, if warranted. 
But if I learn something sinister, I will meet you at sunrise on the beach in front of your house-Ardhi never was a morning person- every morning until you come, to confess all I know without him being aware of it.
Please, use caution, and keep your darling Lincoln safe.
-Lux. 
 
Ivyanne’s hands curled around the note, crushing it. Her mind had been wiped of everything but panic. Had Lux come? The note had been written on Saturday, before she’d picked the fight with Ivyanne, shoving the box into her arms-on purpose. Planted. Executed beautifully.
And it was still there. Lux hadn’t come to take it, or her warning back. So what did that mean? Dread filled her stomach and suddenly, sunrise couldn’t come fast enough.
‘Ivyanne?’ Her mother’s voice called up the stairs. ‘Lincoln is on the phone! He sounds quite desperate to talk to you honey!’
Ivyanne acted quickly, pulling open one of the empty drawers in her dresser and stuffing the note towards the back, behind some odd socks. Then she replaced the crown in it’s box and snapped the lid shut. Blood pounding in her ears, she hurried downstairs, trying to compose her face.
‘Yeah, here she is,’ Vana covered the mouthpiece of the phone and held it out. ‘Are you two okay?’ She asked quietly, frowning. ‘He sounds nervous.’
Ivyanne glanced over at the back of Ardhi’s head, Lux’s warning foremost in her mind-especially the Lincoln part. 
‘Yeah well, he should be after the way he’s been all over Sherri.’ She hated herself for the look of horror on her mum’s face, but told herself it was for Lincoln’s own good. ‘Tell him I’m coming back now, and I might call him back, if I feel like it then.’
Vana went quiet for a moment, listening, then said :‘He said, he heard that.’ The queen looked pained.‘Now he’s really upset, and wants to make it up to you for missing Valentine’s Day.’
‘Like I said, I’ll think about it.’ Ivyanne turned to Ardhi. ‘Kayu-Api? Hate to do this to you mate, but I have to go. I have a defunct fiancé to handle-maybe. We cool?’
‘Yes Lincoln, you heard her,’ Vana said quietly into the phone. ‘She’ll call, just be patient. Okay, bye.’ Her mother hung up the phone and stared at her. ‘What’s going on?’
‘Nothing you need to tell dad about, let’s put it that way.’ Ivyanne said in a bored, cool voice.
Ardhi looked at her, his expression a mixture of surprise, disappointment and something else...glee? ‘ You shouldn’t go. Valentine’s Day is kind of our thing, you know. If you want, we could go grab some dinner or something in River City-you can cry about your man, I can cry about you…’
Ivyanne tried to look amused and tempted. ‘That actually sounds kind of good, I haven’t had Subway for awhile....’
‘Subway?’ Ardhi made a face. ‘Ivyanne if you’re going to eat junk, you should eat junk. Come with me, and I’ll introduce to a wonderful concept called Big Macs.  Saraya’s making risotto tonight which I hate, and guess who gets stuck with scraping the burned rice off the pan after?’
‘That would be me,’ Vana said dryly. ‘You just fill it with water and leave it there.’
Ivyanne turned to stone, seeing the Big Mac wrapper from Tristan’s boat in her mind. Her brain was decoupage by discarded wrappings and hidden notes, and her stomach was stuffed with unrealized nightmares.
‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, hearing the tremble in her voice. ‘I need to punch some things first.’
‘Okay. Call me.’
‘Okay.’
‘I mean it, if you don’t, I’ll rock up on your door with burgers and force you to eat them with me in front of that lovely large T.V I’m dying to try out.’
‘Okay.’ She laughed, but it was getting harder not to cry. ‘I’ll call.’ Ivyanne gave her mother the box, kissing her on the cheek and turning away, not liking the way the queen was obviously trying to read her thoughts through her eyes. No one could know those thoughts-and the more they meant to her, the less she could share with them. At least until she’d made contact with Lux.
Or had a gun to Ardhi’s head.
The blanket on the couch, the contempt for basic cleaning, the Big Macs...Ardhi had stayed on Tristan’s boat, she was certain of it. Anyone else would have slept on a bed-anyone who wasn’t disgusted by it, that was. He hadn’t been delirious, trawling the waters home-he’d been composed, nearby-near a house he’d just offered to show up at-a house he hadn’t been told was hers.
Had seen. 
He’d watched her.
Ivyanne forced herself to wave casually as she hurried for the door, hoping she could make it outside before she was physically sick.
Her sudden, terrifying theory didn’t make sense when applied to the actions of a humbled man, seeking only forgiveness-but for a sociopath who somehow had known that Tristan Loveridge would not be back for his boat, before he’d been told. 
 



24.
Lincoln didn’t bother knocking on Ivyanne’s door when he showed up after work, out of breath and terrified that he was about to spend another night separated from his reason for breathing. He pushed open the door, shocked that the lights were off and the curtains drawn-darkness had only just fallen-was Ivyanne still swimming? It wasn’t a safe hour-sharks fed at dusk, and a mermaid who couldn’t see a shark in darkness couldn’t scream one away.
But then he heard her voice in the kitchen: ‘No seriously Ardhi-I’ve had a major blue with Lincoln, I just don’t feel like going anywhere and I’m definitely not hungry. I’m going to crawl into bed, and work out if this engagement is going to last to the end of the party. I mean, guests have started arriving and I’ll need to face them tomorrow, so I need to sleep this mood off.’
Lincoln’s heart hit the floor. He staggered noisily towards the kitchen, staring at her open-mouthed, almost knocking over the arrangement of flowers he’d had sent over from the table when it slid under his weight.
She thinks we won’t last? She thinks I’m into…?
Ivyanne turned to look at him, and lifted one finger to her lips. ‘Okay, thanks for the understanding. We’ll go into the city in a day or so all right? You owe me a Big Mac. Okay, great...bye.’ Wordlessly, Ivyanne ended the call, and tossed her phone onto the table.
‘Have something to say?’ She asked in a tight whisper.
Lincoln fell to his knees in front of her, grasping her legs, staring up at her and feeling the words scrape by the emotion in his larynx. He was overcome with panic. ‘I love you. You can’t leave me. I told her today that if she touches me again-she’s gone!’
‘Good.’ Ivyanne leaned down, cupped his face in her hands and stared at him.  The malachite in her eyes neon in the darkness. ‘Now...I’m going to be busy for the next few days. You won’t see much of me.’ She knelt in front of him and began to work the buttons of his shirt, her hands hot and trembling-just as he felt.
‘So you better give me enough tonight, to make it through to Saturday.’ She whispered, brushing her lips against his. ‘And don’t stop until you’ve made it up to me.’
Lincoln had no idea what was going on, but his body did and reacted by curling around her, crushing her to him in a kiss that expressed his remorse and passion and relief in a way his words would never be able to equal.
⁓
‘Wow, your apartment is gorgeous,’ Adele said, glancing around Tristan’s living room on Tuesday night. ‘How come your stuff is still here though? Shouldn’t someone have cleaned it out by now?’
‘Ardhi told you that my funeral is on Sunday,’ Tristan pointed out. ‘Which means my family won’t be over here until afterwards.’ Tristan went to the blinds and pulled them closed. Sneaking past the doorman in the lobby of his building had made him incredibly paranoid. Strange that he felt like a burglar in his own life. ‘We can shower here and stay the night, but we’ll have to leave between four and five a.m, when the night men switch shifts.’
‘Okay.’
Tristan leaned against the window and sighed, happy to be home. Part of him had worried that he’d never set foot in his apartment again. But the rent came out of his account monthly, meaning the agency wouldn’t have cause to evict his things for another week or so. If he hurried, he could fix his life before his house was cleaned out and his shares in the company sold. 
‘Tristan….’
Tristan looked up to see that Adele was leaning against the kitchen counter and smiling at him. ‘Yeah? Sorry, I zoned out then.’
‘That’s because you’re mentally fatigued still,’ Adele said softly. She began to walk towards him, one hand toying with the thin strap of the sundress that they’d picked up in a second hand store in Bondi. ‘I can fix that.’
Tristan cocked his head. ‘Come again?’
‘That’s my point,’ Adele smiled, looping her arms around his shoulders. ‘You and me, here in Sydney again, alone, on Valentine’s Day...both of us going out of our mind with withdrawals...I can’t be the only one thinking of how easy it would be to get our frustrations out….together.’
Tristan grimaced. ‘You’re not.’ He said honestly as he removed her arms from his neck. ‘Still, I meant what I said the other day, Adele, I’m still in love with her.’
Adele’s hands came back, this time landing on his chest. ‘Things are different now. She’s engaged, Tristan. You may go back to Seaview a hero-but you’ll never be her king now. Ivyanne is far too kind, as you’ve pointed out, to hurt anyone-including breaking an engagement, regardless of the circumstances.’ Her blue eyes were apologetic. ‘I’m sorry to be the one to say it, but it has to be said-you’re holding out for her when you shouldn’t. You can’t accept that it’s over but you need to. Let me help.’
Tristan turned his head to the side. ‘No,’ he said, sidestepping away. ‘I know it’s over.’
‘So go to bed with me,’ Adele said softly. ‘You may not feel like it now, but you’re a mer Tristan, an incredibly virile one. It’ll make you feel better-and I know it’ll do wonders for my mood.’
Tristan chuckled, his face going red. ‘Adele...you remember me as being this big stud, right?’
Adele rolled her eyes. ‘Not to toot your own horn or anything…’
Tristan laughed. ‘Well it’s true. But the thing is, if I sleep with you now...I’m going to shatter that awesome memory you have of me-because regardless of the way my body responds, my heart will break the moment I kiss someone else and admit defeat. Instead of multiple orgasms, you’ll end up consoling me while I cry my damn eyes out.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m not ready. I’m not even close to being ready-and I won’t be for some time.’
Adele’s eyes widened. ‘It’s that bad?’
Tristan looked away. ‘You think what I went through with the crash was upsetting?’ he asked gently. ‘Well, it was nothing compared to how I felt when you told me she’d slept with him.’ He waited for a minute, but Adele didn’t respond. When he finally looked up, he saw that tears were rolling down her face. Gone was the sultry seductress. A guilt-ridden girl stood in her place, and she was trembling with remorse.
 ‘Adele?’
‘I’m so sorry!’ She whispered. ‘If I’d believed you were capable of actual love I-’ she shook her head fiercely. ‘Tristan, if I could take it all back-’
Tristan crossed to her and wrapped her in his arms while she sobbed on his chest. ‘I know,’ he said quietly as the woman who’d tried to kill him came to terms with how much of him she had killed. ‘I know.’
⁓
Ardhi had never seen a woman really weep in years, and he was sort of disgusted to see Sherri reduced to such a state over a man she’d known for a few weeks. At first, he’d awkwardly petted her shoulder, but when ten minutes had passed, and all she had done was sob, he’d drawn away, and gotten as comfortable in the small tidal pool as he could to wait it out.
But once another five or so minutes had passed, he abandoned the concept of sensitivity. This was ridiculous. He was starting to see why she’d tried to take her life-the woman was a bit of a basket case.
‘What do you mean, he threatened you?’ He asked, wrapping his arms around himself to ward off the chill. They’d met on Needle Island as he’d arranged with her a few days prior. It was little more than a rocky ledge rising out of nowhere, but he knew it well, and it was almost always deserted. An optimum rendezvous point-if not for the wind that always seemed to whip across it.
‘I mean rejected, and decimated,’ she sniffled. ‘All I did was hug him, and the next thing you know, he’s threatening to get the queen on my case!’ She rubbed the heels of her hands across her eyes. ‘I’m so humiliated.’ She scowled at him. ‘I didn’t sign up for this Ardhi. You promised I’d be happy.’
‘You promised you were good at seduction.’ He retorted. ‘Clearly not.’
‘Clearly a hopeless case-trying to steal a man off the most beautiful girl in the world!’ She returned. ‘If she was sweet too, it’d be a different story. But she’s not sweet, and she can hold a grudge! She’s been eyeballing me since that stunt your friend Lux pulled.’ Sherri paused. ‘Where is that woman anyway? She just took off?’
‘Yes.’ Ardhi said shortly. ‘And I don’t care. She’s a slut, and a backstabber.’
Sherri looked confused. ‘Lincoln mentioned that she picked a fight with Ivyanne-over you. So why are you mad at her?’
‘She was only doing it to try and make up for something she did with someone I hate last year.’ He paused. ‘And when she saw it wasn’t enough, she gave up.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t need her. If I could have counted on her, I would have asked her to join us.’ He looked at Sherri again. ‘So basically what you’re telling me is that you failed?’
‘Well, I managed to make them fight a lot,’ Sherri amended. ‘But he doesn’t want me.’
‘So you failed.’ Ardhi sighed, stroking the water, reflecting on his time with Ivyanne that day. Thinking of the warmth in her giggles, the way she’d looked on the sand-okay so Lincoln loved her too. Enough. The way Ardhi did-the way that made other women insignificant in comparison-it was commendable, the way he’d turned both Sherri and Lux down.
And infuriating.
‘Are you sending for Adele?’ Sherri asked in a small voice. ‘I still want him, but I understand if you do.’
‘I have.’ He got to his feet, staring at the dark blue of the land in the distance. ‘But it’s not going to work.’



‘So you’re giving up?’ Sherri asked.
‘No.’ Ardhi said. ‘I’m giving her me. And if she doesn’t respond the way I need her to-I’m taking him.’
⁓
‘I’m sorry to be calling so early,’ Ivyanne said softly as she settled into the still evening-chilled sand by the shore and watched pink thread through the mauve horizon. She was wrapped up in Lincoln’s long-sleeved shirt from the night before-it still carried his scent. ‘But Tristan once told me you woke at the crack of dawn to swim before heading into work.’
‘Well he’s right, so don’t worry. Plus I’m really happy to hear from you Ivyanne.’ Sven said down the line on Wednesday morning. ‘Sounds like things are a bit too exciting up there for me-I’m glad I left when I did!’
‘You have no idea.’ Ivyanne turned, scanning the hazy beach for any sign of Lux. But there was none. ‘Are you coming up for my engagement party?’
‘No way. Sorry, but I’ve been flat-out since Tristan-’ She heard him swallow. ‘It was all over the news you know, and it’s made some of our contractors a little jittery. I’m putting out fires, left and right. I’ll be there for the memorial-but I can’t fly in until Sunday morning.’
‘That’s actually why I called,’ Ivyanne said. ‘To offer my services.’
There was a pause. ‘Come again?’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘I’d like to help-LoveSun meant the world to Tristan. I’m not working any more, and I have a bit of free time before the wedding, so I wanted to see if I could help in any way.’
‘You want an office job?’ He sounded incredulous. ‘You’re a princess!’
‘An office job….here.’ She said. ‘It looks like my future is in Seaview, and we have sun year round. I don’t want to be a bored housewife, but I don’t want to be run off my feet either. So I wanted to run the idea by you, of opening a small chapter of LoveSun up my way and maybe establishing it before I take off for a year. I mean, Tristan travelled north a lot on business-why not have a permanent base?’
Silence greeted her.
‘Sven?’ she asked. ‘It’s not such a horrible idea, is it?’
Sven laughed. ‘Actually no, it’s a terrific idea-did Tristan tell you he was looking into doing exactly that before he..um, you know?’
Ivyanne’s brow lifted, shocked once again by Tristan’s preparations for a future with her. The ring, a new office… uprooting his life, for her! She’d teased him for being a whore, fretted that he’d grow tired of monogamy-and yet it appeared that he was more the ‘marrying’ kind than she was!
‘...Yeah the plan was for me to get upgraded to the L.A office, and for him to find someone to move into the Sydney one to replace me. But he hadn’t named anyone before he left, so now it’s my call.’
‘Well I’m sure you can think of someone. And I am happy to invest whatever you need to make this happen.’ She smiled, raking the sand. ‘I owe it to him, to keep part of him alive.’
‘I understand, and I’m glad you thought of it! We’d probably have to put something into motion soon though,’ Sven said. ‘Our shareholders are getting nervous.’
‘Well, decide on a number that will make them relax again, and I’ll get it off mum. I know she’d be more than happy to help. Then, I’ll pay the difference for my own shares.’
‘I actually don’t know what to say. I know Tristan would appreciate it.’
‘I know he would. That’s why I want to help.’ Ivyanne paused. ‘Whatever happened with that big sale Tristan flew off for? The one that he was so excited about?’
‘The Absalom deal?’ Sven sighed. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t heard from Mr Schorer-but I’m assuming they saw the news-Tristan’s face was flashed a lot in the media, you know. They probably got cold feet without him. He was the face of the company after all.’
‘The perfect face.’ Ivyanne’s heart gave a tug. ‘God, I miss him.’
‘Well wherever he is, I know he’s counting on that.’
Ivyanne smiled. ‘Talk to you soon?’
‘Sure thing. And Ivyanne? Congratulations. I know for a fact that Tristan liked Lincoln-he would wish you well too, if he could.’
‘Only because he’s dead,’ Ivyanne joked, thinking of the ring she still hadn’t returned for. ‘He would have throttled me otherwise.’
Sven chuckled. ‘True. See you later?’
‘Bye.’
Ivyanne hung up the phone, pleased with herself for having done something pro-active. The new house, the new potential career-it felt good to focus on matters that didn’t concern her heart.
Thinking quickly, Ivyanne went to the web search on her phone, and typed in Absalom Corp, searching for the contact details. When the link for the international phone number came up, Ivyanne pressed on it, surprised that her phone instantly came up with a prompt to place the call.
Why not? Ivyanne thought. This was Tristan’s big deal-might as well throw out some bait, and see if they’re still biting.
When the line picked up, a series of bips indicated that she’d dialed internationally. She hadn’t even been sure that her phone was set up for that. Obviously, Tristan had been prepared to call her a lot from overseas. That made her smile sadly.
‘Mark Schorer’s office?’ A heavily accented American woman chirped. ‘How can I help you?’
‘This is Ivyanne Court, calling on behalf of LoveSun corporation. I urgently need to speak to Mr Schorer regarding a deal he had with my predecessor-Tristan Loveridge.’
‘I’m sorry, but Mark is in a meeting right now. Can I take your number and get him to call you back?’
‘Sure,’ Ivyanne said, hoping she could work her persuasive charms over the phone as easily as she could in person. It would be a coup for her, to land the account Tristan had wanted more than anything else. 
When she’d pocketed the phone again, Ivyanne got to her feet and did a one eighty, looking for Lux, each heartbeat during which the other woman didn’t materialize pumping fresh dread into her bloodstream in increasing doses.
Where was she? How could someone leave a note like that and then not follow through?
When the sun had ascended high enough for the pink to fade to the palest yellow against the scattered, airy clouds, Ivyanne knew Lux was dead, and that Ardhi had killed her.
 



25.
When the temperature of the water began to climb considerably, Tristan felt a rush of excitement. He’d been swimming for almost two weeks-and now that he’d recovered from his injuries, he was feeling more powerful than he had in a long time. Powerful enough to take on anyone.
It was a bonus that Adele had been less of a pain in the ass than he’d anticipated. Sure, she’d forced him to go ashore so she could check them into a comfortable motel room every night, but she wasn’t a princess when it came to catching fish or encountering the various nasties that dwelled within the ocean.
‘Where are we?’ Tristan asked on Thursday evening, as he came out of the shower with a fluffy white robe tied snuggly around him. ‘This room is swank, but I must have spotted fifteen or so sharks in the last kilometer.’
‘Bull sharks,’ Adele nodded. ‘I heard you scream ’em off, but I didn’t feel better until we were on land, I’ll tell yah,’ she was reclined on a leather couch, wearing an identical robe to his. ‘We’re at Rainbow Beach-on the Fraser coast.’
‘Really?’ Tristan’s eyebrows lifted. ‘We bypassed Brisbane?’
‘Two hours ago-but we were fairly far out-I wasn’t sure if you’d noticed.’ She cocked her head. ‘Shouldn’t you know this stuff better than me? Being a veteran?’
Tristan rolled his eyes. ‘It’s not like I’ve circumnavigated the globe or anything. And I’ve actually never bothered with this area because I know how dangerous the waters are. There are fishing boats everywhere around here, aren’t they?’
Adele nodded. ‘Usually. But it’s like, twenty knots. Only the very keen will be fishing between now and lunch tomorrow.’
Tristan smiled at her. ‘You have a knack for this.’
‘I do, don’t I?’ Adele looked proud. ‘Well, I was bound to be good at something other than bar tending and terrorist attacks.’
‘You’re an English major, right?’
Adele nodded. ‘I wanted to be a professor. But I’ve changed my mind.’
‘Because of the mer thing?’
‘No, actually. I changed my mind last year.’ She towel dried her hair. ‘Because of you, believe it or not.’
Tristan smiled. ‘Me?’
She nodded. ‘You were so passionate about your job, and about doing what was right for the environment-and you were making a ton of cash to boot-seemed perfect. A nice mix of shallow and deep.’
‘Like the ocean,’ Tristan smirked. ‘So, you were going to go into solar panels?’
Adele shook her head. ‘Actually, I was thinking of switching to law-environmental law.’
‘Really?’ Tristan couldn’t hide his surprise. ‘You? A lawyer?’
Adele glowered at him. ‘I have an I.Q in the high one thirties, I’ll have you know.’
Tristan blinked. ‘I did not expect that.’
‘Most people don’t,’ Adele smiled. ‘I like it that way, too.’ She laid the towel over the arm of the chair. ‘So yeah, law. That way, I could do the right thing for the world, but still afford nice shoes.’
Tristan sniggered. ‘That was pretty much my motivation-believe it or not.’ 
‘I believe it.’
Tristan opened the bar fridge, which was actually a full-sized refrigerator in what appeared to be a large apartment. There was a bottle of white wine and a few glass bottles of orange juice, so he took one of the juices. ‘We’re very alike, you and I.’
‘Pretty? Blonde? Privileged? Good in bed?’
Tristan laughed. ‘I’m going to ignore that last one…..Do you know how much these drinks are? I have to make sure I leave the right amount.’
Adele laughed. ‘Just give your money to me-I’ll make sure daddy gets it.’
Tristan was shocked. ‘You own this place?’
‘My parents do. We rent it out when we don’t want it-I have a few things here, stashed in the cupboard in case of emergencies. In fact, I was just here two weeks ago-with Ardhi.’
That got him. ‘You brought him here?’
Adele nodded. ‘He was so paranoid that he almost didn’t come in, but I’d only been a mer for a day or two, and we spent the first night in a boat he stole-which we ditched up in the Percy Island group when the water got too rough. After swimming to here, I was exhausted. I put my foot down, and he caved. This was where we finally got to talking though, when he explained the basics-what he’d done to me, how he’d fooled you guys, who I was now, and what he intended to do to: “Make things right.” ’ 
‘So he had the plane crash idea from the beginning?’
‘Once he knew you were alive, yes.’ She pursed her lips.‘He knew the sky was the only place he could take you out and make it look like not only an accident, but fate.’
Tristan gave her a sidelong look. ‘Do I want to know what your part was to play?’
Adele stared down at her fingernails. ‘I was his communications gal. I booked the flights, and schooled him on how to do a few things like that online. Then, because you requested two seats-he sent me ahead to the airport while he swam off to Hawaii. I had to stick around and make sure you boarded the plane-without Ivyanne. If she was with you, he would have called the whole thing off.’
‘So that’s why you were in Sydney? Watching me?’
‘Yes but my flight was delayed-I was supposed to be there well before you. And after you left, I had a direct flight with a different airline-it got me there two hours before yours did because I had to get a boat close to Molokai.’ She glanced at him. ‘You keeping up?’
Tristan nodded and smiled. ‘My I.Q is one-forty seven.’
She stuck her tongue out at him. ‘See that smart mouth? That’s exactly why I agreed to drop you from the sky.’ She smiled angelically. ‘Anyway he was there from Thursday-he rented a house so he could stake out the area and be in contact with me. When I touched down, I booked a speedboat and met Ardhi out on a smaller island.’
‘Why a boat?’
Adele swallowed. ‘In case there was a body we had to dispose of.’
Tristan felt sick. ‘Diabolical.’ He frowned. ‘So how did you know that I wasn’t onto you?’
Adele smiled. ‘You boarded, didn’t you?’
Tristan felt tired. ‘It sure is complex.’
‘I assume murder plots usually are.’
‘So I’m learning,’ Tristan managed a smile. ‘Speaking of which-can you do me a favor?’
‘What’s that?’
‘Call your gossipy friend Ilsa and get an update? If Ardhi or Sherri have split them up, I need to know if we should be flying from here.’
Adele grinned. ‘Way ahead of yah-I called while you were in the shower and no, everything’s on track with the engagement party and Sherri’s being made to handle most of it.’ She smiled. ‘That must thrill her to no end!’
Tristan sagged in disappointment. He’d been kind of hoping that Sherri had been able to get between the couple just a little. Just enough to have Ivyanne sliding that damn ring off her hand. But clearly, the fate Lincoln had waxed lyrical about was actually on his side.
Like getting dropped from the sky didn’t scream that at yah? He asked himself angrily. Give it up! Go home, save the day and redeem yourself for being such a fool and then go back to your actual home-Los Angeles and forget that you ever loved anybody.
‘Are you going to be okay with this?’ He asked Adele, trying to distract himself from his pain, which was swelling up again now that he’d broken contact with the ocean.’
‘Showing up at my ex’s engagement party that should have been mine, to save him and the woman he dumped me for?’ Adele cringed. ‘Be prepared to see a little acting.’
Tristan nodded. ‘I can handle fake Adele.’
‘You did in bed.’ She said breezily. ‘In fact, you believed it.’
‘I’m calling bullshit!’ He declared. ‘Don’t even try and pretend that shagging me didn’t make you feel one hundred percent better about ending things with him last year, missy, and that when I showed up, you didn’t consider the possibility of a round two.’
Adele grinned, lighting up. ‘Actually, you’re right. And now I know what I’m going to write in his damn engagement card too!’
Tristan relaxed back into his seat and chuckled. ‘Diabolical,’ he repeated.
Adele blew him a kiss.
⁓
Ivyanne pulled up to one of the pool-side recliners on Thursday morning and kicked off her shoes before making herself comfortable. Getting engaged to a man you thought your ex best friend might be considering killing was proving to be an exhausting past time. She was at the Seaview constantly to mingle with the mer arrivals, trying to introduce her fiancé to people, while looking over her shoulder, either for Ardhi or Lux.
She’d asked Lincoln to stay at the resort at night on the off chance that Ardhi was lurking nearby-but hadn’t told Lincoln the true reason why. She’d given the excuse of propriety instead-it wouldn’t do for the mers to know just how much sex she was having out of wedlock. They knew about Tristan, of course, but only Ardhi and Lux knew for sure that she’d allowed Lincoln to even the score.
Ivyanne felt like she was living a double life as the expectant bride entertaining visitors, as well as a spy/bodyguard who was using the internet and her snazzy smart phone to gather all the information she needed for the variables in her life, while pretending that everything was hunky-dory to all.
She’d woken up at seven to have breakfast with her parents and the Cajun-bred Marked family from New Orleans, The Chalmette’s at the resort-Lincoln fussing over them the whole time. They were one of the younger Marked families-and more unusual because Anna had turned an existing husband and wife together in the eighties. The hadn’t had any children then but now they had a four year old son, Bradley, after thirty years of trying. Ivyanne couldn’t help but stare at him during the meal, realizing that the age difference between herself and Bradley was the same between herself and Tristan. Had he seen her at this age and pinched her cheeks? It was a humorous notion. 
She spread her towel on the soft mat, placed her fruit plate on the tabletop beside it popped on her sunglasses. Once she was settled, Ivyanne lifted her phone, pressing dial on the number she had saved earlier. She wished Tristan could see her finally work the phone he’d forced on her-he would have been proud. 
‘Hello? Lester Fire speaking.’
‘Hello Lester,’ Ivyanne said. ‘It’s Ivyanne Court. How are you?’
‘Ivyanne!’ Roan Fire’s aging father sounded delighted to hear from her. ‘How are you doing, my dear?’
‘I’m doing okay. I’m sure you’ve heard, about the recent unpleasantness though..?’
‘I have, I have.. but you’re holding up well? Finally getting married, I see?’
Ivyanne nodded, even though he couldn’t see it. ‘Getting there. How are you?’
There was a sigh. ‘Okay. Still getting around, although my back isn’t what it used to be.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that. Is the house still suitable? Would you like us to make some adjustments?’
‘I’ll think about that Ivyanne, thank you. The heated saltwater pool is helping though. So thank your father for arranging that for me.’
The Fire family had been a very important line since almost the beginning, as Hannah had been a Scottish countess, and the fourth Marked benefactress turned. She’d born two children, Eternity and Jeremiah, and had been able to turn two humans for them to continue their pure bloodline. Her daughter, Eternity, had married Lester, a forty year old knight, and they’d had Chantarelle and Roan. If Vana had given birth to a son, instead of Ivyanne, Chantarelle would have been first in line for his hand. But as it was, she was still single, and swiftly approaching one hundred and fifty years old, unlike Roan, who had been born well over a century later. 
Hannah’s son, Jeremiah, had married a young peasant girl, Lesley, and they’d had one son-Joakim. Joakim Fire had been a very handsome man back in his day, but of course, he’d disgraced his mother by marrying another Marked daughter Eka, and producing Ardhi and his sisters two hundred years later.
It was amazing how one branch of the family were held with the highest regard, whereas the other had brought nothing but shame. To repay Lester, who had been a widower since shortly after Roan’s death, Vana had set him up with a beautiful property on Norfolk Island, and made sure that neither he, not Chantarelle, had to lift a finger to provide for themselves again. 
Hanna had never spoken to Joakim again after he’d defiled the good family name, and had died shortly after Lumi Kayu-Api was born, never meeting her great-granddaughter on that side. The biggest shame of all, came from the fact that Joakim could have asked his grandmother to turn anyone for him, yet he’d chosen to tangle the branches of the tree instead. People like Remi, who would have loved nothing more than to have their human turned, resented Joakim heavily for that. 
Still, Ivyanne couldn’t ignore the plight of Lester and his daughter-they’d done nothing but obey the rules, and had been repaid with heartache. There was definitely a flaw in the Marked system, one Ivyanne wanted to counteract when she was in charge. It had occurred to her for some time, that an age limit should apply. Once a Marked child hit fifty, they should have been released from their legacy. Sometimes, it went without saying, such in Chantarelle’s case-one hundred and fifty was much too old to be fixed up with an eighteen year old Court child. But it would have been better, if Chantarelle had been released from her obligation, one hundred years before, when Hannah had still been alive, and able to turn for her.
‘I will.’ Ivyanne cleared her throat-she was on a path and had decided to start with the most familiar landmarks. After all, new Zealand and Norfolk were close. If she could put Ardhi in either place, she’d have a case building. ‘I was calling to see if yourself or Chantarelle had noticed any unusual activity around our houses there recently?’
‘Unusual?’ Lester asked. He was the unofficial caretaker for the handful of properties some of the mers owned on Norfolk, but used infrequently. ‘Hmm. Well, you have permanent tenants in your home at the moment, and I had to call in a plumber for them last month- so no, it’s the same old same old, last time I checked.’
‘And the Kayu-Api house?’
Lester paused. ‘I believe they’ve had a few temporary guests throughout the summer. Eka and Joakim didn’t let us know about the last lot, but I saw one of the girls unlocking the front door with a key when I drove by, so I decided that she must have been a friend of theirs.’
Ivyanne raised an eyebrow- Eka and Joakim had told her point blank that there house had been empty all summer due to a few bouts of crummy weather. 
‘Did you go and see them?’
‘I tried-but no one ever answered. One of the girls was there until...hmmm….last week, I think, or was it early this week? I left a note for them to call, but never heard from them.’ I’ve been meaning to ask Eka-’
‘I’ll do it.’ Ivyanne said quickly, mind spinning. ‘How many girls were there?’
‘Two. Both blondes...but I didn’t see the little one much.’
‘Oh...well...I guess two blondes is an adequate description.’ Ivyanne cleared her throat. ‘Well, thanks for the update Lester. Any chance that we’ll see you at the wedding?’
‘Most definitely,’ Lester said quickly. ‘My son would have wanted me there-and as you know-our family is quite partial to marriages between pure bloods and turned humans, we’ve certainly been blessed with two delightful offspring, as a result.’
‘Thank you. It’s good to have your blessing.’
 ‘Of course,’ Lester said, his tone becoming more serious. ‘Despite some unpleasantness, we are proud to be Marked, as many of the families are. Besides, one thousand years is early days for any civilization. There are bound to be some hiccups along the way!’
‘Hopefully less, from now on,’ Ivyanne said, warmed by his generous words. It was good to know that the entire kingdom wasn’t turning against them. ‘I’ll see you in a few months then.’
‘See you then.’
Ivyanne ended the call, then got up, gathering her things, trying to sort the puzzle pieces into some kind of order in her head. When she had everything, Ivyanne hurried up the path, going around the restaurant past the wing of the complex which housed the function room, without saying good-bye to Lincoln. He was run off his feet anyway, and Ivyanne didn’t want to have to make small-talk with all of the guests. She had things to do.
Two blondes-could that have anything to do with Ardhi? The fact that a note had been left in lipstick on Lux’s mirror told her that it very well could. But who? Only one face came to mind and the very idea made her sick…. And how could she look into it further? And where was Lux? She’d started assuming the worst earlier that morning, but she needed more than a gut feeling-she needed a body. Her eyes welled up at the thought of it, but now was not the time to be squeamish. If, after the party, she didn’t know more-she’d find some way to get Ardhi out of the area-so she could search the Bracken part of Bracken.
‘Aloha, my Ivyanne.’
 Ivyanne looked up from the path and grinned when she saw Bane poised at the crest of the hill, smiling sadly at her, holding his arms open. His head had been freshly shaved and his cocoa colored skin was aglow, seemingly from within. ‘I hear congratulations are in order?’
Ivyanne ran to Tristan’s nephew and buried her face in his chest for the second time in a month. He had a habit of appearing suddenly, when she was feeling the most alone-which she now saw that she didn’t have to be anymore.
‘Not yet,’ she whispered, holding him gratefully, feeling safe and warm in his arms.‘But maybe you can help us get there.’
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By Friday, Lincoln was going insane from seeing Ivyanne so often and yet not being able to sweep her off and bed her like her body silently demanded. He hoped she was feeling the same, but it was so hard to tell what she was thinking. Ever since she’d given him a heart attack on Tuesday night and then made love to him until dawn-she’d been secretive and strange, flitting about with few explanations as to where she was going or what she was doing.
And he couldn’t ask her about it-there was just no time and she was always with someone else. Lincoln couldn’t keep any of them straight-in fact-his dad was having more luck than he was. To Chase, Ivyanne’s strange and exotic family were nothing short of a gold mine. He was already dropping hints about having the wedding there as well. Ivyanne had said that the ceremony had to be the mer kind-the kind that humans couldn’t attend. But to appease Lincoln’s father and some of the locals, like Remi’s husband, Ivyanne had hinted that they could either hold a second ‘human’ ceremony there, or pretend to elope. 
He didn’t care either way. Lincoln couldn’t wait until they were married and could take off together and start their lives without other peoples issues causing chaos and disharmony. He even grew resentful of the way Bane started hanging off her after his arrival on Thursday morning. They seemed to get into private, deep discussions often, and Link fretted that they were exchanging Tristan related woe-saddening her heart too closely to their special night.
The bright side was that most of the mers were friendly. He especially liked Dalton’s family-Joyce and Camus Court-Zara, and Remi’s niece and nephew-Jennifer and Liam. Their father Miguel, was deceased, but the fraternal twins were enchanting, with their dark auburn hair, hazelnut skin and deep green eyes, which were rimmed with gold. Scottish and Mexican descendants. Who would have imagined such a mix would bear such stunning children?
Also, Ardhi had shied away from the family reunions, holing up at The Cape-Lincoln hadn’t seen Sunday and he liked it that way. Apparently, Ardhi’s older sister Lumi had decided to wait until the wedding to show her face-she had invited Ardhi to visit her instead. Lincoln hoped he would-even though Ardhi had stayed well out of sight, just knowing he was near made Lincoln feel insecure. Not emotionally, but physically which he credited to the fact that Ardhi had accosted him in a boat-linking the two things in his mind as one fear that might take decades to overcome completely.
On Friday night, when Ivyanne didn’t come in to have dinner with anyone like she had been, Lincoln decided that he couldn’t take being parted from her for another second. He left Sherri-who had been sullen since Tuesday, to man the bar, and headed straight for Ivyanne’s place. But when he walked in her open front door, was surprised to see that her dining table was surrounded by people.
‘Um…..hello…’ Lincoln’s eyes went straight to Ivyanne’s, who was serving a deeply tanned older man he didn’t recognize prawns from a glass bowl of ice. Lincoln shot Ivyanne a questioning look. ‘Bad time?’
Ivyanne looked surprised to see him. ‘Link! Hey….I thought you’d be at work.’
Lincoln shrugged. ‘Remi and Sherri are handling it, and dad doesn’t seem to want to leave the bar.’ He smiled at Bane, noticing him for the first time sitting between a golden haired woman and a brunette girl. ‘Too many pretty woman for him to walk away from, I think.’ He looked back at Ivyanne. ‘Do you want me to come back later?’
‘Of course not,’ Ivyanne said, but she darted her eyes to her guests, obviously nervous about something. ‘There’s plenty for everyone.’
‘Um, okay,’ Lincoln walked in cautiously, smiling at the blonde woman who turned to face him. He swallowed hard as his eyes registered beauty he hadn’t been prepared for. She had blonde wavy hair, which was cropped short like Sherri’s, but in a Marilyn Monroe style. Large copper-colored eyes were rimmed with lush lashes, and a perfect cupid’s bow mouth pursed in initial acknowledgement.
‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I’m Lincoln. Ivyanne’s fiancé.’
The blonde woman ran her eyes up and down him, then rested her gaze on his own, smiling thinly. ‘Aloha, Lincoln. I’ve heard a lot about you.’ She extended her hand. ‘I’m Isabelle Londeree. And these are my parents, Emilia and Simone Loveridge.’
‘Loveridge?’ Lincoln repeated automatically, feeling his brain fluids dry up. He turned to the couple across from him, his tongue thick and stupid in his mouth. An older man with dark skin and deeply set, toffee colored eyes, was sitting next to a refined looking older woman-much older looking than Vana- who was returning his stare unblinkingly. 
Lincoln was instantly intimidated. Simone’s posture suggested breeding-and yet not enough to conceal the distrust in her eyes. Did she blame Lincoln for the loss of her son? Both sons?
‘Yes. Tristan’s parents, and his sisters’ family,’ Ivyanne said gently, resting a hand on his shoulder, squeezing him supportively. ‘They arrived today, so I decided to have them over here for a quiet dinner.’
Lincoln had no idea what to say. ‘Well, thank you for coming,’ he licked his lips. ‘And I’m, uh, very sorry for your loss.’
‘Thank you Lincoln,’ Simone said, the trace of a muted European accent evident in her tone. 
‘We were quite eager to meet you.’Emilia added, his face giving nothing away.
Ivyanne pulled out a seat, and Lincoln sank onto it, grateful for her calming hand on his shoulder. ‘Oh?’
‘Yes, Bane has told us great things about you,’ Simone nodded towards her grandson. ‘As did Tristan.’
‘Well, he was a nice guy.’ Lincoln lied. ‘His presence is greatly missed around here.’
‘I imagine it is.’
‘Of course.’ Ivyanne squeezed Lincoln’s shoulder once more. ‘Lincoln, we should probably introduce you to Bane’s sisters-Leah and Grace.’ Ivyanne looked up and frowned. ‘Where’s Grace gone?’
‘She took a phone call while you were getting the shrimp,’ Emilia grumbled. ‘Kids and phones, I swear.’ He looked at Tristan. ‘My grandchildren worship this dreadful technology,’ he explained quickly. ‘They gotta have it all- iPads, Xbox’s, phones with no buttons, credit cards…’
Lincoln smiled, relieved that Emilia was making small talk. He turned to the dark haired girl on Bane’s left.
 ‘Leah...you’re the one who can sense Mers right? In dolphins?’
Leah nodded, although she didn’t meet his gaze. She definitely seemed to be the reserved sort. She was a very pretty, very typically Hawaiian looking, just like Bane, although her skin was a shade lighter. ‘Before you ask, yes I’ve looked for Uncle Tristan, and no, I haven’t found anything. That wreck scared most of the dolphins clear out of the area anyway.’
Lincoln was taken aback by her brisk tone. ‘Oh. I’m sorry. That must be frustrating.’
‘She’s been in the water for almost two weeks straight,’ Isabelle said, patting her daughters hand. ‘Poor thing only usually swims for an hour or two a day.’
‘And my scale line keeps getting higher,’ Leah complained. ‘It’s almost to my belly-button now.’
‘An hour or two?’ Lincoln couldn’t believe it. ‘How do you manage?’
‘I have a high tolerance,’ Leah finally looked up, her brown eyes piercing. ‘All of us do, except Bane and dad.’
Lincoln looked around for the father. ‘Mano right? Where is he?’
‘Back in Oahu, running things while we’re gone.’
‘Oh.’ Lincoln looked back to Emilia. ‘You help run the Londeree resort in Hawaii, too, right?’
‘The spa part,’ Emilia confirmed. ‘Although I’m eager to pass the reins over to one of these kids and retire. Simone wants to go back to France.’
‘My dad’s going through that right now,’ Lincoln said, relieved to have some common ground.
‘So I hear. I’m curious to see your resort, and Aubrielle’s spa. I imagine that she must be quite the draw card?’
‘Her work astounds me,’ Lincoln said. ‘We went through a bit of a black stage for awhile there, but Aubrielle pulled us out of it. We’re very grateful to her.’
‘I understand. She was on our roster for twelve years. Unfortunately, we couldn’t keep her on. My wife and I have entered the stage in our lives, where we’re aging a bit more rapidly-but Aubrielle’s youth was bound to raise questions eventually.’
‘Maybe when she encounters the same thing here, we can send her back-as her own skilled daughter.’
Isabelle smiled. ‘So we just lobby her back and forth over the decades? I like it.’
Lincoln felt Ivyanne release him. ‘The mud crab smells ready,’ she said, making her way to the kitchen. 
‘You can cook?’ Lincoln joked. ‘I could use some bacon and eggs every now and then, you know.’
Ivyanne smirked at him. ‘That’s why you have a breakfast buffet at the resort. Seafood is the only thing I can cook.’
‘Which is good, because we’re all vegetarians.’ Bane said.
‘You are?’ Lincoln thought that was strange-that they’d sooner eat a species so closely related to them, instead of meat. ‘I’ve felt bad about eating sea life since I turned.’
Everybody laughed.
‘We only refuse to eat meat because of our health-not because of ethics,’ Isabelle said. ‘Seafood is our natural source of protein, so long as it’s hunted ethically.’
‘These prawns are from a farm,’ Ivyanne said, coming back and placing a place stacked with three, steaming red mud crabs in the centre of the table. ‘And dad caught these in the estuary yesterday. All bucks, all of legal size.’
‘They look delicious,’ Bane said. ‘I miss these mud crabs when I’m back in Hawaii.’
‘Speak for yourselves,’ another voice drawled. ‘Eating shellfish is ick. All of those innards? Can someone take me to McDonalds after this?’
Lincoln looked up, surprised to see a fourth girl enter from the back door, sliding the glass shut behind her, a phone in her manicured hand. 
‘That’s Grace,’ Ivyanne said, smiling at Lincoln’s stunned expression. ‘Tristan’s other niece.’
‘And the only one of us who fills her body with junk.’ Isabelle sighed. ‘Get in here you-you’ve never had Australian Mud Crab before-trust me, a McPoison burger won’t be necessary after this.’
‘Yeah, yeah…’ The girl pulled up a stool at the edge of the table, evaluating Lincoln with a shrewd look. ‘Is this the guy?’
Lincoln swallowed, not only thrown by her less than friendly entrance, but mesmerised by the girl’s beauty. He guessed her to be in her late teens, and was every bit as radiant as her deceased uncle and her mother. Her golden blonde hair was so dark that it was almost treacle, and flowed down her back, spiraling gently at the ends. She was dressed in a snazzy, glittering denim mini-skirt with knee hi boots and a casual knit sweater which sloped off one shoulder. She had deep brown, almond-shaped eyes, and a dimple in her perfect chin. Her complexion was clear and glowing, and unlike the rest of them, she had adorned herself with sparkly jewelry which set off her tan. She was breathtaking. 
‘Yes Grace, this is the guy,’ Ivyanne said, apparently not thrown by the girl’s tone. ‘My future husband, Lincoln.’
Grace eyed him up and down, then turned to Bane. ‘You’re right-he is hot.’
‘Grace….’ Bane complained, and went deep red, daring a look at Lincoln. ‘Sorry man. That’s not quite what I said.’
‘Yes it is,’ Grace insisted, crossing her legs and grinning at her brother. When she smiled, her mouth spread wide and dominated her face. ‘You said Link was tall and dark and triangle shaped-in the very best way.’
Lincoln felt his own cheeks burning. He looked at Bane, and smiled. ‘Is it weird that I’m kind of flattered to be on your gay-dar?’
Everybody laughed, and Lincoln felt the mood of the room relax. He looked at the youthful girl across from him and managed a weak smile. ‘Nice to meet you, Grace.’
Grace tugged on Ivyanne’s sleeve as she spooned a salad onto the plate before her. ‘You know, it’s not too late to marry Ardhi or Bane here,’ she joked. 
Ivyanne and Bane exchanged a horrified look. 
‘That’s enough young lady,’ Isabelle turned to Lincoln. ‘Sorry-MTV generation.’
‘That’s okay,’ Lincoln said. ‘How old are you, Grace?’
Grace lifted her chin and smiled a dazzling smile. ‘Not too young, if that’s what you’re asking.’ She returned her attention back to Ivyanne. ‘I swear, I can give him a good home.’
Ivyanne patted her head affectionately. ‘Nice try.’ She winked at Lincoln. ‘But he’s already got one.’
‘Damn.’
Lincoln accepted a crab claw that Bane was holding out to him, chuckling. He’d never met a girl like Grace before, but despite the inappropriateness of her comments, she had certainly lightened the mood of the room. And Ivyanne’s reference to him having a home, warmed his heart. 
He was finally fitting in somewhere, and it felt good.
⁓
Ardhi waited until the last of the Londeree's and Loveridge’s had headed up the darkened beach, laughing and talking loudly with Lincoln- before he crept out of the shadows and scooted towards Ivyanne’s door.
His heart was racing and there was a wide smile stretching his face. Seeing Lincoln leave with the rest of the guests instead of lingering for a good-night kiss, or worse had given him that extra bit of hope he needed to do something that could very well risk his entire venture.
When he was standing at the door, he took a moment to center himself-breathing in and out-before raising his fist to knock.
Ivyanne answered a beat later, her expectant smile falling a fraction to see him there. But then she leaned against the doorway, and cocked her head questioningly.
‘Hey Ardhi...ugh I know I promised you we’d hang but I’ve just been so busy..’
‘I know.’ He said quickly. ‘I’ve been staying out of your way, not just because I’m not exactly thrilled about your engagement, but because I know you like alone time when you have projects going.’
She smiled. ‘You know me so well.’
‘I do. That’s what friends are for.’ He reached into his pocket and then presented the ring her, pleased at the way the light above the door made the paua shell glitter. ‘And I want this to symbolize that-our friendship. If you have to wear his ring on that hand, please wear this on the other, so I know you won’t forget me when you’re an old married bird.’
Ivyanne stared down at the ring, then lifted her eyes to his, her expression confused. ‘Ardhi...is this your way of telling me that you’re okay with this? Or your way of telling me that you want your ring on my hand, no matter what?’
Ardhi was surprised again by how quickly her shrewd mind worked. ‘It’s to symbolize our friendship,’ he said, taking her limp hand and sliding the ring onto her third finger. The inside of it was dark timber, carved and sanded perfectly smooth-and it slid easily to her knuckle with no resistance. But once it was in place, he retained his grip, and pulled her into him, whispering against her parted lips: ‘This is me telling you that that I want you, no matter what.’ He kissed her then, acting before she could pull away, clasping the back of her silken curls with his open palm and slanting his mouth against hers hungrily, joy exploding inside him like fireworks, sizzling his nerves as he tasted her, felt her-claimed her for his own.
But his initial bliss paled in comparison to when Ivyanne moaned-and kissed him back, grasping his face in both of her hands, stroking his tongue with hers wantonly. Ardhi trembled in response, feeling his blackened spirit soar and take flight-landing only when he felt the tears on his cheeks. Both of theirs, mingled. He pulled back, gasping to see Ivyanne looking as wide eyed.
‘You were right,’ he breathed, stepping back. ‘The man should act first-to prove the chemistry.’
Ivyanne looked dazed. ‘Ardhi, I-’
‘Ssh,’ he brought his finger to his lips and smiled, feeling giddy. ‘We have time, princess. I’ll let you get through this weekend, and play the happy bride-to-be, and I’ll even play along.’ He backed up another step. ‘But once these guests leave, and you can drop the pretense that he fulfills you the way you always dreamed of, I want you to think about what just happened, and how right it felt-then come to me.’
Before she could say another word, he turned and swept off, grinning.
All right Adele, he thought. Any time now.
⁓
Ivyanne reeled back from the door and shut it behind her, looking down at the ring on her clenched fist-the New Zealand crafted ring, judging by the paua, and letting out a silent sob as each and every piece began to shift from theory to fact in her mind.
She turned to Bane, dropping the hand, pressing it against her stomach. ‘Did you see…?’
Bane, who had been standing behind the door, asking questions about the best way to get onto Bracken unobserved in the daylight nodded, his skin devoid of its usual glow.
‘Ivyanne...he just pulled the pin on a grenade, you know. And he’s going to throw it at Link come Monday, if you can’t detonate it first.’
Ivyanne nodded, and then suddenly, was running for the kitchen sink, where she threw up her dinner, her joy, and her peace of mind.
⁓
No matter how many times Vana swam that week, it was never enough to take the edge off her anxiety. She made love to her husband twice a day, she dulled her senses with the occasional glass of champagne, and she swam until her fingers wrinkled even more and her scale line began to climb-but it just wasn’t enough.
Too much was going on that she didn’t understand. She’d released Ivyanne, granted her the privacy she needed to move ahead with her life-but she hadn’t expect to be frozen out to the extent that she had.
Ivyanne’s eyes were greener for the secrets, her voice softer, her sentences shorter as she constantly stared off into space, thinking thoughts she didn’t share. Ardhi was smiling a lot, with no obvious reason for it, and Bane looked tense-which was unusual for him. She was tempted to pin it on Tristan’s death, but it wasn’t sadness in Bane’s eyes when he glanced at Lincoln or Ivyanne-but worry.
By Saturday afternoon, Vana was downright jittery. As she polished her crown for the evening ahead, her hand trembled. She got up, checked in on Ash-who was having a mid-afternoon nap, and headed outside, taking the back door to avoid the people laughing and joking and eating Pintang’s food in the kitchen. There were too many people around and she couldn’t think or breathe in that house. She needed the ocean-needed the clarity that came with fresh air and silence. The sound of Ardhi laughing and joking with Pintang hurt her heart-it was his first laugh since he’d returned, and it seemed unfair that he could have found happiness, and Tristan, who belonged there, had found only death.
Vana lifted her skirts once she was outside and followed the natural lay of the land upwards, inhaling the sweet and woodsy scent of the forest, touching trees as she went, rooting herself with them. A strange calm settled over her then-finding absolute refuge on the land, amongst the green, instead of the sand.
‘I’m half human,’ she mused, staggering up the hill on weary bones, headed towards the look-out point. ‘Why hasn’t it ever occurred to me that I need land too?’
The wind increased as she neared the top of the hill and she put one hand to her hair, which was wrapped in curlers thanks to Saraya, hoping she wasn’t ruining her assistant’s hard work. When she was at the top-she stared out at the ocean to the north of the island and waited for the salt-speckled wind to infiltrate her lungs and lift her spirits.
But nothing change, and she knew it wouldn’t until she’d forced Ivyanne to talk. She was free, yes, but she was still her daughter, and Vana couldn’t rest when she feared for her.
 A movement caught her eye and Vana glanced down and gasped, surprised to see Bane on the rocks beneath her, poised halfway up the slippery stack, eyes wide, limbs frozen as he regarded her.
‘What on..?’
‘Um...Aloha!’ Bane greeted, looking stunned. ‘Um...I was just going for a swim. Wanna join me?’
‘A swim?’ Vana repeated. ‘You’re staying in Seaview. You came all the way out here to swim, but didn’t come in first to say hi?’
Bane’s cheeks turned red. ‘Well your highness...I’m kind of naked...and kind of gay. And I didn’t want to get any of the visiting Marked daughters excited so I decided to hang back, you know..?’
Vana crossed her arms and glared at him, making her lack of amusement known.
‘Really?’ She asked, hearing the disdain in her own voice. What on earth was going on?
Bane sighed. ‘Look, I wanted to explore your woods up there okay? I’ve always been curious-there are no woods on Oahu.’ He smiled. ‘Like I said, I’m naked, so I decided to sneak up this way. It’s weird, but I’m weird. So I’ll say hi and then carry on without the queen looking at my junk okay?’ He waved. ‘Hi. Aloha. Can you leave me alone now please?’
But Vana’s hand clamped down on her mouth to cut off a scream when she saw Bane’s hand covered in blood. He looked at her, confused, then looked down at himself-eyes bugging when he saw it too. His entire palm was red with the watery blood, and even from where she stood, Vana could catch the scent of mermaid death from it.
‘Ah!’ Bane cried, throwing himself backwards, narrowly missing a rock and crashing into the water behind him.
 



27.
Ivyanne had expected that her engagement party would be held in the function room, but to her surprise she discovered that Lincoln and his staff had transformed the barefoot bar into a magical space, and really, the only one large enough to accommodate the seventy-two guests.
The linens on the tables and cloth draping from the ceiling were all the same shade of shimmery periwinkle. Metallic balloons dangled from underneath the rafters in all shades of blue and lavender, their spiraled, silvery ribbons wafting in the breeze. In the centre of each table sat as assortment or large shells which were illuminated with a flickering light from the inside-tea light candles she guessed- highlighting the alternate colors and grooves of each individual shell. It was beautiful. Calming and serene, and unlike anything she’d ever seen before.
And then suddenly there was Lincoln, looking more handsome than he had ever looked before as he slowly crossed the room to her, smiling. He wore a sleek black suit with the jacket unbuttoned, and a pale blue shirt underneath. Never had he looked so tall, lean and mouthwateringly tempting. His eyes were shining with adoration and his dark eyebrows raised in appreciation as he approached, biting his red lips enticingly.
‘You look ....’ he exhaled through pursed lips. ‘There are no words.’
Ivyanne smiled. She’d gone to great effort to look her best, and she was pleased that it had paid off- The look on his face made her want to spring into his arms and cinch her legs around his lean waist.
 ‘Look who’s talking,’ she whispered, pulling him close, her heart pounding in her chest. ‘It’s safe to say that your days of insecurity should be well and truly over by now.’
‘Oh, they are. I mean, look at the calibre of chick I can pull!’ Lincoln kissed her, gently, then pulled back, his eyes dancing. ‘Do you like the room?’
She smiled at him. ‘There are no words,’ she parroted.
He slid one arm around her waist and pulled her against him, gesturing to the room. ‘It’s how I feel, when we’re swimming together.’
Ivyanne was high on the glimmer of pride in his eyes. She kissed him again, forgetting that she was supposed to be playing down her affection for her fiancé for Ardhi’s benefit. But she couldn’t resist-she suspected nothing would ever quench her thirst for him, and she needed to be kissed until the memory of Ardhi’s lips had been rubbed away. She hadn’t slept a wink the night before, the illness hadn’t left her.
‘What was that for?’ Lincoln asked, smiling like he’d been drugged.
‘For being you,’ Ivyanne said. ‘You’re wonderful.’ She poked him in the chest. ‘And triangle shaped, in the very best way.’
Lincoln’s hand went to her waist. ‘And you’re a figure eight,’ he leaned down and brushed his lips against her ear. ‘And I need to do a lap of that course again, and soon.’
Ivyanne smiled wickedly. ‘After this weekend, I’m locking you in my house for two days straight-got it? Three, if you keep saying all the right things.’
Lincoln grinned. ‘Better make it four.’ He pulled away and took her hand. ‘Ready to mingle?’
Ivyanne’s eyes were already scanning the room for Ardhi. She had some more sleuthing to do and she knew that in this dress, she was in the perfect position to get almost any answer she wanted from her would be Romeo. 
‘No....but might as well get it over with.’
⁓
Ardhi literally spilled his drink down the front of his pants when he saw Ivyanne sweep into the room, and he immediately averted his gaze, mopping at the wet spot with a paper napkin, cursing. He stalked over to the bar, motioning for Sherri to hand him another one while he took his wallet out of his pocket.
‘Oh, you’re kidding me,’ Sherri snorted. ‘Do you need to be alone for a few minutes?’
‘Ha ha,’ Ardhi glanced back at Ivyanne, heart skipping a beat all over again at the sight of her bare back. ‘It’s soda, smart ass.’
‘You’ve never looked less like an evil genius than you do right now, wiping your excitement off yourself.’
‘I’m aware.’
‘She looks good,’ Sherri admitted, a grudging tone to her voice. ‘I’d kill for that dress.’
‘Don’t go getting any ideas,’ Ardhi joked. ‘I’ll get it off her later, and you can have it, without violence.’
‘Deal.’
Ardhi accepted the second napkin and wiped at the spot one more time, before looking back up at Ivyanne, his mouth going dry. She was the embodiment of the female ideal in every sense, and his heart was tripping clumsily in his chest.
Ivyanne had straightened her curls, so that her long blonde hair fell in a silky curtain almost to her upper thighs, each individual hue of blonde reflecting the light, like garlands of pale ribbons. Her dress was a sleek sheath of aqua-blue sequins, and the scant fabric tied at her neck, then spilled down her sides and gathered at her belly-button, revealing a long, darkly tanned strip of bronze flesh from her neck down, broken only by the considerable valley between her breasts. The fabric fell away at the top of her thighs in an uneven hemline, so that her long, deeply tanned legs continued on seemingly forever to her pretty silver shoes.
That was all revealing enough, but when Ivyanne turned and her hair swung away, Ardhi saw that the back of her dress concealed less than the front-she was bare to her waist, the muscles in her back rippling.
It was all Ardhi could do not to grab her, throw her over his shoulder, and drag her out to sea so he could do as he pleased with her. She must have known that she looked enticing enough to make any man desire her- but was there a chance she’d dressed that way for him? He couldn’t rule it out. Nor did he want to.
Just as he thought it, Ivyanne turned slowly, her eyes resting on his, and smiled. Then, she began to make her way across the floor-leaving Link in the middle of a conversation with his father. Lincoln didn’t seem annoyed by her desertion, but his eyes followed her movements, and her rear, appreciatively. Ardhi clenched his jaw, wishing he could punch Lincoln just for looking at her, let alone whatever else they’d done together.
‘Go,’ Ardhi whispered to Sherri. ‘Now.’
‘Gone.’
Ardhi’s blood was pumping like crazy, and he could see the knowing glint in Ivyanne’s eye, which worked him up even further.
‘Hello Ardhi,’ Ivyanne said, leaning over, grazing his cheek with a kiss. When she pulled back, her green eyes were sparkling-outlined with a similar color to her dress, which also glittered. ‘You look handsome. Were you just talking to Sherri?’
‘The new chick?’ Ardhi shrugged. ‘Nah. I needed her to mop up a spill.’
‘Good,’ Ivyanne pouted. ‘I really don’t like her. If you guys hooked up, it would drive me nuts.’
‘She’s not my type. You’re my only type.’ Ardhi leaned back against the bar, enjoying her jealousy. ‘You look like a felony- are you trying to get yourself in trouble?’
‘I’m already in trouble.’ She bit her lip, and blushed. ‘I shouldn’t be talking to you right now. God I’m such a wreck. I have been since we kissed. I can’t handle this indecision anymore Ardhi...why did you do that to me?’
‘Because I know you want to choose me,’ Ardhi said loftily. ‘I knew you needed kissing to get there, and look at you...glowing. And you want to be mine, you know it.’
‘Choose you...’ Ivyanne sighed. ‘Yeah right. I can only imagine the fall-out from that. The kingdom will go nuts!’
‘So? Let them. You won’t have to rule for years. We could hide somewhere in the meantime...start our life privately, like mum and dad did.’ Ardhi couldn’t believe that this conversation was actually happening. He’d actually done it- planted a seed of doubt in her mind he had to cultivate into an acre of uncertainty. If he could get her to elope as his parents had-people would stop talking about his family as though they were vicious rule breakers. They’d get respect, at last. And he’d get her.
‘Like where?’
‘I know a place,’ he said quickly. ‘Lux has one in New Zealand we could use. No one would ever think to look for us there.’
‘I’m still not ready to deal with Lux.’ Ivyanne said, twisting the ring he’d given her on her finger and pouting.
‘She won’t be there.’ Ardhi said, trying to ignore the pang of guilt in his chest. ‘Just you and I.’
Ivyanne smiled crookedly. ‘Oh come on Ardhi, it’s a pipe dream. Anywhere we go, we’d be traced.’
He straightened. ‘No we won’t-I can get us the papers-some fake ones. I’ll order tickets online tonight if you want.’
Ivyanne’s smile faded. ‘Really?’
He nodded. ‘Just say the word.’
She looked down again. ‘I can’t.’
‘Not yet.’ He whispered. ‘But you will.’ He leaned back, noticing that her breathing had grown heavier. When she looked up at him, her expression was dazzled.
‘I think you might be right.’ But then her eyes darted over his shoulder. ‘Hey, Pintang’s here, we better...’
‘Drop the subject. Until Monday.’ He said quietly. 
‘Monday.’ She repeated.
Ardhi turned around to see his sister, looking stunning in a flouncy pink satin dress, step into the room. She’d cut her hair shorter, and re-dyed the ends hot pink once more. Seeing her looking so grown-up filled Ardhi with an unusual bout of sentimentality. She’d been strange with him since she’d returned, and he was anxious to get things back to normal again, in case he had to go again.
‘I’ll go greet her,’ Ardhi squeezed Ivyanne’s hand. ‘I love you, Ivyanne. I’ll wait.’ 
‘I love you too,’ Ivyanne whispered, before turning to the bar. ‘And now I need a drink…’
Ardhi grinned and approached his sister, opening his arms wide, unable to keep the broad smile off his face. 
‘Sis!’ he cried, enfolding her in a hug, feeling Ivyanne’s eyes on his back. Ardhi’s heart was set to burst with joy. He didn’t have her yet-but he was close.
And then suddenly, Adele stepped into the room, a golden blur, eyes roaming until they landed on his.And she smiled.
⁓
Ivyanne waited until she had locked herself into the privacy of a stall in the ladies bathroom before she tugged Ardhi’s cheap blue wallet out of the folds of her dress. Her heart was still hammering from the fear of getting caught, but Ardhi had been too busy leering down her blouse to have noticed her slight of hand. She’d dressed as she had simply because she knew it would throw him off balance. She couldn’t believe how well it had worked-men were too predictable-even mermen.
Ivyanne opened the wallet, not sure what she was expecting to find, but hoping that there was something that could explain what he’d been up to in his absence. He’d claimed to have been out of his mind, and that was the first thing she needed to disprove. After all, wasn’t his temporary leave of sanity and severe distress the only reason why anyone had welcomed him home with open arms?
Ivyanne’s instinct was screaming that he had lied about everything. Ardhi hadn’t been shivering in some cave in New Guinea-he’d been up to something much more sinister than that something involving New Zealand-a country that was becoming a theme in her day to day life. Sherri, Lux’s cottage, her Paua ring? They had to be connected, she just knew it.
Ivyanne examined the contents of the wallet, frowning, but there were no cards, no I.D’s...just three hundred dollars in crisp yellow notes. She closed the wallet, and frowned at it, noticing for the first time, that it had a little picture of the Hawaiian Islands on the front of it with the words ‘Aloha’ stenciled above it.
‘Hawaii?’ she whispered to herself, trying to remember the last time that Ardhi had been overseas. Ivyanne opened the wallet again, and examined it more carefully. She pulled out the notes, mouth falling open when she saw the wrinkled one dollar bill- U.S money-shoved towards the back. She pursed her lips and dug her fingers into the coin section, feeling an unfamiliar one lodged in the hem. She pulled it out.
‘A nickel?’ Ivyanne turned the shiny coin over. When she read the date stamped onto the back, her stomach hit the floor. ‘2012?!’
Ivyanne shoved the coin back into the wallet, her mind reeling. The evidence definitely suggested that Ardhi had been in Hawaii, and not long before. After all, they were only just over a month into the year. There was no other way that coin would be in his possession, unless he’d procured it himself.
Ivyanne leaned against the stall wall and inhaled deeply, commanding her brain to think straight. It seemed like there were millions of little clues, and they’d all just add up if she was able to focus. Lux’s place in New Zealand, internet flight booking experience, Hawaiian wallet, new American Money, blonde girls on Norfolk....Hawaii. But why Hawaii? Bane and his family wouldn’t have offered Ardhi sanctuary-as their alliance was with the boy he had stabbed. And the only other thing that came to Ivyanne’s mind when she thought of Hawaii in recent times was...
‘Tristan.’ She whispered his name, feeling herself go cold as a violent tremor coursed through her. At that exact moment, her phone rang.
⁓
‘You could have told me you were back.’ Ardhi said quietly, meeting Adele halfway across the floor. He’d spied Lincoln taking notice of her entrance, and his rival now kept glancing at her with a combination of shock, irritation and fascination from the other side of the room. Ardhi guessed he had two minutes with her before Lincoln came over to find out why his ex was there. Ardhi had to decide how to play it before then.
Adele held up her hands. ‘You asked me to come-so I came.’ She glanced around, like a lioness seeking antelope as Ardhi steered her towards the bar, and out of earshot. ‘So am I going after Lincoln, or what?’
‘I don’t know yet,’ Ardhi said, noticing Sherri approach them from behind the bar, her pretty features looking perplexed. ‘I need until Monday to figure out my next step now.’
‘Why Monday?’
‘Because Ivyanne’s thrown him a crumb.’ Sherri said helpfully, smiling. ‘You might not be needed at all.’
‘Really?’ Adele frowned at him. ‘She’s into you?’
‘Don’t look so surprised,’ Ardhi drawled.
Adele glanced out at the room. ‘Well, regardless, you still need to explain my tail to this lot.’
‘After Monday,’ Ardhi said. ‘Things are too dicey at the moment for me to have to confess to siring you and hiding that from them. For now, just be a party crasher, okay? We’ll keep things vague until I know for sure what Ivyanne’s going to do. If she chooses me without the fuss-well-there are plenty of full blood men, looking for a turned wife. You’ll have your pick, and Sherri can pursue Lincoln.’
‘I like that idea very much,’ Sherri said, leaning over him to catch Adele’s eye. ‘So back off.’
Adele’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Well, if you’re going to make it a challenge...’ 
‘Girls,’ Ardhi said quickly, getting a headache, just as he had in Norfolk when they’d constantly been at each other’s throats. ‘You’re not supposed to know each other, remember?’
‘So? Everyone here who knows me thinks I’m a bitch anyway.Why wouldn’t I give the girl who replaced me hell?’ She rubbed her hands together, eyes dancing. ‘I Can’t wait to stir Ivyanne a bit as well!’
‘Not too much,’ Ardhi cautioned her. ‘Remember that she’ll be your queen soon.’
‘So?’ Adele smiled knowingly. ‘The king will always have my back, yeah?’ 
Ardhi loved the sound of that. ‘Yeah. I guess so.’
At that moment, Lincoln began to stalk across the room to them.
‘Ardhi,’ he said with a polite nod. ‘And Adele....’ his brows creased. ‘What’s going on? I don’t hear from you for a month and then you show up at my engagement party?’
‘I was just asking that very same question.’ Ardhi lied. ‘I know how you want the night to be perfect.’
Lincoln raised an eyebrow at him, momentarily derailed. 
Adele shrugged. ‘I came to offer you congratulations, hoping it would stop you from posting those embarrassing :‘Don’t kill yourself’ notes on my face book wall.’
Lincoln didn’t look happy. ‘I was just trying to make sure that you were okay.’
Adele placed a hand on her hip, her eyes flashing. ‘Actually, I’m as okay as you are.’ She sighed melodramatically. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go say hi to Ilsa and then get some of the free hooch.’ She winked at Lincoln. ‘See you later, Mrs Court.’
Lincoln watched her go, looking truly off balance, and Ardhi understood. It was all Ardhi could do not to reach out for a glass of champagne to calm his own nerves.
 



27.
Ivyanne fumbled for her phone in her handbag, heart pounding. ‘Hello?’ 
‘Hello. Is this Ivyanne Court?’
‘It is,’ Ivyanne didn’t recognize the thick American accent. ‘Whom am I speaking to?’
‘Mark Schorer, president of Absalom Industries, California. You left a message for me I believe?’ The man spoke briskly, sounding faintly annoyed that he had to explain himself.
‘Oh! Hey, yes I did. I was calling in regards to my uh, business partner you had a meeting with?’ Ivyanne paused, still staring down at the wallet, thinking that this was the worst time to try and sound professional. ‘Tristan Loveridge?’
‘Who?’
His confused tone stopped Ivyanne’s movements cold. ‘Tristan Loveridge….of LoveSun Corporation?’ she repeated, this time more slowly. ‘You had a meeting arranged with him for Saturday the 28th of February?’
There was a pause. ‘I’m sorry miss,’ the man finally said. ‘I know of Tristan Loveridge, but I hadn’t yet contacted him. I was planning to, as he’s been highly recommended to me, but I hadn’t gotten around to it.’ He paused. ‘This might sound like a strange question, but I was under the impression that Mr Loveridge had passed away recently?’
Ivyanne’s heart hit the floor. ‘So you did hear?’
‘Well, yes I did. From the same person who recommended him to me last year....and then I saw the report in the paper. He and that basketball star, both missing and presumed dead. It’s tragic.’
‘It truly is,’ Ivyanne said quietly, feeling the gears in her brain groan in protest as her mind tried to compute what she was hearing. ‘So, you really didn’t schedule a meeting with him?’ Ivyanne asked softly. ‘You didn’t organize his flight?’
The man drew in his breath. ‘I’m sorry miss, no. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I had. To think that-’
Ivyanne ended the call, too shocked to continue her interrogation. She sat down on the closed toilet seat lid, trembling like a leaf, staring at the wallet in her hands. Mark Schorer hadn’t called Tristan overseas. There had been no free, first class flight, courtesy of Absalom. And still, Tristan had ended up reluctantly boarding a plane to Los Angeles, too tempted by the lucrative offer to even consider turning it down. A flight that had killed him-a flight that neither Tristan or LoveSun, had paid for. So who had?
Ivyanne’s fist clenched around the wallet, letting the most horrible thought force its way into her mind. Had it all been a set-up? Had Ardhi masterminded the whole thing? Was he actually capable of bringing down a flight? Surely he was, if the plane was low enough, and the weather he generated fierce enough-which was what had brought the plane down. A sudden, un-anticipated storm which had dissipated without shedding a drop of rain.
Ivyanne braced herself against the door, feeling tears fill her eyes. It was all too dark and twisted to contemplate. But she’d asked herself, what her childhood friend could be capable of, and suddenly, she had a good idea. Her theory, however far-fetched it was, would explain why out of all of the people who had survived, her ultra-strong merman had been one of the few to perish. In a random crash on water, Tristan would have been the only survivor, if anything.
But if it had been a personal attack, then perhaps someone had gone one step further to ensure that his rival was dead, knowing the world would see it as an accident. Tristan had been seen knocked out-he would have been utterly defenseless if someone had purposefully been seeking him within the wrecked plane.
That’s why there’s no body, Ivyanne realized suddenly. And why Leah couldn’t find his soul in a dolphin. He was murdered, not lost. Someone took him somewhere else, and disposed of the evidence! It’s improbable, but that note left for Lux-
Ivyanne sank back against the wall. The idea of Ardhi dragging Tristan’s unconscious form to land and killing him so he had a human body to bury repulsed her almost as much as the actual crash did.  She wanted to fall apart but knew it wasn’t the time. After all, if Ardhi had been willing to do that to Tristan for the crime of having slept with her-what did he have planned for the man who was about to marry her?
Ivyanne opened the stall and stalked out. She needed to find Bane and her mother. The time for incognito recon had passed. If she was right, drastic measures would need to be taken. But more than that, Ivyanne needed to speak her theory out loud, and have someone else tell her she was crazy. Desperately crazy. 
It was all too much, too elaborate a plan for one man to pull off on his own. And if she was right...then Ardhi was dead on the inside-whatever part of him thought he loved her was being ruled by his lust-not his heart.
Ivyanne stopped in her tracks when she stepped back into the restaurant and saw that Ardhi was standing at the bar still. Sherri was talking to him from behind the counter, but Ardhi’s eyes were firmly fixed on a stunning blonde in a gold dress conversing with Ilsa, who was filling in for Remi that night, a few feet away. That blonde was Adele.
What on earth? Ivyanne blinked, wondering if the scene would vanish, but they were all still there when she focused once more. Where did Adele come from?
Ivyanne was aware enough to recognize instantly that Adele seemed to be in excellent health. In fact, she’d never looked better. Her cropped blonde hair had grown several inches during her short absence, and her skin gleamed with vitality. She looked too good for someone who was supposed to be recovering from an emotional crisis coupled with a bender that spanned the Eastern Seaboard.
At that moment Sherri looked up and saw Ivyanne. Her mouth snapped shut and she turned away from Ardhi abruptly, gazing at the fridge doors as though interested by something within. That caught Ivyanne’s attention further-why would Sherri be talking to Ardhi again? Why was he sticking so closely to the bar and the waitress he barely knew? And why was he so intently watching Adele?
Two blondes. One from New Zealand, and one who had been missing for several weeks. They had several common denominators that Ivyanne couldn’t ignore-both had an intense hatred for Ivyanne, coupled with a deep affection for her fiancé, and both were bar managers who seemed to have a rapport with Ardhi all of a sudden.
Ivyanne almost blacked out on the spot as she realized that Sherri and Ardhi had a connection that pre-dated Ivyanne’s first meeting with her. Sherri was a mer now...and she’d been a mer then too. They’d all been fooled! Link had never sired anybody! Ardhi had-to steal Link away! It had all been a set up-every single element in her life that had been unravelling, Ardhi had masterminded. It was enough to make her want to kill him then and there.
Suddenly Adele looked up and smiled at her, handing her untouched champagne glass to Ilsa, before advancing towards her slowly. Ivyanne swallowed, trying to compose herself. She could hardly alert anyone that Adele was a possible threat when Ardhi was standing right there. There were too many humans nearby to kick up a fuss in general.
I’ll kill her, Ivyanne thought, forcing herself to smile and look surprised. I’ll lead her elsewhere, and I’ll take her out. Maybe I can even get a full confession first.
‘Ivyanne...’ Adele purred, ‘the girl of the night. I’ve been looking for you all over.’ She embraced Ivyanne’s elbows and kissed her cheek. ‘Mind if we have a chat alone, hon?’
Over the back of Adele’s shoulder, Ivyanne saw Link look over at the exchange and frown, taking one faltering step towards her. But Ivyanne held up her hand, and he stayed put. 
‘That would be fine,’ Ivyanne said softly, allowing Adele to steer her outside. She glanced back once to see that Ardhi was watching her with keen interest as well. Had he planned this?
When they were outside Adele began to walk her faster, nodding politely to other guests, and leading Ivyanne around the pool, to where the path between the restaurant and the diving pool were shrouded in darkness. The night smelled too sweet to have turned so sour.
‘You’ll have to excuse me for wobbling in my heels.’ Adele giggled. ‘That mouthful of champagne did my head in a little. He was right...about that, you know? I should have tested the theory before I was in such a situation.’
Ivyanne felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. He? Ardhi? And why would Adele be so effected by champagne unless…..
‘Where are we going?’ She suddenly asked, her step faltering as their surroundings grew darker and lonelier.
‘Somewhere really, really secluded,’ Adele said quickly, tightening her grip. 
Ivyanne was beginning to panic. She didn’t like Adele having control of the situation so completely. ‘Adele I can’t believe the way you vanished. We actually thought you’d been kidnapped! We were so worried!’
‘Not worried enough.’
Those words terrified Ivyanne, so dark were the implications. ‘I’m sorry for what Link put you through, with me, but what’s done is done and I can’t take it back.’ She swallowed when Adele only rasped out a laugh in response. ‘Adele I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you need to get gone! Whatever you’ve gotten involved in, it’s not too late to extricate yourself before you-’
‘No can do,’Adele said grimly. ‘As much as I hate the situation, I’m stuck in it for now.’ She began to frog march Ivyanne off the path to the long gravel walkway between the amenities and the priciest bungalows. ‘Walk. Quick. If you don’t, I can always make a scene in front of the humans.’
The emphasis on the word ‘humans’ wasn’t lost on Ivyanne. ‘Don’t manhandle me!’ Ivyanne tore her arm free, digging in her heels and kicking up dust as they approached the side entrance to the function room. ‘I can hurt you, you know.’
‘Oh I know. But if you shut up and follow some orders for once, you’ll want to thank me instead.’ She surprised Ivyanne by forcing her forward a few more steps so that she almost collided with the freshly installed mermaid feature near the entrance to the function room, but Ivyanne gracefully side-stepped it, only to be forced through the open door of the darkened event space. 
‘Get in there-quick!’
Ivyanne looked around wildly-she didn’t like being alone with the new mermaid one bit. ‘Adele I know you’re a mer, okay?’ She announced, forcing the wobble from her voice. ‘And I know you’re all buddy buddy with Ardhi.’
Adele whirled on her and frowned. ‘He told you that?’
‘He didn’t have to-I can tell.’ Ivyanne shrank back against a wall. ‘You’re allies, right? To break up Link and I?’
‘You’re only half right,’ Adele said quickly, the metallic fabric of her dress was illuminated by the second-hand moonlight shimmering through the glass doors, and fear made her glacier-blue eyes positively glow. ‘But Ivyanne-you cannot fall for his lines, okay? He’s got you all fooled and if you don’t snap out of it, this is going to end tragically.’
Ivyanne inched away from Adele along the cool wall, feeling blindly for tables as she aimed for the corridor near the kitchen, hoping to get near witnesses before it was too late. Ardhi had sired her, just like he had sired Link. Perhaps Adele had inherited a power too, and if it was weather, Ivyanne wouldn’t win. 
‘What? Don’t you want me to break things off with Link for Ardhi? Isn’t this what it’s all about? Isn’t that why you and Sherri are here?’ Ivyanne was too shocked to control her words-she knew she should be playing dumb to Ardhi’s scheme, but Adele had caught her off balance.
Adele’s eyes widened. ‘You’re more switched on then we gave you credit for,’ She pushed her back one more time, forcing Ivyanne into the corridor. ‘But just so we’re clear-Ardhi changed me yes, but I’m not working for him. I don’t give a shit who you pick-so long as it’s not Ardhi, and Lincoln doesn’t get killed.’
‘Lincoln? Killed?’ Ivyanne felt the blood drain from her face as her worst fears came to fruition. ‘If I don’t pick Ardhi, who else would I choose but Link?’ Ivyanne was confused, and she didn’t like it one bit. ‘Adele, you better start explaining yourself, because right now, I’m pretty sure that Tristan’s death was no more an accident then-’
Adele banged on the wall. ‘Now!’ she cried.
Ivyanne opened her mouth to scream, but then the wall flew open in front of her and a deeply tanned arm reached out, closing a hand over her mouth and yanking her into a small, dark room she hadn’t known was there. She got one look at the bright lights of the kitchen before a door slammed and she was shrouded in darkness.
⁓
Lincoln walked up to Bane, clutching two glasses of non alcoholic cider in his hands so tightly he thought they might crack. Bane looked up from his animated conversation with Marcus, frowning. 
‘Hey man, are you okay?’
Lincoln shook his head. ‘We need to talk-alone.’ He looked at Marcus pointedly, who shrugged, tossed Bane a bewildered look, and then shuffled off.
‘Olelo Mai...’ Bane asked, knitting his brows. ‘You look sorta tense.’
‘I was hoping you could tell me,’ Lincoln said sharply. ‘Ivyanne spent five minutes with me then ran off to flirt with Ardhi. Then my ex shows up out of nowhere and now they’ve gone somewhere together. Bit weird, don’t you think?’
Bane’s eyes widened. ‘I didn’t notice any of that stuff. Maybe you’re imagining it.’
‘Really?’ Lincoln drawled. ‘Because I’ve noticed that almost every time Ivyanne disappears lately-you appear to shadow me. Is that just in my head too? Or has Ivyanne asked you to hang around?’
Bane’s dark eyes darted nervously across either side of Lincoln’s head. ‘She’s your fiancé- ask her.’
Lincoln sighed. ‘Oh cut the crap. I’ve been busy Bane-but I’m not completely oblivious to the secret pow-wows you’ve been having. So unless Ivyanne’s about to jump out of a cake naked for me, you better start explaining what you’ve been discussing before I flip out.’
Bane’s eyes finally focused on his. His posture slumped slightly. ‘Honestly Link? I don’t really know what’s going on. But as for Ivyanne flirting with Ardhi...Ivyanne’s not into Ardhi-she’s investigating him.’
Lincoln’s chest constricted. ‘Why?’
Bane put a hand on his shoulder. ‘If I tell you, you have to stay cool, okay? One big dramatic reaction could be detrimental -and that’s the only reason we’ve left you in the dark. So do you have your wits?’
Lincoln hesitated, then nodded. ‘Spit it out before I lose them, please.’ 
‘Pa a’ka awa.’ Bane exhaled. ‘Look...Ardhi hit on her, okay?’
The champagne glass in Lincoln’s hand cracked. Cool liquid bubbled down his hand and into the sleeve of his coat. He grunted and placed it on the table before wiping his wet, bloody hand on his dark pants. He didn’t know who to be more furious at-Ivyanne for keeping the secret or him, for being too swept up in the party planning and Sherri’s theatrics to notice. ‘Fuck. I knew he would.’
‘That’s not being cool Link-that’s being the hulk.’ Bane chided him. ‘But that’s not all, in fact, it’s a lot fucking wor-’ Bane straightened, staring at something over his shoulder. ‘Oh...heads up. Blonde alert.’
Lincoln spun around in time to see Adele sauntering up to him. Her smile was thin, her movements slow-but her hands were trembling.
‘I have a message for you boys,’ Adele said softly, ‘from Ivyanne.’
Lincoln raised an eyebrow. Adele was acting like she still owned the damn place! And if she was back, where was Ivyanne? What was going on? He could have screamed in frustration.
‘Yes?’ Bane asked.
Adele smiled at Lincoln. ‘Get your dad and any humans out of here-now, and warn the king and queen that this party is about to turn into a hootenanny And most importantly...do not let Ardhi know that anything is going on. You have twenty minutes-tops.’ Adele turned to walk away.
Lincoln reached out and grabbed her arm. His brain had registered that there was something about the way she had said ‘humans’ that implied that she was no longer one of them-but he didn’t have time to dwell on it. Fear for his bride-to-be was first and foremost in his spinning mind. ‘Adele Knightley if you’ve touched one hair on her head-’
Adele jerked her arm free, her eyes icier than ever. ‘I’m here to save her Lincoln, so you can thank me later. Now let me go-if Ardhi sees us talking, the body count is going to end up higher than it needs to be, and sooner than we’re ready for.’
Lincoln opened his mouth to demand to know what she knew regardless of the dangers, but Adele was already hurrying away. He glanced at Bane and saw that the Hawaiian boy’s dark skin had lost its glow. ‘Body count?’ Lincoln repeated, feeling ill. 
‘You heard her,’ Bane said. ‘You get the humans out of here, I’ll handle the royals.’
‘But I-’
Bane’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not now Link. You wanna be king? Time to start acting like you can handle the chaos.’ With that, Bane walked away.
Future King. Bane was right-Ivyanne hadn’t come to Lincoln because she doubted his ability to keep an even mind and he was true to form, crumbling under the weight of uncertainty. Well, now he’d have to prove her wrong. Heart palpitating, Lincoln tried to clear his angst from his mind and began searching the room for his father. Until that crown was on his head, he had his own people to protect; The humans.
He just wish he knew what the fuck he was protecting them from.
 



28.
Ivyanne tried to bite the hand clamping firmly down on her mouth, but she couldn’t get her jaw open wide enough. Whoever had her had to be freakishly strong-not Sherri, but Ardhi, for sure.
She sent an elbow into the stomach of her assailant, but was rewarded by a dull pain when her arm impacted with a wall of sheer muscle.
‘You’re a fighter,’ a voice whispered in her ear. ‘That’s one of the reasons why I love you so much.’
Ivyanne’s chest constricted. She knew that voice and that gentle, affected accent. But the blood pounding in her ears distorted the sound, made her head rush. She was suddenly spun around so that she could feel her assailant’s breath on her face.
‘I must say, I’m disappointed,’ the man said, moving his hands so that he was cupping her jaw. ‘I was kind of counting on you being happy to see me, alive and well, Ma Cherie.’
Ivyanne had been about to scream, but the soft words made her voice die in her throat. Her hands went to his face, and when she felt the curve of his sharp cheekbones, and the gentle curl to the hair near his ears, her knees buckled.
‘Tristan?!’ She was certain that she’d finally lost it, and that her mind was playing tricks on her. It couldn’t be, and yet her heart began to pound with the sweetest ray of hope that had ever pierced it. Oh god! Please if this is a dream I will loathe you for all eternity when I wake!
His arm moved, and there was a click, and suddenly the small store room was bathed in light. Ivyanne winced, but then looked up, and when she found herself staring into the warmest toffee colored eyes she’d ever seen shaded by the brim of a baseball cap, the breath rushed out of her lungs.
‘You’re alive!’ Ivyanne shoved him up against the wall, pinning him in place so she could inspect him thoroughly, certain that he was a trick of the light. She tore his hat off and let it fall to the floor. His cap of curls sprang free, longer than the last time she had seen him, and she gripped the tufts she could in her tight palms.
‘B-but...... how?’ A sob escaped her. ‘Oh my god-is it really you?’
He smiled his heartbreaking smile, liquifying her bones. ‘Of course it’s me. Have you ever met anyone else this handsome?’
A hysterical giggle escaped Ivyanne’s lips, and her fingers fell to his shoulders, digging in. She was terrified that the light would flicker off, and she’d find herself alone and insane. ‘You survived? You really and truly survived? How?! No one could find you! We thought-’
‘I let you think that,’ he whispered, holding her up. It was almost as if her legs weren’t working right. ‘I had to.’
Ivyanne surprised herself by thumping his chest with the flat of her hand. Tears were rolling down her face, which she despised herself for because it was clouding her view of his golden face. She was aware of little more than gratitude and the fact that she was shaking like a leaf. 
Not dead, not dead...Tristan’s not dead!!! She celebrated in an endless inner monologue. ‘You damn near killed me! Do you have any idea how I’ve suffered? Thinking that you had-’
He brought her face closer to his own, his eyes flicking between hers, seeming to glow with delight and love. ‘You can’t understand yet Ivyanne, and I can’t make you-you’re in shock-I should have anticipated that. But I did what I had to do, so I could come here, and warn you-’ he looked down at her. ‘Holy crap, what are you wearing? You look like a wet dream!’
‘You don’t need to warn me,’ Ivyanne sobbed. ‘I figured it out, okay? I know about Ardhi!’ She flattened her palms against his chest and swept down slowly, feeling a wall of hard muscle through the thin cotton of his t-shirt, and it solidified his presence further. Her fingers dug into him, probably scratching him through the shirt, and her pulse quickened as her heart filled with light. All of her pain and worry-it had been for nothing! She could let go of the sadness now-she could let go of the curse!
‘God, is this real? If this is a dream, then I am going to-’
Tristan lifted her face, and brushed his lips against hers in a move so achingly tender that her heart lurched in her chest. Ivyanne ceased to move-ceased to think. Almost as swiftly as he’d kissed her, Tristan pulled away. 
‘Did that feel like a dream?’He asked, his voice hoarse.
Ivyanne’s eyes were closed, her lips tingling. ‘Yes,’ she breathed, curling her hand around the back of his neck and pulling him closer. ‘I definitely need more convincing…’
‘Ivyanne, we can’t. This is your-’
Ivyanne pressed her mouth against his, stopping his words before they could spoil the moment. She wasn’t ready to be fair or loyal or rational...she’d done that already and it had only made the suffering worse. What she needed was for him to kiss her until she forgot every second of misery she’d suffered believing that he was lost to her for eternity.
Tristan moaned softly and returned her fervor, squeezing his arms around her, stealing her breath in more ways than one. But that was okay-Ivyanne didn’t need it. Electricity shot from her lips through to her toes. She kissed him passionately, twisting her fingers into his hair pulling him in closer. He tasted like salt and fresh air, his breath restoring her own like a fresh breeze. It was as though they were floating between fantasy and reality, and at any moment, one of them would wake up, and it would all be over.
Ivyanne increased her grip on him, refusing to let that happen.
⁓
Tristan had expected Ivyanne’s shock, and he’d certainly anticipated a warm and grateful embrace. He’d assumed that once he’d revealed that he was alive to Ivyanne they would hug, shed a few tears and immediately set to plotting Ardhi’s demise.
But then Ivyanne looked at him like he was an angel plucked from heaven, and he’d had to kiss her. Engagement party be dammed-he had earned this moment, and he didn’t know if he’d get another one like it again.
There was no way he was strong enough to resist her, and when she’d curled herself around him like a lonely wife welcoming a sailor home, Tristan’s grip on reality, and his sense of urgency to take Ardhi down had immediately shifted to the back burner. All there was was Ivyanne. A tear escaped his eye and ran hot down his cheek-it
was a kiss so intense that it bypassed his loins and reverberated, toe to heart to head and back again, thwarting his sub-conscious demands that he release her. It wasn’t lustful like before, and it didn’t leave him feeling sexually objectified, but truly wanted. Had she come to love him in his absence, or was this simply a kiss of gratitude?
‘God I missed you,’ Ivyanne panted, moving his lips with her words, instead of breaking the contact between them completely. Her hands tore at him with no particular focus, but roamed him, demanding nothing but touch.
‘This is the moment I stayed alive for,’ he admitted, savoring her lips. ‘I swum from Hawaii to here, just to feel this one last time.’
‘You swam...?’ Ivyanne recoiled.
‘Yeah well I left my frequent flyer card on the plane....’ Tristan attempted to make light of the situation, but Ivyanne’s face was ashen.
She began to cry, dropping her head onto his chest. ‘I knew I should have commanded an ocean wide search! To think you’ve been.....and tomorrow was going to be your-’ her words broke off in a fresh outpouring of tears. She lifted her wet face to his. ‘It’s all my fault! I let you go! You would never have given up on me!’
Tristan held her, feeling at a loss for words as he realized that she was wrong. He had given up on her-he’d boarded that plane when he should have presented her with the ring he’d bought and stashed. What could he say? ‘It’s okay?’ No, because it wasn’t. ‘We can pick this up later?’ No, because they wouldn’t.
‘We gave up on each other,’ he whispered softly, ‘and we’ve faced the consequences of that. But now, that’s all irrelevant. We need to get Ardhi out of commission before he kills your fiancé.’
The glazed look left Ivyanne’s eyes when he said that-she released him and stepped back, wiping at her eyes. ‘You know?’
Tristan swallowed as the bubble busted around them. It was time to face reality.
⁓
‘What’s going on son?’ Chase stopped halfway down the garden path, putting his hand on Lincoln’s chest so he was forced to come to a stand-still.
Lincoln glanced ahead, to where Lydia and a few other locals were still walking, like a herd of sheep. ‘Nothing,’ Lincoln said quickly. ‘You’ve started a great wine cellar to show off at events just like this.’
‘No....’ his father frowned. ‘You’re getting rid of us-a very select group of us- and I want to know why.’
Lincoln searched for a good lie. ‘Because you’re the only ones here who actually drink? Why would you think otherwise?’
Chase hoisted an eyebrow. ‘Because ever since you became a mermaid, you’ve become sneaky, and intense. And I’m sick of it. I’ve only got a few years left with you-you may as well share it all with you dear old dad.’
Lincoln almost fell over. ‘What did you just say?’
His father smiled, his eyes crinkling. ‘You think I didn’t figure it out ten years ago?’
Lincoln shook his head, astounded. ‘What? How?’ He couldn’t clear the thoughts from his mind. ‘No seriously-how? Who told you?’
‘Marcus,’ Chase smiled. ‘I caught him red-handed once, and he tried to put the whammy on me but it didn’t take-I had an inner ear infection.’ He smiled. ‘Just like I remember that your lovely Ivyanne used to be your equally lovely Ivanna.’ Chase frowned. ‘I’ve seen the shell, I know the deal. I’m a bit vague on the details of course and I shouldn’t be discussing this with you, but Marcus warned me that you’d be needing a year off soon, so I figured it was time to broach the subject-man to man.’
Lincoln was thunderstruck. Why was everyone else always one step ahead of him? ‘Does anyone else know that you know?’
Chase shook his head. ‘No. Apparently, my life is at risk if they find out. Marcus wanted to turn me-he said that was the protocol-but there’s no one to do it. But because he couldn’t, he pledged to keep the business coming here, to afford the life we’ve become accustomed to.’ Chase smiled. ‘He also hooked us up with Aubrielle to buy my silence.’
Lincoln couldn’t believe it. ‘Wow.’
‘Hey guys?’
Lincoln and Chase looked up to see Lydia had stopped, and was holding up her hands. ‘Chase, you running this show or not?’
‘Be right with you!’ Chase called. Then he turned to Lincoln. ‘So, what’s going on? And make it quick.’
‘Something bad might happen soon,’ Lincoln said deciding to bite the bullet. ‘But no one is telling me what. All I know is that I need to get every human out of here-including yourself.’
‘Fair enough.’ Chase frowned. ‘They’re not going to trash the bar again, are they? Like when those two kids got into a punch up last month?’
Lincoln smiled, although he really didn’t know. ‘I’ll make ‘em duke it out on the beach this time if I can.’
‘Good.’ Chase smiled. ‘I’ll get these guys drunk then-but Lincoln? Stay safe. And I expect that we need to have a very long chat tomorrow.’
‘I expect you’re right.’ As fascinated as Lincoln was that his father was aware of his unique new lifestyle, he didn’t want to waste any time. He hugged his father impulsively. ‘I love you dad.’
‘I love you too.’
Lincoln turned his back on him and jogged back up the path, knowing that every second he’s spent in shock over his fathers’ intelligence was another second during which Ivyanne needed him. His head spun with the numerous scenarios he was walking back into.
⁓
Tristan grimaced. ‘Yes, I know that you’re engaged. But I’ve known that for a week, so I’m not going to break down on you now. In fact, I suddenly feel a lot like the bad guy again.’
Ivyanne was confused. ‘How?’
‘Because we just, uh, kissed a bit? A lot?’
Ivyanne shook her head, not allowing the guilt to creep over her. There would be time for that later. ‘I meant, how did you know? How did you get in this closet when I wasn’t even aware it was here? If someone here has known you’ve been alive this whole time I’m going to-’
‘No,’ Tristan said quickly, frowning. ‘No one here knows-I couldn’t even tell mom and dad that I survived.’ He sighed heavily, tucking his shirt in. ‘I feel bad about it-but I had to lay low. I had an ally, just not one here.’
Ivyanne had already come to the correct conclusion, she was certain of it. ‘Adele, right?’ she guessed, making a face. ‘I mean, I thought she was trying to corner me until she shoved me in here. But I don’t get why.’
Tristan grinned. ‘I’ll explain fully later, preferably over a cup of chai. But for now let’s just say that she’s a double agent-Ardhi thinks he’s got her cornered but he’s wrong.’
‘And Sherri?’ Ivyanne asked quickly.
Tristan rolled his eyes. ‘Sherri’s only working for Ardhi. She was brought here to tempt him away from you....and Adele said that people think Lincoln turned her?’
‘We did.’ Ivyanne sagged to get confirmation that Lincoln’s ‘gift’ had been staged. He was going to be devastated. If it came down to a bloodbath-she was going to take the blonde interloper out in a heartbeat. ‘I knew she was rotten! I can’t believe I didn’t see the connection though-it’s the most obvious one! I’m an idiot.’
Tristan cocked his head. ‘Are you kidding me? I was expecting to shock you with all of this! Seems like you’re pretty switched on though. What do you know?’
Ivyanne studied him for a moment. ‘That Ardhi tried to kill you so he could pursue me...that he arranged two blonde mermaids to work on Lincoln to take him out of the equation?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Am I warm?’
‘Sizzling hot.’ Tristan was gaping at her. ‘When did you work this out? And how?’
‘About forty five minutes ago...well, that’s when I connected him to you-only I assumed he’d found you, killed you and hidden the body.’ Tears came to Ivyanne’s eyes, and she took a tentative step forward. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered softly. ‘If I’m right..I’m so, so sorry that you went through that.’
Tristan stepped up to her again, enfolding her in his arms. ‘I was so grateful that you hadn’t come,’ he whispered. ‘It was...unimaginable.’
Ivyanne pulled back. ‘Where have you been?’
Tristan shook his head. ‘It’s a long story, but basically, I was lost at sea for two weeks while I made my way back and didn’t fully understand anything until I got to Norfolk, following a gut instinct, and found Adele who filled in the blanks. She’s been helping me since.’ His expression sobered. ‘Ivyanne if we manage to diffuse this situation, I want her to be accepted, okay? She helped Ardhi, but under protest. She’s made up for it now.’
Ivyanne couldn’t help but notice the possessive tone in Tristan’s voice as he spoke of Adele. It unsettled her, but she shoved it to the back of her mind. ‘Okay,’ she said softly. ‘Whatever makes this easier on you.’
Tristan kissed her quickly. ‘Killing Ardhi is the only thing that’s going to make this easy on me.’
‘Can we kill him?’ Ivyanne asked. ‘I mean, he brought down a plane. That’s pretty powerful!’
‘Attacking from a distance with a few friends yeah, he’s tough.’ Tristan smiled. ‘In person and alone, surrounded by dozens of us-I can still knock him out. Which if you don’t mind, I think I’ll go do right now.’
Ivyanne shoved him back firmly. ‘Tristan stop and think this through. If you go out there half-cocked, then you could get yourself killed.’
‘Almost killed,’ Tristan grunted. ‘I’m good at not quite dying.’
‘Well I’d like to keep it that way.’ Ivyanne said. ‘Right now Ardhi thinks I’m into him and avoiding my fiancé- and that’s buying us time. But we can’t confront him with all of those humans around.’
Tristan smiled down at her. ‘Well if Adele’s done her job, Lincoln’s probably already gotten the humans out of here-which gives us a small window of opportunity to corner Ardhi in front of a lot of our kind.’
Ivyanne’s eyes widened. ‘Does Lincoln know?’
Tristan shook his head. ‘I told Adele to keep the details to herself-as far as Link knows, the message came from you.’
‘You’re quite crafty, you know.’ Ivyanne swallowed. ‘Adele too. Seems like you two make a, um, good team.’
Tristan shrugged. ‘We should. We’re very alike-and we’ve spent the last week and a half together....’ his voice trailed off, his brown eyes widening. ‘Oh my god! You’re jealo-’
Ivyanne placed a finger to his lips, unable to bear the words. But yes, the idea of him and Adele having spent weeks together working for a common goal-alone- unsettled her traitorous heart. ‘Ssh,’ she said softly, finding herself transfixed by the sensation of his lips against her fingertips. It was making her crave him. ‘I’m way too mixed up to address that right now...’
Tristan kissed her fingertip gently, his eyes not leaving hers. ‘I didn’t lay a hand on her,’ he murmured, moving his lips down to her palm in a tender, erotic way that made her toes curl in her fancy heels. ‘You’re the love of my life. I should never have left you.’
Ivyanne sighed as her heart fluttered away but her mind sank into logic. She didn’t want to say what had to be said. ‘But you did Tristan-then you died.’ Her voice shook. ‘Lincoln is a good man and I love him so much…. and I gave him my hand.’
Tristan sagged against the wall, the light going out of his eyes. ‘I knew you’d say that,’ he said softly. ‘And it’s okay. I never allowed myself to hope that me returning would change anything.’
The ring on her hand was burning hot. ‘But it does,’ she admitted, feeling the stitches holding her heart together break apart again. ‘Just in what way, I don’t know.’
Tristan looked up hopefully. ‘Really?’
‘Maybe,’ she whispered. ‘Once again, I need time.’ She shook herself off. ‘Actually no, I need to kill something. I go out and you follow in five, okay?’
Tristan grinned. ‘You get him in your hands, I’ll do the rest.’
Ivyanne nodded, kissed him quickly then turned to the door, heart pounding as she opened it and glanced down towards the kitchen and bar. It was all clear.
‘What the f-’
Ivyanne looked to her left to see that she’d opened the door right on Sherri, who’s eyes were round with shock. A packet of cocktail stirrers fell from Sherri’s hands to the floor. The door must have missed Sherri’s nose by inches in the cramped hallway.
‘You’re screwing some guy in the cupboard at your own engagement party?!’ Sherri squeaked.
‘Shit!’ Ivyanne grabbed the girl by the throat, squeezing as tightly as she could while wrapping her other hand around her mouth, dragging her back into the storage room. ‘Tristan-help!’
Sherri was thrashing against her, yelling against Ivyanne’s hand, heating it with her breath. Ivyanne’s heart was racing but her grip unrelenting. Tristan leaned over the girl and helped wrestle her to the floor.
 ‘Hey there Sherri! I’m Tristan Loveridge. You know, the guy who you helped kill?’
Sherri’s face went white.
‘Think you can handle her while I rally the troops?’ Ivyanne asked, backing away and thinking of what she had to do next.
Tristan gripped Sherri by the throat and lifted her off the ground, tossing her horizontally into some shelving. Sherri crashed on to the floor and landed awkwardly, whimpering.
‘My pleasure,’ he said, pinning her head to the ground with his shoe. ‘But if you want her alive, handle it quickly.’
Ivyanne grinned, backing out of the room. ‘When did I say I wanted that?’ She glared down at Sherri’s squirming form, secretly wishing that she could have two minutes locked in a closet with her-Sherri would be coming out purple for all the trouble she had caused. 
‘Thought Lincoln was hard to get? Well try this one, loser.’ Ivyanne slammed the door behind her.
 
29.
Lincoln spotted Ivyanne barreling out of the narrow corridor between the kitchen and the bar, and didn’t hesitate to rush over to her. He had her in his arms before the saloon doors had swung shut behind her. ‘Thank God! There you are!’
Ivyanne looked up at him, her gaze slightly unfocused at first. Then, it melted into an expression of pure apology. 
‘Lincoln,’ she whispered, catching his jaw in her hands. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Sorry for what? Lincoln asked quietly. He noticed instantly that her eyes were red, making the vivid green iris’s neon in contrast. ‘Is everything okay?’
Ivyanne shook her head as she pulled a strange ring off her finger. ‘That’s why I’m apologizing- you threw a beautiful party, and now I’m going to have to wreck it. Just like I wreck everything.’
Lincoln took her elbows. ‘You don’t,’ he said quickly. ‘What are you talking about? Is it about Ardhi and Adele and-’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘Bane told you?’ She glanced over his shoulder, scanning the room. ‘Okole puka!’
‘Yes. And my dad is giving the non mer guests a wine tour right now. But I don’t know how long he’ll be able to contain them.’
Ivyanne nodded then disentangled herself from his embrace and held his hands between their chests, squeezing tightly as her focus came back to him. 
‘It’s bad Lincoln-so much worse than I thought. There’s so much-’ she shook her head, her slightly tousled hair whipping about her hips. ‘I don’t have time. In fact, I have four minutes.’
Lincoln felt a chill race down his spine. ‘What can I do?’
Ivyanne leaned up and planted a swift kiss on his cheek. ‘Stay clear of Ardhi- no matter what happens, but don’t leave my sight.’ She dropped his hands and walked away before he could protest, making a beeline for the centre of the room where Ardhi was dancing with his sister.
⁓
‘If you want to cook so badly...ask Lincoln to transfer you to the kitchen.’
Pintang shook her head. ‘Rory is his sou chef-he’s been in college for two years. I can’t just steal his job like that.’
‘Then go somewhere else,’ Ardhi said. ‘This isn’t the only mer friendly resort in the world you know.’
‘Well, that’s what I’ve been thinking. Actually, I was talking to Bane and he said that his parents might-’ Pintang’s eyes swept to the side. ‘Hey Ivyanne. Where have you been?’
Ardhi glanced over his shoulder and found Ivyanne standing in the centre of the room, staring at him with a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. He was elated to see her-she’d been MIA for almost an hour by then and Adele had returned ages ago. 
‘Have you been crying?’ he asked, dropping Pintang’s hands and wondering what Adele could have said.
Ivyanne nodded, her expression miserable. ‘You know what I’m going through,’ she said softly. ‘You did it to me on purpose. How can I enjoy my engagement party when you...?’ She wiped at her eyes as her voice trailed off.
‘Oh my god,’ Pintang said, her blue eyes full of concern. ‘What am I missing here?’
‘Nothing,’ Ardhi said quietly, reaching for Ivyanne and pulling her into his arms. ‘Ivyanne’s just trying to cope with...a change of heart.’
‘Are you serious?!’ Pintang squeaked, turning to gape at Ardhi. ‘Since when?’
Ardhi was thrilled that Ivyanne was breaking down over him, and amazed that she was doing so in front of witnesses. 
She loves me, he thought, astonished. She really loves me. This is finally happening! Ardhi ignored his sister and her horrified expression, stroking Ivyanne’s hair and whispering in her ear. : ‘It’s okay, sweetheart....but you’ve got to pull yourself together. Dance with me okay? We’ll make it look like we’re having an innocent dance while you get a hold of yourself.’ Even as he said it, Ardhi looked up and flushed to see that more than a few people had noticed and were watching the tender exchange with bewildered expressions, especially Isabelle Londeree and her youngest daughter. ‘You don’t have to decide anything right here and now. I know how you feel.’
Ivyanne lifted her face. ‘You do?’
Ardhi nodded and swayed her in a gentle circle. He could see Pintang backing away. ‘Yes, and that’s enough for me for now. We’ll worry about how to handle Lincoln later.’
A tear spilled down Ivyanne’s cheek. ‘I’ve always loved you,’ she said quietly, reaching down and intertwining her fingers through his. ‘I always believed the best in you....’
‘I know,’ Ardhi said, smiling. Just behind Ivyanne, he saw Vana turn away from the conversation she was having with Simone Loveridge (who had been staring daggers at Ardhi all night and not surprisingly so) and stare at the back of Ivyanne’s head, biting her lower lip in consternation, the crown on her head catching the flickering candlelight. That small gesture of concern was enough to make Ardhi want to kiss Ivyanne right there and then in front of everyone-that bitch had done nothing but thrown hurdles between him and her daughter since Nigara had died. Like Ardhi wasn’t good enough. Like Ardhi wasn’t strong enough-like his family were black sheep in a sea of golden fleeces. Instead, he smiled smugly. ‘That’s why I love you. You made me feel special in a way no one else ever did.’
‘Not even Lux?’
‘Not even Lux?’
‘Then how could you do this to me?’
Ardhi froze, breaking the eye contact with the queen to stare down at the girl in his arms. Her tone had frosted over significantly. ‘Do what?’
Ivyanne’s entire face hardened. In one split second, her eyes went from molten emerald to the calculating, condescending and terrifying eyes of a black cat under a full moon. ‘Make me loathe you,’ she finished. ‘That’s what you’ve done.’
Ardhi’s mouth fell open in surprise and at that exact second, Ivyanne tensed her arm and bent his wrist up and behind his back, causing him to cry out in pain and spin around. Before he knew it, he landed on the hard slate floor on his knees, blinding white pain obscuring his vision momentarily. 
‘What are you doing?!’ he hollered.
Her hair swung by his face like an aurulent curtain. ‘Letting you know where you stand...or should I say...kneel.’ She hissed, sounding nothing like the Ivyanne he knew. The background noise had gone from laughter and conversation to gasps and screams. ‘At my feet-where you belong.’
Ardhi didn’t understand any of it. And before he could begin to, Vana’s shin’s came into vision as she rushed forward, hitched her long lavender skirt and kicked him squarely between the eyes with the underside of her high heel.
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‘Bane! Ash! Do we have anything to tie him with?’ Vana asked the first men to rush forward.
‘Not on me,’ Bane said. ‘But I’ve sent Marcus down to the boats looking for some rope. Ivyanne, do you have a good enough grip on him for now? Is he out?’
Ivyanne nodded, her teeth clenched together. ‘I think so. He’s gotten bloody heavy...but I can handle it.’
‘Aubrielle has gone down to the spa to get a few doses of that sleeping stuff she’s concocted. She said she had enough to restrain him for at least a week.’ Vana crouched down in front of Ardhi and saw that while his eyes were rolling around, he wasn’t unconscious. ‘Do you hear me kiddo?’ she demanded. ‘You’re trouble- making days are through.’
Ardhi grunted and spat out a mouthful of blood.
‘What’s going on?!’ Pintang exclaimed, rushing to Vana’s side, her voice pitchy.
‘Lux is dead.’ Vana said sadly, her voice audible now that a profound silence had fallen upon the guests. ‘After fighting with Ardhi. Bane and I found her body this afternoon-buried on Bracken.’
‘What?!’ Pintang’s shocked cry carried above the others.
Ivyanne’s head jerked up. ‘She is? You found her?’
Vana nodded, indicating to Bane. ‘He found where she fell, and we followed the blood to the forest.’ Her voice caught. ‘I’m so sorry darling. She’d been dead for days.’
Ivyanne’s face crumpled and she bowed it, a sob shaking her shoulders. 
‘No! Ardhi wouldn’t-’
 Vana glanced to her left to see that her husband was already wrestling back Joakim, while the newcomer-the blonde in the gold dress someone had pointed out as being Lincoln’s Adele-struggled to hold onto Ardhi’s wailing mother. And as old as Eka was, restraining her wouldn’t have been possible for a young human girl. Vana wondered if that was what Bane had been coming over to tell her when Ivyanne’s antics had stilled the room-that Ardhi had turned Adele. But if so, where had she been all of this time?
‘Why would he do that?!’ Eka screamed. ‘He loved her!’
‘Until she worked it all out,’ Ivyanne said., glancing up at the blonde. ‘Thanks to Adele.’
Adele glanced over her shoulder and smiled with genuine surprise and delight. ‘My note?’
‘Your note.’ Ivyanne glanced up at the room. ‘Ardhi has been lying to us! He didn’t just wash up here the other day, he came to the area at least a week beforehand and was watching us all!’
‘And that deserves a beating?!’ Eka screamed. 
‘That’s the least of what he deserves!’ Ivyanne said. She didn’t scream it, and yet her firm tone made the room fall silent. ‘He’s done nothing but scheme and plot against us since the night he disappeared. He-’
‘What are you on about?’ Ardhi spluttered through his bloody mouth. ‘First you tell me you want me and now you’re- argh!’ His scream of pain ripped through the room as Ivyanne grabbed his other arm and yanked it violently up behind him. She was now holding both wrists and staring down at him with more hate than Vana had ever imagined her daughter capable of.
‘Shut up!’ Ivyanne hollered. ‘Do you hear me Ardhi? Shut up! I’m sick of your lies. I’m sick of you!’ There was a soft clattering sound on the floor next to Ardhi. Vana glimpsed a carved shell ring lying on the floor before Ardhi seconds before Ivyanne’s foot came down hard on it. Ardhi winced. 
‘And when I think of what you did to Lux, and Tristan and all of those innocent humans...I’m sick to my stomach and I want you to be dust!’
Vana caught her breath when she saw the obvious shudder go through the prisoner. ‘Tristan?’ She stepped forward again, staring at her daughter in disbelief. ‘What did.....?’ Her hand went to her mouth and she shook her head. She’d never thought anything inside her could feel so....empty.
‘No!’ Bane breathed, circling Ardhi and coming to Vana’s side. ‘Where did this come from Ivyanne? I thought you’d told me everything! Don’t say that Ardhi- Kanapapaki!’
‘Ardhi brought down the plane,’ the words dripped from Ivyanne’s voice like acid. ‘It was cold blooded murder.’
Pintang screamed and collapsed to her knees, dragging Lincoln down with her, the fight going out of both of them. Vana heard an inhuman wail and turned to see Isabelle take a halting step forward and into her Bane’s arms. That sound echoed the pain in Vana’s own heart-in fact, it itself was echoed throughout the room like a crescendo of misery as everyone realized what had just been said.
‘You’re insane!’ Ardhi bellowed, trying to look over his shoulder frantically. ‘You’ve lost your mind Ivyanne! How on earth could you prove that?’
‘I have a fair idea how,’ a silken voice said blithely. The blonde shimmered into view, jostling Eka in her hands, pushing her forward. ‘I can show everyone everything-the receipts from the flights you booked for him, the hire boat you made me hire in case we needed to dispose of his body...the phony passports you got to fly back from Los Angeles....’
Ardhi growled and struggled in Ivyanne’s arms, turning to sneer at Adele. ‘I’m going to kill you, you hear me?! You helped me every step of the way! If I’m going down for this-which I won’t-I’m taking you too!’
But Adele merely smiled. ‘Hey Ardhi...I have your mother. How do you like the shoe being on the other foot now, mate?’
‘No, no, no, no, no..!’ Pintang blathered, pressing her hands against her ears. ‘I’m not hearing this!’
Vana felt light-headed as Ardhi’s blatant admission rattled her very being and confirmed her suspicions. She stared at Lincoln’s ex, fascinated. Another new mermaid? Ardhi’s doing, but not his ally?
‘Anyway Adele didn’t tell me squat,’ Ivyanne said smugly. ‘I figured it all out on my lonesome. Though I must admit-I didn’t tie her or Sherri into this until tonight.’
‘Sherri?’ It was Lincoln’s turn to scramble forward. His brown eyes were wide. ‘What has Sherri got to do with this?’
Ivyanne turned to glance at her fiancé. She looked awkward, restraining Ardhi that way. ‘I’m sorry honey, but you didn’t turn Sherri-she came pre-packaged, just for you.’
Lincoln’s eyes bugged. ‘Are you serious?!’
Ivyanne yanked on Ardhi again. ‘He found her, turned her and then brought her here to split us apart.’ She leaned down over Ardhi. ‘So nice of you Ardhi, to try and make him cheat so you wouldn’t have to kill him as well!’ She addressed the crowd, turning her head slowly. ‘Ardhi created Sherri in New Zealand, to be his lure. My fiancé of course, being the prey. But not until he’d set the wheels in motion to take Tristan out first!’ Ivyanne kneed him in the side and her captive grunted. Then, she looked back at Lincoln. ‘If Ardhi here wasn’t deluded enough to think I wanted him back, you probably would have been in an accident too by now-given that you weren’t weak enough to sleep with her.’ Her incensed gaze fell back upon Ardhi. ‘You bet against the wrong man, Kayu-Api.’
The room erupted with nervous chatter and exclamations of outrage. Lincoln rubbed at his temples, looking as stricken as Vana felt.
‘Where is she?’ he asked weakly. ‘I’ll kill her myself.’
‘She’ll be out any minute now,’ Ivyanne chirped, her expression radiant. ‘Let’s see Ardhi try and deny all of this when I have both witnesses out here trying to save their own asses. You hear that Ardhi? It’s over!’
‘I don’t give a shit!’ Ardhi rasped. ‘Thinking I had you only felt half as good as watching his plane plummet into the ocean anyway!’
Vana wanted to claw his eyes out herself. She lunged forward but felt her husband restrain her. She hadn’t even felt him come up to her.
‘Don’t,’ he whispered. ‘This is Ivyanne’s fight.’
‘You’re a monster!’ Pintang exclaimed. ‘How could you do such a thing Ardhi? You knew I loved him!’
‘Everybody loved him!’ Ardhi snarled. ‘But he only loved himself!’
‘Not true,’ a masculine voice said. A man strode forward, wearing a baseball hat and hauling along Sherri the bartender into the centre of the room. The blonde looked hysterical, and was struggling against her captive-at least until he tossed her onto the floor like a rag doll so she lay sprawled in front of Ardhi, wheezing and sobbing. The man’s back was to Vana, but there was something familiar about his deep voice. 
‘I mean, if I hadn’t loved Ivyanne so, you would never have felt the need to do what you did.’
A collective gasp went through the room, but it wasn’t until Vana saw Ivyanne’s own face light up enigmatically and knowingly, that Vana realized that the impossible was happening before her very eyes.
‘Perfect timing,’ her daughter cooed. ‘Even if it is three weeks delayed.’
‘I like to make a grand entrance,’ the man responded, his tone merry.
Vana looked down at Ardhi before fully allowing herself to believe the miracle- and when she saw the absolute horror on Ardhi’s face as he gazed up at the man addressing him, she finally uttered the word: ‘Tristan.’
Tristan turned to grin at her, his face brighter than any sun had every been. ‘Good evening, your highness,’ he said, dipping in a slight bow. ‘Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?’
Vana stepped forward to embrace him but was practically bowled over as a stampede of screaming mers raced forward and enveloped the golden child before she could catch her breath. Still, Vana’s heart practically exploded from happiness when his hat was knocked free and his golden curls were revealed over the top of his sister’s head. She glanced over at her husband and saw that he was white with shock. He swiveled his head to meet her gaze and shook his head in astonishment, silently communicating to his wife that for once, Tristan Loveridge had impressed him. They turned in sync, eyes landing on Ardhi’s contracted form on the ground.
‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Ardhi muttered, hanging his head in defeat.
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Lincoln waited until the crowd had backed off Tristan before he staggered forward, unable to comprehend everything that was going on. He looked from Ivyanne to Ardhi, to Sherri to Adele, and then finally to Tristan. It was like one crazy algebra equation that should never had added up and yet did so perfectly.
‘Hey,’ Ivyanne said softly. ‘You okay?’
Lincoln looked at her, unable to form the thoughts or the words. ‘Ahh...yes? I think. Is this...?’
‘That was basically my reaction,’ Ivyanne said with a knowing smile. 
‘How did you...?’
Ivyanne quickly explained-about the come on, the wallet, the call from  Absalom-while Lincoln listened in stunned silence. In the very least, he was relieved that Ivyanne hadn’t been hiding Tristan from him for more than a few minutes. He already felt betrayed that he’d been left out of the loop-he would never have forgiven her for hiding the fact that Tristan had survived for any length of time beyond a hesitation.
‘Oh...’ a small voice said. ‘God…..Ardhi...’
Lincoln looked to see that Pintang was listening to Ivyanne’s account with large and wet blue eyes. In fact, quite a few mers were-the ones who weren’t jumping on Tristan anyway.
‘I’m sorry,’ Ivyanne said to Pintang.
Pintang turned and buried her head into her father’s shoulder, who was approaching fast. ‘I never thought he’d stoop this low!’
‘Ssh angel...none of us did.’ Over his daughter’s shoulder, Joakim glowered down at his son’s hanging head. ‘I’ve never been so ashamed.’
 Ivyanne turned back to Lincoln. ‘Anyway, it just all went together in my mind and then out pops Tristan to back it up.’ Ivyanne took a deep breath. ‘But he confirmed my worst fear-that Ardhi intended to kill you if I didn’t change my mind about marrying you...which brings us to where we are now.’
Lincoln’s gaze fell onto Ardhi’s head. He’d never wanted to inflict pain on someone so much as he did at that moment. His blood felt ice-cold and yet boiling as it pumped from his heart to his brain. ‘Can I hold him for awhile?’ he asked through gritted teeth.
Ivyanne smiled, then yawned. ‘Might be an idea, I’m getting tuckered out.’
‘Actually Link-if you don’t mind...I think I’m entitled to a few minutes with Ardhi first.’ Tristan’s voice rang above the din as he pushed himself free of the crowd. His smile for Link was bright. ‘Hey mate. Miss me?’
Lincoln smiled in pure reflex, even though his brain was quickly calculating what else Tristan might still think he was entitled to...or deserving of. The worst part was, Lincoln wasn’t completely sure if the other guy was wrong. But that didn’t mean that Lincoln was ready to concede defeat-not by a long shot!
‘I sure did,’ he admitted, sticking out his hand. ‘Don’t know how you survived it, but I’m glad you managed.’
Tristan shook it, his handsome face glowing. ‘Big of you to admit.’ He looked down at Ardhi. ‘It was touch and go, I’ll tell yah. If I hadn’t seen Adele at the airport before I left, I probably never would have connected this douche to the storm. Knowing I had to get away from the crash was the only thing that kept me conscious. That and-’ his voice faltered as his eyes rose to meet Ivyanne's gaze.
Lincoln clenched his fists, knowing what the end of that sentence was. When he’d been drowning the second time, Ivyanne’s face was the only thing that had made him fight for the surface. 
Say it! He challenged Tristan silently. My fiancé! Just say the words!
But Tristan merely took another step towards Ivyanne, his expression troubled suddenly. ‘Are you okay? You look a little...’
Lincoln turned to Ivyanne, his possessiveness forgotten, and frowned to see that her face was rapidly paling.
‘I don’t know...I feel....’ Ivyanne punctuated that sentence by slithering slowly to the floor, her eyes rolling into the back of her head, releasing her grip on Ardhi when her palm fluttered open and hit the floor.
Lincoln’s stomach dropped but his reflexes kicked in, and he reached forward and caught his bride before her head hit the ground. ‘Ivyanne!’ Lincoln patted her slackened face. ‘Honey! What happened?’
‘She fainted!’ Someone screamed.
‘He drained her!’ Tristan exploded. 
But he disappeared from view as Ardhi leapt to his feet and threw himself at Tristan with a furious snarl. The room erupted into an orchestra of screams as Ardhi pinned Tristan to the floor. Tristan gave a shout and rolled, ending up on top, retracting his arm and smashing his fist into Ardhi’s face.
Lincoln looked down at Ivyanne’s pallid complexion, furiously trying to shuffle back away from the fight, to keep her out of harms way. ‘Someone tell me what to do!’
‘She needs energy before she stops breathing!’ Vana’s lavender skirt billowed around her as she knelt at his side. ‘Kiss her Lincoln! We don’t have enough time to get her to the water!’
Lincoln didn’t have to be told twice. He leaned down and pressed his trembling lips against Ivyanne’s slack ones, cradling her in his arms and opening her mouth with his prodding tongue, terrified that she was already so unresponsive.
‘Wake up baby girl,’ Vana whispered, her voice sounding choked and hysterical, her crown lopsided on her hair. ‘We need you sweetheart. Oh Lincoln kiss her harder! She’s my everything!’
Mine too! Lincoln found Ivyanne’s hand and pressed it to his thrumming heart, willing his own life force into her as his lips moved against her desperately. ‘I love you,’ he whispered without breaking the lip-lock. ‘I need you to kiss me back...’
Suddenly, there was a twitch in her lips. Lincoln’s heart skipped a beat and he cupped the back of her head, intensifying the kiss, feeling the rest of the world slip away into a dull, blurry roar as Ivyanne’s mouth opened willingly, her tongue finding his at last. He wanted to pull back and shout in triumph-but he couldn’t budge. 
Ivyanne pressed her hand against his heart as the other came up and gripped his jaw, and Lincoln was overcome with an instant dizziness and the belief that he would never ever be able to let her go. She was a siren, the mermaid put on this earth to tempt him, and only him, and if she took every ounce of energy he had, than so be it. Losing himself in her was his destiny.
So as Ivyanne became the aggressor, draining him, Lincoln surrendered to it, blissfully aware that if she was going to kill him, he would go with a happy heart.
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Tristan caught Ardhi’s hand before he could connect it with his face and forced his elbow into the hard stone floor. ‘Killing me is one thing!’ he raged, backhanding the other boy while holding the first hand down, so hard the bones in his hand rattled. ‘But if you’ve hurt her-’
‘Get off me!’ Ardhi exploded, bucking beneath him. ‘You think I’ve gone through all of this to lose to you in the end?!’
‘Yes, I do!’ Tristan dodged one of Ardhi’s clumsy blows, grabbed him by the throat, lifted him and smashed him back down against the floor, crunching his own knuckles in the process. ‘That’s your destiny Kayu-Api- to come in third!’
‘Yeah?’ Ardhi choked out. ‘But you’re still gonna be second thanks to my intervention. Good enough for me!’ Ardhi got one of his hands on Tristan’s shoulder. ‘You think I’m scared of your muscle? Watch this party trick, golden boy!’ Ardhi’s eyes flashed grey to black and in that instant, Tristan felt a slight shiver run down his arm. 
He looked down to see a greenish-purple glow extending down his arm from Ardhi’s palm. It was burning hot, but not unbearable. 
‘What?’ Tristan taunted him. ‘A light show?’
Ardhi looked confused. Tristan decked him again with a balled fist. More blood flew from Ardhi’s cracked teeth and he grunted in shock.
‘By the way, Adele and I figured out that the reason you haven’t been able to kill me yet is because I’m built a bit tougher than you’re average merman-so if that’s electricity you’re using there-I’d save it. You know how I feel about conservation, and you’re already on my shit list.’
‘Tristan! Aubrielle’s here!’ Ash’s voice suddenly interrupted his tirade. ‘Can you get his jaw open so I can get some of this down his throat?’ A small vial containing clear fluid was thrust before Tristan’s eyes.
‘What is it?’ Tristan asked, releasing Ardhi heavily to the floor and kicking him in the stomach for good measure. Ardhi gasped and contracted.
 ‘Irukanji Potion.’ Ash said, waving the vial. ‘A drop or two will render him useless for awhile.’
Ardhi’s chin lifted. ‘Get that poison away from me!’ He croaked.
Ash Court delivered a kick to the back of Ardhi’s head with his own polished dress shoe, snapping Ardhi’s chin forward once more. ‘My daughter’s struggling to live because of you,’ the king snapped. ‘I’m tempted to pour all six of these down your hatch and end you myself.’ 
Ardhi curled into a ball again, grimacing, clearly hurt by the kings reprimand, though why he was surprised was beyond Tristan. Tristan pinned his hip down with his sneaker.
‘Ivyanne’s okay!’
Tristan glanced over his shoulder, forgetting himself momentarily. ‘She is?’ 
‘Yes she’s breathing!’ Grace affirmed. ‘Link’s going to be okay too.’ 
‘Thank god!’ Ash Court rested his palm on Tristan’s shoulder and patted him. ‘I must admit Tristan that your timing is spot on. I never thought I’d see you again.’
‘I was under the impression that you’d have preferred it that way too.’ Tristan joked, though his words weren’t dishonest. 
But Ivyanne’s father smiled, clearly embarrassed. ‘I guess things change. I can see what my wife sees in you right now, Tristan. What you’ve survived is nothing short of miraculous, and it speaks fathoms about your character. If you’ll forgive a silly old man for holding a silly old grudge, I’d be honored to shake your hand.’
Tristan took the hand, thrilled to shake it. ‘I just needed to know that Link would survive Ardhi.’ Tristan said, moved almost to the point of tears. He was overcome with a wave of relief, but then the breath rushed out of his lungs when he felt something hard impact across his spine. He fell off Ardhi, temporarily incapacitated, and looked up to see Sherri standing above him, holding the stool she’d obviously struck him with, her hazel eyes aflame.
‘Link will! But you won’t!’ Sherri snarled, bringing the stool down towards his face.
⁓
Ivyanne awoke in time to see Lincoln slump over her. 
‘What happened?!’ she yelped, her pulse quickening with fright at the sight of Lincoln’s heavy eyelids. ‘Is he okay?’
‘Ardhi drained your energy, so Lincoln gave you his,’ her mother was already pulling Lincoln off her. ‘I’ll help him Ivyanne-but you need to help Tristan!’
Ivyanne glanced over her shoulder in time for her to see Sherri smash Tristan across the back with a bar stool as Ardhi attempted to push Tristan’s legs clear of his own. A shriek ripped out of her, and many other mers who seemed struck dumb by the scene, but she looked back at her mother and Lincoln first.
Vana was staring into her fiancé’s unfocused eyes. ‘Lincoln? Snap out of it! Put your hand against my heart!’
‘Mum-’
‘I’ll help them!’ Grace Londeree flew to Lincoln’s side and waved Ivyanne away, picking up Lincoln’s heart and pressing it to her chest. ‘I can’t lose my uncle again Ivyanne! Wikiwiki!’
Ivyanne turned away, knowing her mother and Grace would be able to take care of Lincoln. He was still conscious, so he’d be okay.
‘Link!’ She heard Grace shriek. ‘Feel my heartbeat? You have to feel it Link, you have to drain me!’
Ivyanne’s eyes zeroed in on Sherri, who now had the stool raised above her head. A few mers rushed forward but Ardhi rolled out from beneath Link and her dad and sent out a wall of blinding light with an upraised palm, causing everyone to squeal and recoil before turning back to Tristan and elbowing him in the side. Tristan managed to deflect the blow, but he looked unfocused and hurt, blood glistening through the fabric of his shirt on his back. She realized instantly that Sherri had caused the injury to his back and was now going for his head.
Ivyanne reached for the stool as she ran forward, knowing she’d never get there in time to stop the hated girl bringing it down on Tristan’s skull. Bane was already diving towards her feet, but he wasn’t close enough either.
‘No!’ Ivyanne screamed, and seconds later, was pushed backwards by some unseen force. She teetered for a few seconds, looking down at her hand in shock, wondering how the cold chrome bar stool had ended up in her palm when Sherri was still a few meters away. She dropped it and regained her balance before she could topple over and raced forward towards Sherri, who had turned around and was eyeing her with amazement.
‘What did you- oof!’ Sherri’s words were cut off as Pintang came out of nowhere and flung herself at Sherri, knocking her to the floor just as Bane took out her feet. Both girls landed with a sickening thud against the hard ground and a stray foot caught Bane in the jaw, sending him reeling. Sherri seemed to get the upper hand in seconds, throwing an elbow into Pintang’s side, winding her, then rolling her over and grasping Pintang’s swan-like neck with both hands.
‘You fucking traitor!’ Sherri gasped. ‘I’m defending your brother!’
Ivyanne came to an abrupt halt before she fell in with them. She felt one of her high heels crack under the pressure just as she saw her father release her mother and tear Ardhi off Tristan. For the moment, her ex lover was safe.
‘He’s no brother of mine!’ Pintang croaked, attempting to pry Sherri’s hands off her throat as her face turned purple.
Ivyanne was about to pull Sherri free of Pintang, but suddenly saw that Ardhi was on his feet and racing for the door with her father hot on his heels. He sent out another wall of light ahead of him and Aubrielle shrank back, shielding her face, missing the wall of solid energy by only millimeters with Saraya yelping behind her, the sound muffled by a boom of thunder. Another mer-one Ivyanne didn’t recognize who had been standing by the door, was not so lucky. The young man, twelve, guessing by his looks, flew backwards a few feet, his hair sticking up from the current. But to Ivyanne’s amazement, he landed on his backside and although his expression was dazed, he clearly hadn’t been badly hurt. It looked like Ardhi’s gift wasn’t as effective over a prolonged distance. 
Ivyanne snarled to see her people being threatened, and glanced back at Ardhi. By the speed he was doing, it was obvious that he intended to leap over both Sherri and his sister and make a beeline for the exit.
Coward! Ivyanne set her jaw, reached out and shoved him at the moment he was most airborne, mid-leap over the girls, sending him flying sideways into the wall.
‘You’re not going anywhere!’ Ivyanne screeched, landing easily on the tips of her toes and fingers. ‘Terrorist!’
Ardhi’s eyes widened in shock as his head connected with the rough timber. But he didn’t even have the time to slide to the floor before her father grabbed him him by the collar and hurled back against one of the solid timber pillars which held up the beams.
‘You may be the most powerful kiddo, but you aint the fastest!’ Ash spat as Ardhi’s head lolled on his neck. ‘You just got taken out by a girl and her old man. How’s it feel?’
Ivyanne grimaced out a smile before turning back to Pintang, who was still be strangled by Sherri. Oxygen wouldn’t be a problem if Pintang had breathed deeply enough beforehand, but Ivyanne was afraid Sherri’s manic grip would crush Pintang’s larynx. She lifted her leg, sending a round-house kick into the side of Sherri’s face. Almost intoxicated from Lincoln’s energy coursing through her system, she hit so hard that a shudder ran through her to the hip, but Sherri copped far worse-her head snapped sideways and she fell to the floor, knocked out.
Pintang’s eyes flew opened and her hands went to her own neck, which was bright red. ‘Thanks!’ she croaked, chest heaving as she gasped for oxygen. ‘Tristan?!’
Ivyanne turned and saw that Tristan was struggling to get off the ground. Part of his blonde hair looked matted with blood as well. Ivyanne ran to him, pulling him up, gasping for breath.
‘Are you still with us?’ she asked, darting a quick look over his head in Lincoln’s direction, not even bothered to see her fiancé breaking a lip-lock with Grace Londeree with an astonished and guilt-stricken look on his face as the queen nodded with relief and stepped free of them, heading for Ivyanne, her eyes wide with concern. Desperate times called for desperate measures-if Grace had just restored his strength, which she obviously had, Ivyanne could only be grateful to her.
‘Sweetie!’ her mother called, lifting her skirts and hurrying over. ‘Are you okay? Is Tristan?’ Her hand was reaching out to Ivyanne, and Ivyanne lifted her own-needing to feel herself in her mothers arms. There were too many people to worry about! Too many places she needed to be at once!
‘Mummy-’ Ivyanne sniffled as she felt Tristan sit up beside her. ‘He’s hurt!’
‘I’m okay...’ Tristan grunted. As Ivyanne continued to help him up with one hand. ‘She got the back of my head though...where I was injured in the crash...feel a little...’ Tristan staggered, but then looked past her. ‘Ash! Bane! No! Don’t touch him!’
Ivyanne spun to see Bane struggling to get Ardhi’s flailing hands together behind the pillar as her father leaned forward, holding a vial of box jellyfish poison to Ardhi’s clenched lips with Aubrielle watching closely. But just as Tristan called out, Ardhi’s hand escaped Bane’s clutches, shot forward and clamped onto the front of her father’s shirt, right above his heart.
‘You were like a dad to me!’ Ardhi bellowed. ‘How could you turn on me like this? I only ever had her best wishes at heart!’
Ivyanne screamed, but hers was lost among a sea of many others as the king’s head snapped up to look at the ceiling, his posture rigid, the veins in his neck bulging as a bright purplish green light blossomed at the front of his shirt, coming from Ardhi’s hand.
‘Ash!’ Her mothers disembodied scream resonated through Ivyanne’s very being.
‘If I can’t have her! None of you will!’ Ardhi raged, retracting his hand and turning to face her as the king collapsed on the ground at his feet. His eyes were glittering black, his face streaked with his own blood as he raised his palm like a baseball player about to pitch. His upraised arm was silhouetted by a bright flash of lightning from outside. ‘Goodbye, my love!’
Ivyanne’s heart sank as she realized what was about to happen to her. She looked over at her father and dropped her head in a silent prayer. Let them get our bodies to the ocean in time! Was her final wish.
⁓
Tristan saw what was coming and realized at once that if Ivyanne stopped breathing, he’d have to as well. 
‘Get behind me!’ Tristan roared throwing himself at Ivyanne, knocking her to the ground while simultaneously shielding her from the glowing ball of neon light coming at them. It wasn’t a wall of energy like the last few had been-but a meteor like light-focused and horrifying and coming much to quickly. It felt like his heart would combust from sheer terror. Was his body big enough to block the princess’s?
‘Ardhi no!’ Joakim’s shout rose above the din.
‘Vana!’ Came Saraya’s horrified shriek seconds later.
Tristan ducked as a blur of lavender temporarily obscured his view of the snarling madmen ten meters away from them. Vana had launched herself between Ardhi and Tristan, but was now flying backwards through the air at an impossible speed, towards the rear of the building, her levitated body missing them by mere inches as she whipped past.
No! He thought, whipping around. Not Vana-please god no! There was a catastrophic crashing sound, and Tristan pressed his face against Ivyanne’s, shielding her ears with his hands, blocking her view of what had just transpired.
And then all there was was screaming. Tristan was on his feet in seconds, everything else forgotten-even Ivyanne- as he raced after the body of the woman who was also his best friend.
‘Move!’ He shoved the other mers out of the way of the window desperately, skittering over shards of shattered glass before launching himself over the sill, slicing his hands on fragments still jutting up out of the track. When he landed, his heart and lungs seized as he came to a stop beside Vana Court’s lifeless body in the trampled garden bed outside.
                                               ⁓
Ardhi didn’t need to join everybody grouped near the far window to know what he’d just done and how horribly wrong his plan had gone. He didn’t need to touch his face or left arm to know they were broken in many areas, and he didn’t need to scan the room to see if anyone was still coming for him-he’d never been so aware of everything before in his life! From the scalding burn on his palm where the lightning had torn free to the ear-shattering scream he heard emerge from Ivyanne’s lungs-he knew that he’d killed the king and queen, and if he didn’t get out of there in ten seconds, he’d pay for it dearly.
Ardhi stepped over Ash Court’s sprawled body and hobbled to the window, lifting Sherri’s unconscious figure from the floor where she’d been left for dead and cradling her in his aching arms. He took three, lumbering steps, and then he was outside under the night sky, staggering down the decline of the shadowy hill, his eyes focused on the silvery water beyond the tops of the trees on the dunes, knowing that if he didn’t get them both to the water, they would be at the mercy of the ugliest mob in history. Tears blurred in his eyes, obscuring his vision, as he recalled the instant regret of crushing the heart of the man he worshipped. Raindrops began to fall then, illustrating his misery. Every one of his muscles ached, from his heart to his brain, which couldn’t fully grasp what had happened that evening. All he did know was that he needed to get out of Seaview, but that he’d be back to finish what he’d started soon enough. 
He’d just made Ivyanne Court a queen. But he’d come back to finish what he had started. Of that he was certain. He had nothing left to lose.
⁓
Ivyanne sank down at her mothers side, unable to comprehend that the scorched, broken and bloody body on the ground had been full of life and vitality just seconds before. Her mothers eyes were open but blank, staring at the ceiling and into nothing, a thin, cloudy film covering her bottle green iris’s. A line of blood dribbled from the corner of her lips.
Ivyanne’s gaze drifted down her mothers neck and to the waist of her dress, taking in the dinner-plate sized scorch mark which stretched from her stomach to the gathered cloth across her bust. Her dress is ruined, Ivyanne thought numbly. She’ll be so mad!
‘Did you hear me Ivyanne?’ She felt someone new crouch beside her. Yet another warm hand rested on yet another cold part of her. ‘We have to get them to the water...’
‘It’s too late,’ Ivyanne whispered, shaking her head. Every part of her body was shaking as she reached out and touched the blood at the corner of her mother’s open mouth. It was hot-so hot. How could it be lifeless blood? Lifeless blood ought to feel like ice! ‘She’s gone.’
‘I know Wahine,’ Bane said softly. ‘But unless you want to have to bury them-’
Ivyanne’s hart skipped a beat as she realized what she meant. She broke out of her stupor and reached forward, bundling her mother up in her arms. It was strange, how light she felt, and then Ivyanne was suddenly hit by the memory of being carried by her mother as a child, of how warm and safe she’d felt then. How her mother’s scent had been synonymous with laughter and kissed injuries and bed time. Her knees gave and she almost dropped the body in her arms as a scream ripped out of her throat as she realized that she’d never be kissed better again. She’d never be okay again now if she let this moment run its course.
‘Wait...no!’ The cry ripped out of Ivyanne’s lungs. ‘She was just coming to cuddle me! She was going to make it better!’ Ivyanne felt scalding hot tears leak down her face. ‘She can’t be gone! She doesn’t need the water!’ Ivyanne buried her face into her mother’s neck. ‘Mum come on! I’m okay! You don’t have to go! Mummy don’t go!’
‘Ivyanne!’ A voice called out, one sounding as choked as her own. ‘Honey please...let us do what we can!’
Ivyanne whirled on Bane. ‘You’re not taking my mother! Or my father! They’re the only ones I have! Where would I get more? You’re not thinking! They can’t be dead! They have decades left-’ Ivyanne was choking on her own tears as she clutched the still-warm, still loving body protectively against her own. She closed her eyes and pleaded with her mother. With sudden clarity, she knew what it was like to be human, that time was not something to be taken for granted. ‘Come on mum, wake up please...please you don’t know how badly I need you to just be okay!’
‘Let me take her,’ Tristan’s voice was low. He stood before her, his own beautiful face streaked with dirt and blood with tears, his arms out. ‘I’ll make sure she’s safe, sweetheart.’ His eyes bore into hers. ‘Please...trust me...’
Ivyanne sobbed and handed her mother over carefully, keeping one hand in her own. Tristan loved Vana too-Tristan would understand. He’d never let anyone act irrationally-if the situation could be fixed-he would be the instigator.
‘Here,’ she sniffled. ‘Please..she needs help.’
‘I’ve got her...’ Tristan’s face was almost lost under a river of tears. ‘Just follow me.’
Ivyanne began to walk after Tristan, knowing immediately that they were going to the sea. She squeezed her mothers hand reassuringly, but when Vana didn’t squeeze back, the light of hope in Ivyanne’s heart flickered like a candle flame in a storm. She dropped the hand, which was far colder now, and felt her insides reeling in grief.
‘I’m here my love,’ Lincoln whispered in her ear as his warm arms wrapped around her cold and rigid body. ‘You’re not alone.’
Ivyanne began to sob, for she was alone. More alone than she’d ever been in her life. Didn’t anyone of them realize what this meant? When would anything good matter again when she couldn’t tell them her mum and dad about it? When would hurt ever go away without them assuring that it would? Who would ever again tell her that her life meant more then their own, that she could believe? She’d wanted to become independent of them and now she’d be independent for eternity! Nothing would make this better. Nothing could.
She was only slightly aware of being scooped up into her fiancé’s arms as he followed Tristan down the hill and to the shore. ‘Ardhi?’ she whispered piteously.
She felt the arms tense around her. When Lincoln said nothing more, Ivyanne began to cry for real. It still wasn’t over. 
 



31. 
Lincoln had never felt so powerless as when he watched Ivyanne tremble in the churning black water and sob broken-heartedly as the newly turned dolphins that had been her parents shot off across the surface of the water. They’d made it with probably seconds to spare. Lincoln was grateful for that, if nothing else. It had been a miracle to witness.
‘When things feel this awful…’ she mused to the water, barely audible. ‘Mum usually wakes me up and holds me until the hurt goes away. But that’s not going to happen, is it?’ She asked of no one. And no one replied. Lincoln desperately wiped the tears falling down his cheeks. Her pain was his. He suddenly was overcome with the urge to turn his father, to prevent ever having to suffer through it firsthand.
After ten minutes of silence, Ivyanne turned around. Her face was half- illuminated in moonlight, the shadow’s between her brows and at the corner of her lips unmistakable.
‘They’re gone,’ she said woodenly. ‘We’ll have a proper memorial for them tomorrow, when Tristan’s was supposed to take place.’
Saraya rushed forward, churning up a wake with her long, moon-bleached skirt. She was clutching something in her hands. ‘Ivyanne,’ she said solemnly, sniffling. ‘I know this is the last thing you want to be thinking about...but this is yours, now.’ She dropped her head slightly and presented the crown she must have plucked from Vana’s hair to Ivyanne. ‘...Your majesty.’
Lincoln’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the crestfallen look on Ivyanne’s face as she took the ancient crown with trembling hands. He hadn’t actually computed the fact that Vana’s death equalled the beginning of Ivyanne’s sovereignty. It was an overwhelming thought-he’d thought they had half a century together before having to worry about such things. He looked around him, shocked to see every mer bowing slightly, their tears subsiding as they acknowledged their new ruler. Even Tristan was down. Lincoln hesitated, then lowered his own head, a sick feeling creeping over him as Ivyanne was once again thrust into another world he wasn’t a part of.
‘Thank you,’ she said softly. ‘Yes I suppose it is....’
When Lincoln looked up, the crown was balanced on Ivyanne’s head, sparkling as her dress did in the moonlight. She was ethereal.
‘Well...I suppose it’s up to me to keep life going.’ She shook her head forlornly, thinking it over before lifting her face. ‘Everybody-go back to your rooms and lock your doors tight. No one stays alone.’ She glanced to her left. ‘Adele? You’ll come back to Bracken Island with myself and Saraya. As will you Lincoln, and you Tristan. Not only are we safer together-but everyone else will be safer removed from us.’
Lincoln swallowed, knowing he wouldn’t sleep that night. Thoughts of his own mother were already floating unwelcome to the surface. He knew how Ivyanne felt in that respect, and yet to lose both in one split second...he shuddered.
‘Ardhi Kayu-Api is a dead man,’ Ivyanne proclaimed, her voice soft but their vindication bellowing. quietly. ‘I’m just going to assume that no one questions that fact.’
Lincoln wanted to look at the Kayu-Api’s, but knew that there were plenty others already doing that so he restrained himself.
‘A knighthood-for whoever brings him down.’
Tristan’s head snapped up. ‘A knighthood?’ he repeated. ‘Ivyanne, that hasn’t been done for-’
‘Seven hundred years. I’m aware. But dealing with this murderous traitor has become the kingdom’s only concern. I’ll do it myself, if I can.’
‘I’ll take him out Ivyanne-there won’t be any need for you to endanger yourself.’ Tristan vowed quietly, wiping at the silver streaks of tears glistening on his own moon-lit cheeks.
Ivyanne raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re probably right. In fact, were it not for me, you’d have taken him out tonight.’
‘If not for my love for you.’ Tristan agreed. ‘Which overshadows every other priority. Ivyanne...I’m so sorry. I feel like I’ve failed you by letting him out of my grasp.’
She reached over and lifted his chin, eyes glowing. ‘You couldn’t have aided me more.’
Lincoln felt a flash of envy. He wanted to be the one Ivyanne assumed would fix everything. He wanted to be the man she plotted with and cowered behind-not thrust herself in front of. Lincoln set his jaw in grim determination. If he wanted to feel like he belonged, then it was time to get his name in the history books. Knight first, then king. Then happy, if that was still a possibility.
Her happiness first. Lincoln thought forcibly. Then mine. That’s the only way this is going to work. He stepped up to his queen and scooped her back into his arms before Tristan could get the chance.
‘Come on your majesty,’ he said softly. ‘Let’s get you somewhere safe.’
Ivyanne rested her cheek against his and sighed. ‘Lead the way,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not ready to do it yet.’
Lincoln was more than happy to oblige.
⁓
Ivyanne helped the other mers quickly clean the function room-mopping up the spilled blood, sweeping up the broken glass, refusing to rest as so many appealed to her to do. With so many working together, it was done in ten minutes, and Lincoln had been able to go release his father and the human guests he’d locked in the wine cellar, explaining his lateness by saying that the party had been crashed by some drunken surfers who had spoiled the festivities, taking Saraya and Aubrielle with him to sing them into a pliable mental state. They were closely enough related to Anna L’Court for their voices to still be effective.
Apparently, the human hadn’t even noticed. Chase Grey had gotten them to sample twelve different bottles of red in the hour or so they’d been locked up-and all of them-including Ilsa and Livia-were too sloshed to even notice the subdued atmosphere when they returned.
Lincoln and Tristan tried to hold her a few times-to commiserate with her, but Ivyanne had brushed them aside. She’d fallen apart in the initial moments after her parents death-and she couldn’t afford to let that happen again in front of other people. She needed to appear strong and capable- and she certainly couldn’t expect either man to fill the void her parents had left behind them. It wouldn’t work that way-she had a kingdom to run now, and they were her subjects. They needed her protection and guidance-not the other way around. After all, hadn’t she been born to do this?
She knew both boys were hurt when she turned out of their arms, but if her gut feeling was right-they were both in for a world of hurt for some time. No need to lull either into a false sense of security.
When the party was over, Lincoln left the bar as it was, locked it up and they all piled into the speedboat together, which her mother and father had driven to the party. The journey to Bracken was a silent one, as was their homecoming- everybody took turns showering while Tristan guarded the door, and while he showered, Adele watched out for him as Lincoln and Ivyanne dragged every spare mattress into the living room and laid them out together. Safety in numbers.
Pintang showed up just before bed time, with a heartbroken looking Saraya trailing behind her, sniffling like she’d caught a human cold. Ivyanne suspected that after herself-Tristan and Saraya would take her mother’s death the hardest. It wasn’t as though Tristan had spent the amount of time with Vana as Saraya had-but they’d had some connection, some friendship that resisted the pitfalls of sex and a four hundred year age difference. Only in the mer world was it possible for a man and a woman, lacking a blood relationship or any kind of physical chemistry-to bond so closely.
By two a.m, everybody was settling down on their mattresses and whispering their good nights. Ivyanne crouched beside Saraya and took her hand.
‘If you’d like to stay on as assistant to the queen...I’d be honored to have you.’ Saraya sniffled in the darkness. 
‘Thank you, Ivyanne. Of course I would. B-but I’m going to miss-’ Saraya broken into heartbroken sobs that caused a tremor of horror to course through Ivyanne. 
‘I know Saraya, I know.’ Ivyanne released her hand and stood up, crossing to the front door and stepping out onto the darkened patio, letting the door swing shut behind her. It was strange- she knew there was every chance that Ardhi was out there in the darkness somewhere-watching her-but she felt no fear. She simply sat on the porch swing, where she’d enjoyed so many summer-afternoon cups of tea with her mother, and waited, knowing he would come. She nursed her mother’s crown in her lap, unable to part with it for the time being, and unable to accept that it was now hers.
The door creaked open no more than thirty seconds later. She felt his warmth beside her, felt the swing shift under his weight. ‘You shouldn’t be out here alone.’
Ivyanne took his hand and squeezed it, inhaling the scent of his aftershave. ‘I’m not.’
His warm hand brought hers to his lips. ‘We’re not going to be together now, are we?’
Ivyanne rested her head on his strong shoulder and let a tear slip down her cheek. The fact that he’d seen this coming should have made it easier on her, but it didn’t. ‘We can’t.’
He sighed, the deepest, most aching sound she’d ever heard. ‘Because of him?’
Ivyanne felt like a cold skeletal hand was squeezing her heart. ‘I just don’t see how I can even think of such things right now. With him out there, watching us, wanting to kill you even more now than he did before....’ she held up her other hand. ‘This ring Lincoln-so long as it’s on my hand, it’s a bullseye on you. I love you too much to risk losing you because I’m wearing it.’
Lincoln rested his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. Then, he began to shake. Ivyanne put her arm across his shoulders and squeezed him against her. She’d seen him cry twice before-first when she told him that Ivanna was dead, and then when she told him she was marrying Tristan. But this was worse-this was because she’d given her word, and her heart, and was now retracting both.
‘Please,’ she whispered softly. ‘Don’t fall apart, Link. I need you to be strong for me here-I’m hanging on by a thread.’
Lincoln suddenly engulfed her in his arms. ‘But you’re my thread, Ivyanne! Don’t you see? You always have been!’ his tears ran down her neck. ‘When you leave me, I fall apart.’
‘But I’m not leaving you,’ Ivyanne assured him. ‘I’m still here, and you’re not going anywhere. You cannot take a broken engagement like a broken heart Lincoln because I don’t love you any less now then I did this morning-or twelve years ago. Circumstances are changing-my heart hasn’t.’
Lincoln pulled back. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t. I saw the way you looked at him tonight Ivyanne-like there wasn’t anyone else in the room. You love him, the way you love me. If you’d been carrying his child, whether he’d died or not-I never would have gotten that ring on your hand.’
Ivyanne’s stomach flipped. ‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ She held his hands in hers and looked him in the eye. The time for ultimate honesty had come at last. ‘Lincoln if I was carrying Tristan’s baby..I was going to choose you anyway.’
Lincoln blinked. ‘What?’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘I was going to choose you. I was going to make one of the Loveridge children an heir, which was deserved, then have more with my husband.’ She lifted her hand and stroked his cheek. ‘You-if you would have still had me.’
‘Of course I would have.’ He said quickly. ‘I just don’t get why.’
‘History repeats. I would have done what my great-grandmother had-split the genetics. Had one man’s child, then more with the turned human. It would have opened up our kind considerably. And it wasn’t just for you-if I’d married Tristan, he would have wondered forever if he’d trapped me-he never would have been happy. At least this way, the Marked families would have fulfilled their purpose, Nigara and Roan’s deaths would have been compensated for, Tristan could have gone back to his prowling ways with some pay-off and I would have still had you.’
Lincoln shook his head. ‘That’s...I don’t know what to say....’ he looked truly dumbfounded. After a moment, he frowned. ‘But what if you hadn’t been?’
Ivyanne bit her lip before responding. ‘I would have given Tristan an equal shot under those circumstances, I guess. No, I know I would have. It would have been the fair thing to do-to get to know you both, without the weight of a pregnancy hanging over our heads. It would have been uncomfortable and caused us all a lot of grief-but at least in the end, I would have made my choice without doubt in my heart.’
Lincoln let out a breath. ‘Wow. This is a lot to take in. I mean, in some way’s it’s good...but in others...I kind of thought I’d have it in the bag the moment you got your period.’ He toyed with the ring on her hand, staring at it. ‘Is that what it’s going to be like from now on? You...making a choice until you’re free of doubt?’
Ivyanne swallowed. ‘Actually, until we find Ardhi-my love life is going to be the least of my priorities. I have a kingdom to run, two parents to grieve, a mad man to capture and you guys to protect. Until everything is balanced again, I’m going to try not to think about any of it.’
Lincoln looked pained. ‘But we could find him tomorrow-or it could take another twelve years!’
Ivyanne nodded. ‘Twelve years isn’t much in the grand scheme of things Link. The man I choose has to love me for centuries-at my worst and at my best. I won’t rush because I’m afraid you’ll both get sick of waiting. One of you won’t, and that man will be my match because he understands my needs.’ 
Lincoln’s eyes narrowed. ‘So you do still love him?’
Ivyanne swallowed. ‘Yes. And until I don’t, I don’t deserve to wear this.’ She slipped the ring off her finger, the lump in her throat doubling as she did so. She didn’t want to break up with Lincoln. She couldn’t stand the thought of going an hour without his kisses-let alone a month, or a year. ‘You saved my life tonight Link,’ she managed to choke out as she pressed the ring into his palm. ‘You handled it all so well. I don’t doubt for a second that you could be a terrific king some day, and deep inside me, I don’t just expect you to be, I hope you will be.’ She leaned across and kissed him gently, her tears mixing with his. ‘But you need an equally devoted queen. It’s not you that needs to be a better person, but me.’
Lincoln touched her face. ‘Don’t,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll take you exactly as you are, here and now. I’ll force him out of your mind with a million kisses. I’ll be so strong for you that you won’t need to do anything but breathe. Just don’t leave me my love.’
‘I have to. I can’t...I can’t love you the way you need me to with a broken heart.’ Ivyanne tore herself from his grasp and went inside, her vision blurred by her tears as she stumbled through the darkened room.
Holding in her sobs, she hiccuped, getting down on her hands and knees and crawling across the floor until she discovered an unoccupied mattress with her fingertips. She made her way up it and turned herself onto her side, curling up into a ball around the crown, holding her knees together like she was trying to hold her insides in. She squeezed her eyes shut against the tears, but that just amplified Lincoln’s anguish in her ears. In her heart, she was still out there with him, soothing him. In reality however, she’d abandoned him when they needed each other the most.
Then, a soft, warm touch on her hand brought her back into her own body. Ivyanne opened her eyes, and found herself staring into Tristan's which were still a dark golden brown, even in the dim light. He was on the mattress beside her. A shock went through her as she realized that he-and the girls-were all hearing Lincoln’s sobs in the still night and had probably figured out why he was falling apart.
Tristan’s fingers traced the outline of hers, one finger stroking up the length of the bare knuckle where Lincoln’s ring had rested seconds before. His eyes widened slightly, and he caught his lower lip between his teeth-but that action was not enough to conceal the smile which seemed to illuminate him from within.
‘Thank you,’ he mouthed in the darkness.
Ivyanne nodded slightly but then pulled her hand back and rolled away. When the tears came this time, there was nothing she could do to silence them, and no reason why she should. Suddenly, she understood why Ardhi had acted the way he had-because Ivyanne was quickly learning that the hardest thing in the world to do was act fair or logically where her heart was concerned.
End
 
Thank you for reading Three Rings-the 3rd installment of The Fairytail saga, ‘Heads or Tails’ is due out October 2nd, 2013.
Join Ivyanne as she transitions from princess, to ruler to wife.
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