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        I’m Anastasia Noble, and shortly after moving to college, my life changed forever.

        I became a familiar, bonded to a wolf for life and arrested simply for existing.

        I woke up in the famous Familiar Empire community where I have to learn to bond with my wolf, or I can never leave.

        Never again see those whom I love.

        Bonding is my only option, if you could even call it an option, but add in familiars going missing every week, plus being stuck in a cabin with three mysterious, attractive, male familiars and their maddening animals...this is not going to be easy.
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      Anastasia

      “This is the oldest part of the university and where most the lessons are. In the welcome packs sent to your old homes were the links to an app which is a map. It will help you find your lessons,” the tour guide explains before opening a door out of the old corridor and into another one which is more modern. There are white-tiled floors, lockers lining the walls, and spotlights in the ceiling that shine so brightly everything gleams. “Every student gets a locker here, which is perfect for storing books and anything you don’t need for every class. Trust me, you will get a lot of books, so the lockers are a godsend.”

      We walk down the corridor, listening to the guide explain the history of the university when suddenly there is a burning feeling in my hand that comes out of nowhere. I scream, dropping to my knees as I grab my hand, trying to stop the incredible pain. I rub at my pale skin as it burns hot, yet there is nothing there to see. The pain gets worse until I can’t see or hear anything for a moment, and I fall back. When I blink my eyes open, I’m lying on the cold floor, hearing the chatter of students near me. No one is helping me, oddly enough, and they sound like they are far away. Every part of my body hurts, aches like I’ve been running a marathon.

      “She’s a familiar. Has anyone called the police?” one person asks as I stare up at the flickering spotlight right above me.

      “We should leave; she could hurt us. Who knows where her creature is!” another man harshly whispers. I lift my hand above my face almost in slow motion. My eyes widen in pure shock at the huge, glowing, purple wolf tattoo covering the back of my hand where it burned. It stops at my wrist, the wolf’s fur extending halfway up my fingers and thumb. The eyes of the wolf tattoo glow the brightest as I realise what this means.

      “I’m a familiar.”
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      Leaving the past behind.

      Anastasia

      I stand still on the side of the train tracks, letting the cold wind blow my blonde and purple dip-dyed hair across my face. I squeeze the handle of my suitcase tighter, hoping that the train will come soon. It’s freezing today, and my coat is packed away in the suitcase, dammit. I feel like I’ve waited for this day for years, the day I get to leave my foster home and join my sister at college. I look behind me into the parking lot, seeing my younger sister stood watching me go, my foster grandmother holding her hand. Phoebe is only eleven years old, but she is acting strong today, no matter how much she wants me to stay. I smile at her, trying to ignore how difficult it feels to leave her here, but I know she couldn’t be in a better home. I can get through college with our older sister and then get a job in the city, while living all together. That’s the plan anyway.

      We lost our mum and dad in a car accident ten years ago, and we were more than lucky to find a foster parent that would take all three of us in. Grandma Pops is a special kind of lady. She is kind and loves to cook, and the money she gets from fostering pays for her house. She lost her two children in a fire years ago, and she tells us regularly that we keep her happy and alive. Even if we do eat a lot for three kids. Luckily, she likes to look after us as I burn everything I attempt to cook. And I don’t even want to remember the time I tried to wash my clothes, which ended in disaster.

      “Train four-one-nine to Liverpool is calling at the station in one minute,” the man announces over the loudspeaker, just before I hear the sound of the train coming in from a distance. I turn back to see the grey train speeding towards us, only slowing down when it gets close, but I still have to walk to get to the end carriage. I wait for the two men in front of me to get on before I step onto the carriage, turning to pull my suitcase on. I search through the full seats until I find an empty one near the back, next to a window. I have to make sure it’s facing the way the train is going as it freaks me out to sit the other way. I slide my suitcase under the seat before sitting down, leaving my handbag on the small table in front of me.

      I wave goodbye to my sister, who waves back, her head hidden on grandma’s shoulder as she cries. I can only see her waist length, wavy blonde hair before the train pulls away. I’m going to miss her. Urgh, it’s not like we don’t have phones and FaceTime! I’m being silly. I pull my phone out of my bag and quickly send a message to my older sis, letting her know I am on the train. I also send a message to Phoebe, telling her how much I love and miss her already.

      “Ticket?” the train employee guy asks, making me jump out of my skin, and my phone falls on the floor.

      “Sorry! I’m always dropping stuff,” I say, and the man just stares at me with a serious expression, still holding his hand out. His uniform is crisply ironed, and his hair is combed to the left without a single hair out of place. I roll my eyes and pull my bag open, pulling out my ticket and handing it to him. After he checks it for about a minute, he scribbles on it before handing it back to me. I’ve never understood why they bother drawing on the tickets when the machines check the tickets at the other end anyway. I put my ticket back into my bag before sliding it under the seat just as the train moves, jolting me a little.

      I reach for my phone, which is stuck to some paper underneath it. I’ve always been taught to pick up rubbish, so I grab the paper as well as my phone before slipping out from under the table and back to my seat. I put my phone back into my handbag before looking at the leaflet I’ve picked up. It’s one of those warning leaflets about familiars and how it is illegal to hide one. The leaflet has a giant lion symbol at the top and warning signs around the edges. It explains that you have to call the police and report them if you find one.

      Familiars account for 0.003 percent of the human race, though many say they are nothing like humans and don’t like to count them as such. Familiars randomly started appearing about fifty years ago, or at least publicly they did. A lot of people believe they just kept themselves hidden before that. The Familiar Empire was soon set up, and it is the only place safe for familiars to live in peace. They have their own laws, an alliance with humans, and their own land in Scotland, Spain and North America.

      Unfortunately, anyone could suddenly become a familiar, and you wouldn’t know until one random day. It can be anything from a car crash to simply waking up that sets off the gene, but once a familiar, always a familiar. They have the mark on their hand, a glowing tattoo of whatever animal is bonded to them. The animals are the main reason familiars are so dangerous. They have a bond with one animal who would do anything for them. Even kill. And I heard once that some kid’s animal was a lion as big as an elephant. But those are just the things we know publicly, who knows what is hidden behind the giant walls of the Familiar Empire?

      “My uncle is one, you know?” a girl says, and I look up to see a young girl about ten years old hanging over her seat, her head tilted to the side as she stares at the leaflet in my hand. “He has a big rabbit for a familiar.”

      “That’s awesome...” I say, smiling as I put the leaflet down. I bet picking up giant rabbit poo isn’t that awesome, but I don’t tell her that.

      “I want to be a familiar when I grow up,” she excitedly says. “They have cool powers and pets! Mum won’t even let me get a dog!”

      “Sit down, Clara! Stop talking to strangers!” her mum says, tugging the girl’s arm, and she sits down after flashing me a cheeky grin.

      I fold the leaflet and slide it into my bag before resting back in the seat, watching the city flash by from the window. I couldn’t think of anything worse than being a familiar. You have to leave your family, your whole life, and live in the woods. Being a familiar seems like nothing but a curse.
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      Who wears a cloak these days?

      “Ana!!” my sister practically screeches as I step off the train, and then throws herself at me before I get a second to really look at her. Even though my sister is only a few inches taller than my five-foot-four self, she nearly knocks me over. I pull her blonde hair away from my face as it tries to suffocate me before she thankfully pulls away. I’m not a hugger, but Bethany always ignores that little fact.

      “I missed you too, Bethany,” I mutter, and she grins at me. Bethany was always the beautiful sister, and as we got older, she just got prettier. Seems the year at college has only added to that. Her blonde hair is almost white, falling in perfect waves down her back. Mine is the same, but I dyed the ends a deep purple. Another one of my attempts at sticking out in a crowd when I usually become invisible next to my gorgeous sister. Phoebe is the image of Bethany, and both of them look like photos of our mother. Whereas I look like my dad mostly, I still have the blonde hair. Bethany grins at me, then slowly runs her eyes over my outfit before letting out a long sigh.

      “You look so pretty, sis,” she says, and I roll my eyes. Bethany hates jeans and long-sleeved tops, which I happen to be wearing both. I didn’t even look at what I threw on this morning. I shiver as the cold wind blows around me, reminding me that I should have gotten my coat out my suitcase on the train trip. It is autumn.

      “You’re such a bad liar,” I reply, arching an eyebrow at her, and she laughs.

      “Well, you are eighteen now, and I’ve never seen you in a dress. College is going to change all that.” She waves a hand like she has sorted all the problems out.

      “How so? I’m not wearing a dress to classes,” I say, frowning at her. “Leggings are much easier to run around in, I think.”

      “Parties, of course,” she tuts, laughing like it should be obvious. Bethany grabs hold of my suitcase before walking down the now empty sidewalk to the parking lot at the end.

      “I need to study. There is no way I’m going to ace my nursing classes without a lot of studying,” I tell her. Bethany took drama, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when she was offered a job at the end of her course, depending on her grades. Though she was an A-star student throughout high school, so there is no way she could fail.

      “I love that you will have the same job mum did,” she eventually tells me, and I glance over at her as she smiles sadly at me before focusing back on where she is walking. I remember my mum and dad, whereas Bethany is just over one year older than me and remembers a lot more. Phoebe doesn’t remember them at all; she only has our photos and the things we can tell her. It was difficult for Bethany to leave us both to come to college, but grandma and I told her she had to find a future.

      “I doubt I will do it as well as her...but I like to help people. I know this is the right thing for me to do,” I reply, and I see her nod in the corner of my eye. I quickly walk forward and hold the metal gate to the car park open for Bethany to walk through before catching up with her as we walk past cars.

      “You’ve always been the nice one. I remember when you were twelve, and the boy down the road broke up with you because some other girl asked him out. The next day, that boy fell off his bike, cutting all his leg just outside our home. You helped him into the house, put plasters on his leg, and then walked his bike back to his house for him,” she remarks. “Most people wouldn’t have done that. I would have just laughed at him before leaving him on the sidewalk.”

      “I also called him a dumbass,” I say, laughing at the memory of his shocked face. “So I wasn’t all that nice.”

      “That’s why you are so amazing, sis,” she laughs, and I chuckle as we get to Bethany’s car. It’s a run down, black Ford Fiesta, but I know Bethany adores the old thing. Even if there are scratches and bumps all over the poor car from Bethany’s terrible driving.

      “Get in, I can put the suitcase in the boot,” she says, and I pull the passenger door open before sliding inside. I do my seatbelt up before resting back, watching out of the passenger window at the train pulling out of the station. There is a man in a black cloak stood still in the middle of the path, the wind pushing his cloak around his legs, but his hood is up, covering his face. I just stare, feeling stranger and more freaked out by the second as the man lifts his head. I see a flash of yellow under his hood for a brief moment, and I sit forward, trying to see more of the strange man I can’t pull my eyes from. I almost jump out of my skin when Bethany gets in the car, slamming her door shut behind her, and I look over at her.

      “Are you okay? You look pale,” she asks, reaching over to put her hand on my head to check my temperature before pulling it away. I look back towards the man, seeing that he and the train are gone. Everything is quiet, still and creepy. Time to go.

      “Yeah, everything is fine. I’m just nervous about my first day,” I tell her, which is sort of honest, but I’m missing the little fact about the weird hooded man. I mean, who walks around in cloaks like friggin’ Darth Vader? She frowns at me, seeing through my lies easily, but after I don’t say a word for a while, she drops it.

      “It will be fine. Don’t worry!” she says, reaching over to squeeze my hand before starting the car. I keep my eyes on the spot the man was in until I can’t see it anymore. I close my eyes and shake my head, knowing it was just a creepy guy, and I need to forget it. This is my first day of my new life, and nothing is going to ruin that.
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      One moment can change everything.

      “Anastasia Noble?” I hear someone shout out as I wait in the middle of the crowd of new students. Bethany left me here about half an hour ago, and she is going to find me later once I have my room sorted. First, I have to get through a tour of the university, even though I had a tour here when I visited two months ago. I also spent days studying the map they gave me, so I know where I am going. Putting my hand in the air, I move through the crowd, pulling my suitcase behind me with my arm starting to ache from lugging the giant purple suitcase everywhere.

      I get to the front of the crowd, where an older man waves me over. I quickly make my way to him and the three other students waiting at his side. Two of them are girls, both blonde and whispering between themselves with their pink suitcases. The other is a guy who is too interested in ogling the blondes to notice me coming over. Story of my life right there. I stop right in front of the older man who stinks of too much cologne, and I shake his slightly sweaty hand before stepping back.

      “Welcome to Liverpool University. We are the smallest, but fiercest, university in northern England. Now, I am going to show you around the basic area before taking you to your rooms. You all will share a corridor and living area, so look around at your new friends and maybe say hello!” the man says, clapping his hands together before quickly turning to walk away. We all jog to catch up with him as he walks us across the grass towards one of the buildings on either side of the clearing.

      There is a little river in the middle with planted flowers and trees all surrounding it. It’s peaceful, exactly why my sister chose this university, I suspect. She always likes seeing the beauty in life, where I am always looking for a way to fix the world instead. I wish we had other family around that could tell us about what our parents were like, who each of us follow, or if we are just random in the family line of personalities. We don’t even know if our parents had any close friends. There is nothing much in our foster pack given to grandma from social services. Bethany and I talked about going to the village we lived in to ask around, but neither of us ever found the time.

      “Anastasia, right?” a guy asks, slowing down to walk at my side. He has messy brown hair, blue eyes, and a big rucksack on his back.

      “Yep, who are you?” I ask.

      “Don. Nice to meet you,” he replies, offering me a hand to shake with a big grin. I shake his hand before looking up at the massive archway we are walking through to get inside of the building. It is two smooth pillars meeting together in the middle. There are old gargoyle statues lining the archway, their creepy eyes staring down at me. Those statues always creep me out. Bethany thinks it’s funny, so last Christmas, she got me gargoyle romance books as a joke. Jokes on her though; some of those books were damn good. I quickly look away, back to where we are walking, as Don starts talking again.

      “I’ve heard there is a party tonight to welcome freshers. Are you going?” he asks me, his arm annoyingly brushing against mine with how closely he has decided to walk. I glance up at him to see his gaze is firmly focused on my breasts rather than my face.

      “No. I need to unpack,” I curtly reply.

      “Can’t it wait one night?” he asks, and I look over at him once again. He is gorgeous, but the whiney attitude about a party is a big turn off. “I will make sure you have fun.”

      “No. It can’t wait, and I doubt anything you could do would make the party fun for me,” I say honestly, and not shockingly, he nods before catching up with the two blonde girls in the group, trying his pickup techniques on them. Men.

      Bethany says I’m picky, but actually, it’s just because the general male population at my age are idiots and act like kids most of the time too. I don’t see how anyone could want to date them, though Bethany is on her twelfth boyfriend since she came to college, so I know she doesn’t share my opinion. She swears she will know when the right guy comes along, and it will be the same for me. I doubt it. Anyway, finding the “right” guy is not the most important thing at the moment; passing college and getting my nursing degree is.

      “This is the oldest part of the university and where most the lessons are. In the welcome packs sent to your old homes were the links to an app which is a map. It will help you find your lessons,” the tour guide explains before opening a door out of the old corridor and into another one which is more modern. There are white-tiled floors, lockers lining the walls, and spotlights in the ceiling that shine so brightly everything gleams. “Every student gets a locker here, which is perfect for storing books and anything you don’t need for every class. Trust me, you will get a lot of books, so the lockers are a godsend.”

      We walk down the corridor, listening to the guide explain the history of the university when suddenly there is a burning feeling in my hand that comes out of nowhere. I scream, dropping to my knees as I grab my hand, trying to stop the incredible pain. I rub at my pale skin as it burns hot, yet there is nothing there to see. The pain gets worse until I can’t see or hear anything for a moment, and I fall back. When I blink my eyes open, I’m lying on the cold floor, hearing the chatter of students near me. No one is helping me, oddly enough, and they sound like they are far away. Every part of my body hurts, aches like I’ve been running a marathon.

      “She’s a familiar. Has anyone called the police?” one person asks as I stare up at the flickering spotlight right above me.

      “We should leave; she could hurt us. Who knows where her creature is!” another man harshly whispers. I lift my hand above my face almost in slow motion. My eyes widen in pure shock at the huge, glowing, purple wolf tattoo covering the back of my hand where it burned. It stops at my wrist, the wolf’s fur extending halfway up my fingers and thumb. The eyes of the wolf tattoo glow the brightest as I realise what this means.

      “I’m a familiar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Time to run before it is too late.

      As soon as I’ve said it out loud, it feels like I can’t breathe as I sit up and look around at the people staring at me. The group I was with are huddled by the lockers a good distance away from me now, and I turn to see more people have shown up, a few of them on their phones. All of them are scared, worried what I will do as they keep their eyes on me. They are going to call the police and have me taken away because of this. I have to get to Bethany first. I have to at least say goodbye to her before they come for me and take me some place where I may never see her again.

      I quickly scramble to my feet and run down the corridor, passing everyone who shouts for me to stop, until I get to the door at the end. I push it open, running through the arch and into the empty clearing. Stopping by the river, I look up and quickly try to remember how to get to the dorms. Shit, I don’t even know what room she is in. I pull my handbag off my shoulder to get my phone out just as I hear a low growl from right behind me.

      I slowly drop my bag onto the floor and turn around, seeing a giant wolf inches away from my face. The wolf is taller than I am; its head is leant down so I can see into its stunning blue eyes. They remind me of my own eyes, to be honest, with little swirls of black, light and dark blues, all mixed together. My body and mind seem to relax as I stare at the creature, one which I should be terrified of…but I am not. I feel myself moving my hand up, and then the wolf growls a little, shaking me out of that thought.

      I step back, which only seems to piss her or him off more. Some deep part of me knows I have to touch the wolf now, or I will always regret it. I take a deep breath before stepping closer and quickly placing my hand on the middle of the wolf’s forehead. I didn’t notice it was my hand with the familiar mark on it until this point, until it glows so brightly purple that I have to turn my head away. When the light dims, I look back to see the black wolf staring at me as I lower my hand.

      “Your name is Shadow,” I say out loud, though I don’t have a clue how I know that, but I know it is true. Shadow bows his head before lying on the ground in front of me. He is my familiar. That’s how I know. That’s why I am not scared of the enormous wolf like I should be. I have a gigantic wolf for my familiar. Holy crap. It takes me a few seconds to pull my gaze from Shadow and remember what I was going to do. Find my sister, that’s what.

      “We need to find my sister…can you help me? Like smell her, maybe? She smells like me,” I ask Shadow and then realise I have no clue if he can understand me. Shadow looks up, tilting his head to the side before stretching out, knocking his head into my stomach. I step back, sighing. “Never mind.”

      Shadow growls at me, and I give him a questioning look. What is up with the growling? I thought familiar animals were meant to be familiars’ best friends or something. I really get the feeling Shadow isn’t all that impressed with me. He shakes his giant head before walking around me and slowly running off in the direction of the other building.

      “Wait up!” I have to run fast to catch up with him as he gets to the front of the university, people moving fast out of his way and some even screaming. I don’t even blame them. A giant black wolf running towards you is not something you see every day. I run faster, getting to Shadow’s side as we round a corner, and I hear Bethany’s laugh just before I see her sat on a bench with a guy. They both turn with wide, scared eyes to us, and the guy falls back off the bench before running away.

      The sounds of people’s screaming, shouting and general fear drift into nothing but silence as I meet my sister’s eyes as she stands up. A tear streams down her cheek, saying everything neither one of us can speak. I will be made to leave her, and I have no idea when—if ever—I will get to see her again. Bethany is the first to move, running to me and wrapping her arms around my shoulders. She doesn’t even look at Shadow; she doesn’t fear me either, which is a huge relief. I hug her back, trying to commit every part of her to my memory as I try not to cry. I have to be strong. If I break down now, Bethany will never be able to cope. I pull back as I hear sirens in the background and know my time here is coming to an end.

      “I will find a way back to you. I will never stop until I do. Just look after yourself and Phoebe. Promise me?” I ask Bethany, holding my hands on her shoulders as she sobs.

      “I promise. If anyone can work out a way around the rules, it’s you. I love you, sis,” she says, crying her eyes out between each word. I hug her once more before stepping back to Shadow’s side, away from my sister and my old life. “Be safe.”

      “Go. Just go, I don’t want you to see me arrested or how nasty the police are to familiars. The YouTube videos are enough,” I say, but Bethany shakes her head, wiping her cheeks and crossing her arms. I’ve accidently seen enough videos online to know that the police, the government and the general population are not nice to new familiars. That’s why they are taken straight away. I’m not going to fight or try to run like some familiars do. I doubt I would get far with Shadow at my side.

      “I am staying until they take you. You will not be alone,” she says as I hear shouting and the sounds of dozens of feet running towards us. I gasp as I feel a sharp prick in the side of my neck, and Bethany screams. Shadow growls, which turns into a howl as I try to reach for him as he falls to the ground at my side. The world turns to blackness, and the last thing I hear is Bethany’s pleas for someone to leave me alone.
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      New life. New world.

      I cough as I wake up, my throat feeling dry and scratchy as I look up at the wood ceiling above me. The smell of fire and smoke fills my nose, making me lift my hand to rub it as I sit up. A red blanket falls to my lap as I look around the cabin I am in. Shadow is lying on the floor near a window, his eyes watching me closely, and the rest of the room is just a row of beds like the one I am in. There is a fireplace on the far wall, where the smell of burning wood is coming from. I look out the window Shadow is lying under, seeing frost covered trees. It wasn’t frosty in Liverpool the last time I checked. Where have they taken me? Surely, I haven’t slept the entire way to the Familiar Empire…but the evidence is looking like that is likely.

      I slip my legs out of the bed, seeing that I’m still wearing the clothes from my first day at university, but they are wrinkled now, and the jeans are dirty with mud. There is a glass of water on the bedside unit and a little note. I pick the water up and take a sip before drinking it all quickly once I realise how thirsty I am. I put the glass down and pick up the note, hastily reading it.

      

      
        
        Welcome to your new home, the Familiar Empire.

        The door by the fireplace leads to a bathroom, and a spare outfit is in there for you from your suitcase. Clean up and come outside. R.

      

      

      

      I put the note back down and stare over at Shadow, remembering Bethany’s pleas before the police—I presume—knocked me out. There is no going back now. I’m a familiar, and my life as I knew it is over. Grandma Pops always said you have to make the best of a bad situation because giving up is not an option. That is what I am going to do. I can fix this…somehow. I slide off the bed, walking past Shadow, who watches my every movement before getting to the door near the fireplace. I push it and walk inside, closing the door behind me.

      The bathroom smells of bleach, but I guess that means it’s clean at least. It’s colder in here, and its basic design is something you would see in any hotel. There is a shower, towels on a shelf nearby, and a standard toilet and sink. I quickly use the toilet before washing my hands and looking around for the clothes. On a wooden laundry box in the corner is a pile of clothes, as the note mentioned. I pick them up, seeing ripped jeans and a blue jumper. This is one of my favourite jumpers, so I’m glad they picked that, especially considering the frost covered trees outside. I mentally catalogue all the clothes I have in my suitcase and know that not a lot of them are suitable for cold weather. I had saved up money for college, and there was little else left. Plus, Bethany assured me she had winter clothes I could borrow. Dammit. There is also a pink bra and matching knickers under the pile. I don’t want to know who went through my suitcase and picked these; I can only hope it was a girl. By the simple fact they are a matching set, I’m willing to bet it was.

      I put the clothes back and carefully pull off my dirt covered clothes. I leave them all in a pile by the sink, and as I glance up, I see my reflection in the small mirror. My hair is messy, sticking in all directions, and my skin is pale. There are big bags under my eyes, even though I’ve clearly slept for a long time, and my blue eyes now only remind me of Shadow and how similar they are.

      I grip the sink, looking down and breathing in deep breaths. I’m a familiar. I wish I had learnt more about their kind growing up, but I never suspected I would be one of them. Only 0.003 percent of the entire human race are. What are the chances I would be one of them? I breathe in and shake my head once again. I know I need to shower and face the world I am now a part of. I only have to make my shaky legs move first.

      It takes a few seconds before I can let go of the sink and walk the few steps to the shower. I step back as I switch it on, knowing there is a good chance cold water is going to come out first. Knowing me, I’d end up jumping back and knocking myself out somehow. I put my hand out and test the water, waiting for it to go warm before finally stepping in. Resting my head under the warm water, I let it soothe me before opening my eyes, seeing hotel-like little bottles on a shelf in front of me. I’m curious about this place, so I quickly wash my hair and myself before getting out the shower.

      Lacking a hair dryer and my brush, I towel dry my hair as much as possible before running my fingers through it. It feels good to pull my clean clothes on, and I fold the towels up, not wanting to leave a mess. Going back to the mirror, I glance at myself one more time, knowing I need to walk out of here with my head lifted high. I’m Anastasia Noble, and I am familiar. The more I repeat it, the more it sinks in. This is my life now.
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      Welcome to the Familiar Empire.

      I walk back into the bedroom and see my purple Skechers shoes in front of the fireplace, which I didn’t notice before, and I’m thankful they haven’t gotten lost. They are limited edition, and I worked paper rounds for five weeks to buy them. I slide them on before walking to Shadow, who is still sleeping by the window. He somehow makes the hard wooden floors look comfy. He lifts his head off the floor, waiting for me to say something, I think.

      “I’m guessing you think it is safe here. You seem relaxed?” I mutter, crouching down and placing my hand on his head, stroking him, this time using my hand that doesn’t have the mark on it. He makes this grumbling noise and turns his head to the left a little. I move my hand to the left, sliding behind his ear, and he lets out a contented noise as I scratch behind his ear. “So that’s the spot, huh?” I chuckle at the near purring noise he makes. Almost sounds like a cat, but I doubt telling Shadow that is the best idea. I let myself relax for a moment before the burning curiosity makes me look to the closed front door. I can’t hide in here forever.

      “Are you coming outside with me?” I ask Shadow, who stretches his legs out and stands up as I step back. I’m taking that as a yes. I walk around him to the door, feeling him right behind me as I pull the door open. The outside is quieter than I expected. There are rows of massive trees, covered in frost, and my breath comes out like smoke as I wrap my arms around myself. I walk down the three wooden steps, searching around in the trees for any sign of life. I step to the side as Shadow nudges me from behind before jumping down.

      “Anastasia Noble, right?” a woman says from my left, and I turn to see a woman, about twenty, with curly red hair and a thick black coat and boots on, walking towards me. She is beautiful, and I notice the ends of her hair are more a faded orange colour when she gets closer.

      “Yeah, are you R?” I ask as she gets to me and offers me a hand to shake. I see the familiar mark on her hand first. It’s a phoenix. I shake her hand, and she holds on tightly, turning my hand over to look at my mark. This woman’s mark is much smaller than mine, only taking up a little spot in the middle of the back of her hand, nothing like my large one. Hers is glowing red, unlike mine which is purple.

      “Yes, I am R, though most people call me Raine. That is one hell of a familiar mark. You will have some serious power,” she says with a low whistle, and I pull my hand away. Raine looks away from me to Shadow, her eyes widening and her mouth parting open.

      “An ancient familiar! The rumours are true,” she mutters.

      “What’s an ancient familiar?” I ask her.

      “All familiar animals have their own power. The ancients are the most powerful and haven’t been seen in years. In the last three years, there have been three other ancients, and word is they are coming back for a reason,” she says, but it still doesn’t make much sense.

      “What reason?” I ask her, and she pauses, looking around herself for a moment before opening her mouth to speak before a man cuts her off.

      “Enough. I told you to bring the new familiar to my office, not tell her fairy tales outside in the cold,” he angrily grumbles, and Raine rolls her eyes before turning around. I look around her to see a man stood still with his arms crossed over his thick leather jacket. His grey hair is long, tied at the back of his head. I look for his familiar mark, but the way his arms are crossed hides his hands from me.

      “Sorry, dad. Come on, Ana,” Raine says, using the nickname that Bethany calls me and making my heart hurt a little with the memory. She nods her head for me to follow before she starts following her dad around the cabin. I jog to catch up, feeling my feet freezing and wishing I had socks on. At least I have some socks in my suitcase, wherever that is. Shadow walks right behind me like a, well, shadow, I suppose.

      We head around the cabin to a clearing which has a fountain in the middle. Two girls sit on the edge, throwing stones into the water, and I can only see the back of their hat-covered heads. Sitting next to their feet are two black cats, mirrors of each other in appearance. The cats watch me for a moment, but their eyes stray to Shadow behind me, and they slowly lower their heads. How weird. I glance back at Shadow, who only watches me, his eyes seeming like he understands my question, but he isn’t going to answer it for me. Not that he can talk anyway.

      I look back at Raine and her dad as they walk up the steps of another cabin. Raine’s dad holds the door open for both Raine and me to walk in, and Shadow follows after. The inside of this cabin is just an office with filing cabinets and a desk with four chairs surrounding it, but the only thing I focus on are the two phoenixes perched on a branch of a bird holder. They are the same size as each other, both of them a mixture of yellow, red and orange feathers. Their black eyes zero in on Shadow, watching him as he comes in the room. They also bow as he sits by the door as Raine’s dad closes it shut.

      “Hey, Kiwi,” Raine coos, petting the phoenix on the far right.

      “Please sit down, Anastasia,” Raine’s dad says, walking around me to sit on the other side of the desk. I take one of the three seats on the other side of the desk, watching him as he picks up a piece of paper and starts reading.

      “Anastasia Noble. Orphan. Middle sister of three. Eighteen years old, nineteen soon. December the 31st. What a day to have a birthday, New Years Eve,” he muses and clears his throat. “Started college but became a familiar on your first day. Studying to be a nurse.” He finally stops reading my life story and puts the paper down to look at me.

      “Where did you get that?” I ask, curious how he knows my every detail.

      “The police always send a detailed report on a new familiar. It is good for us to know where you are from to help us picture where you will be useful in the Familiar Empire,” he explains, resting back in his seat as he settles his arms. “My name is Hugh Roberts. I am the current leader of the Familiar Empire, and I formally welcome you home.”

      “When can I go back and see my sisters?” I ask.

      “Everyone always asks the same thing…at the start. You will soon realise the empire and your new life will make you happier than you ever were as a human,” he tells me, but it sounds like a rehearsed and overused speech.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I muse. I don’t get distracted by a change in conversation that easily.

      “Smart girl, no I didn’t,” he says, smiling. “I didn’t answer because only you can decide your own fate. If you bond completely with your familiar by completing your training and spending at least six months giving back to the empire in your new job, then you may have your sisters come here for a weekend visit,” he tells me, and for the first time since all this happened, there is a tiny ounce of hope inside me. I can see my sisters, and that means this place is not the prison I thought it was. Though I have one issue.

      “Six months?” I ask, shaking my head. “That is too long not to see them.”

      “That is the rule, Anastasia. We do not have contact with our families regularly anymore. The rules are very important here and must never be broken. We live in a world where we make up less than 0.003 percent of the entire population, and everyone else just about tolerates us. We have rules, and we stick to them to make sure we can stay alive. Now, we have other more important things to discuss,” he says, his warning staying in my mind.

      “That means shut up and stop asking questions, but dad is being nice,” Raine adds in, and I flash a glare at her, which is backed up by Shadow’s sudden low growl.

      “It seems your familiar is protective of you already; that will be a good thing in training. What is his name, if you don’t mind me asking?” Hugh asks, his eyes on Shadow.

      “Shadow,” I tell him.

      “Interesting,” Hugh comments, pulling his eyes from Shadow to me as I clear my throat. I’m sure I hear him mutter something about what he expected. He coughs and sits forward, pushing papers aside until he finds whatever he was looking for. “The infirmary needs a new nurse. You will be the doctors’ aid, and eventually train up from there. I know you have zero nurse training, but hands-on experience is the best way for you to learn.”

      “There is a hospital here?” I ask.

      “Not exactly. We have an infirmary which has three staff—both doctors and one nurse who work opposite days—and now a second nurse. We had another nurse, but unfortunately she died a few months ago,” he explains.

      “What of?” I ask, wondering if we can still get sick and die like humans.

      “Regrettably, my time is precious, and I have little of it today. Raine will show you to your cabin. There was a large fire about four months ago, and we have limited housing. You will have to share a cabin with like-minded familiars and their animals,” he says, flashing a look in Raine’s direction.

      “Like-minded?” I ask.

      “He means they all have ancient familiar animals too. You can’t live with just anyone with that wolf at your side,” Raine fills me in, but I don’t like her tone. Shadow stands up, going to growl, no doubt, but I speak first.

      “That wolf has a name. It’s Shadow,” I warn her, feeling Shadow right behind my chair from the heat he gives off, and Raine grins.

      “You have a little bite under all those pretty looks. We should be friends,” she says and winks at me. I have the feeling Raine doesn’t take much seriously in her life.

      “Raine, take Anastasia to cabin two hundred and introduce her before coming back,” Hugh tells Raine, who slips out of the window seat and pats her shoulder. Kiwi flies to her shoulder at Raine’s silent command. “Anastasia, I will check on you in a week. Your suitcase has been sent to the cabin, along with your bag. I’m sure one of your new roommates will take you to your new job in the morning.”

      “Six months, and my sisters can come here to see me? Promise?” I ask him, and he nods his head.

      “Six months and a successful bond with Shadow. You have my word, Anastasia,” he replies.

      “I will hold you to it,” I reply, standing up and walking around Shadow to the door, which Raine has left open.

      “One more thing, Anastasia. We don’t allow familiars to leave the empire. There are strict punishments for attempting to run,” he warns me just as I get to the door. I look back, meeting his cold gaze for a moment before Shadow steps in the middle of us and blocks my gaze. He might as well just say, “Welcome to your new prison”.
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      Home sweet home.

      “This way,” Raine says before walking past the fountain. I jog to catch up with her, seeing the space is now quiet and empty of people. We walk past two more cabins and a row of cars that are parked up. All of them are four by fours with large wheels, covered in dirt with a little mud on the windows. They are all mostly Jeeps, I think, though I’m not good with car names. Raine gets to the one near the end and opens the door. She looks at Kiwi, who rubs her face against Raine’s before spreading her wings and flying into the air. She almost looks like her wings are on fire as she flies up into the trees above, disappearing from view. I didn’t know phoenixes where even real until this point. I’d only seen one in the Harry Potter movies.

      “You need to tell Shadow to go hunt and come back to you later. He will be getting hungry by now, and all familiars hunt at this time. He wouldn’t eat anything he was given yesterday when he woke up,” Raine tells me before getting into the car and shutting the door. The sound of the engine running reaches my ears a moment later. I turn and look at Shadow before walking up to him and placing my hand behind his ear, rubbing gently. It’s almost soothing to be near him, like a warm mug of tea on a cold night.

      “Miss Bossy Boots might be right. You should go and hunt; I will be okay for a bit. Just find me later?” I ask him, knowing he can’t exactly say yes. I don’t know why it makes me nervous to let him leave, but it does. To my surprise, Shadow lowers his head in a bowing motion before turning away and running into the forest. Why did he do that? I watch until he is out of view before getting in the car. Raine has the heat blasted on, her coat on the back of her chair, and the radio playing lightly. She reverses the car quickly as I clip my seat belt on. I rub my hands and press them in front of the heater, loving the warmth.

      “How far away do we need to drive?” I ask her. I know the Familiar Empire owns land in Spain, Scotland and North America. Judging by the travel time to get here and the simple fact it’s so cold, I think this is the Scottish base. It’s supposed to be very big.

      “About half an hour. This place is only for new familiars and the leaders of the empire. Which is only my dad now after the fire…” she drifts off and straightens up as she swings the car around a corner. “But don’t worry. The fire was an accident, and you are safe here.”

      “How many people died?” I ask her quietly. The fire must have been how the last nurse died.

      “Around a hundred. It happened at night and spread too quickly. The smoke killed most before they could even wake up,” she says sadly.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, and she nods.

      “Our community is small. We don’t get new familiars as often as we used to. Dad says there is at least a ten percent decrease in new familiars,” she explains. “With not every familiar bonding well with their familiars and some dying...let’s just say we are happy to see you.”

      “You can die if you don’t bond?” I ask. I didn’t know that, and it doesn’t sound good.

      “Yeah, do you not know anything about being a familiar?” she asks, and I shake my head.

      “No. I never considered being one as a possibility, so I didn’t research them,” I explain. I know full well I’m an idiot for that mistake now.

      “Well, you are in for a surprise. Starting with the three guys you are going to be living with,” she tells me.

      “Wait, what?” I ask. “Guys? Three of them?”

      “They are yummy. Like seriously hot, but they don’t talk to anyone but themselves. Every familiar girl is going to be jealous of you when they find out you are going to be living with them,” she tells me. I don’t want that. I like to stay lost in the crowd, getting along without causing trouble.

      “Even you?” I ask.

      “I have two boyfriends; my hands are full. Literally,” she says with a teasing tone.

      “Two?” I question. I’ve never met anyone with more than one boyfriend or girlfriend. That’s frowned upon in the small church oriented village I used to live in with Grandma Pops.

      “Yep. Twins,” she says, winking at me, and I can’t help but laugh. “I will take you out tomorrow night to show you around and introduce you to my guys.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I reply, leaning back in my seat and thinking about how I’m going to be living with three guys. I hope they clean up after themselves, because I do not want to spend the rest of my life cleaning up after three guys, no matter how attractive they are.

      “It will be,” she simply says, and I know it might be a good idea to let her show me around and get introduced to people. If this community is as small as I’m getting the impression it is, I need to make friends. We don’t talk much throughout the drive, and I nearly drift off to sleep when finally, buildings come into view. There is a little town right in the middle of the woods that you don’t see because of all the trees until you come around the corner. It looks cute with its small wooden houses, stone pathways and dozens of people walking around. There are various animals around as well, making the place almost seem like a zoo.

      “That’s the main town, full of shops. Dad will be sorting your bank details out and depositing money in there for your work as a nurse. The only bonus to being a small community is that anyone here will give you what you want and just get you to come back to pay for it later,” she tells me. I couldn’t imagine that. If you don’t have money out there, then you don’t get what you want. It is that simple.

      “I have some money already, what I saved for living at college. I worked at a pub for a few years, cleaning dishes and glasses in the back,” I explain, and I know I have money in my purse, which is in my bag. Only problem, I have no clue where my bag is.

      “You should treat yourself then. I couldn’t help but notice you don’t have a lot of winter clothes in that suitcase of yours. It is only going to get colder soon. I sense it in the air,” she tells me. I would usually be bothered by the thought of anyone going through my stuff, but I am relieved it was her and not her dad who got my underwear out.

      “Thanks for the advice,” I reply. “How long have you lived here?”

      “My whole life. Both my parents are familiars, so the odds of me being one were extremely high. Kiwi and my mark happened on my eighth birthday,” she explains, and I frown, peeling my eyes away from the many trees we are passing to look at her. I wasn’t sure familiars could have children, and I’ve never heard of anyone born a familiar. Though it makes a lot of sense. If you have familiar parents, there must be a higher chance you will be one. I know, in the early days, they couldn’t figure out what made the DNA change so rapidly and suddenly. I’m sure there is a lot more to it that I don’t remember from TV shows and the little my school talked of familiars though.

      “Are there a lot of children here?” I ask.

      “No, having a child is rare, but we live longer than humans, so plenty of time for trying,” she says, wagging her eyebrows at me, and we both laugh. I look ahead as we get to a gate which is open, and Raine slows down as she drives in. On either side of the gravel road are cabins every quarter of a mile. Each one is different in shape, some tall and a few levels, whereas others are clearly one big room.

      Raine drives us right down to the end of the road, at least a mile away from the rest of the cabins. The cabin at the end is massive, a monster compared to any of the cabins I’ve seen before. It towers up into the trees in a triangle shape, with a deck leading up to the door in the middle, and its three windows show me there are three layers. The lights are on inside, and my suitcase is right outside the front door, with my bag on top.

      “Welcome home,” Raine tells me as she stops the car, leaving the engine on though, so I know she isn’t coming in with me. I have to take this step alone and introduce myself to my new roommates.

      “Home,” I mutter to myself, staring at the cabin and knowing it feels nothing like home. I may have whispered the word more to myself than her, but Raine catches it.

      “I’ve not got any sisters or any clue what it is like out there, but this empire is a good place to be. We look after our own, we have animals for best friends, and we will look after you,” she tells me, and I look her way. I run my eyes over her hair, button face and to the mark on her hand. It’s not her fault I don’t feel at home, but I know it will take a while for me to settle.

      “It’s just a lot to take in,” I find myself replying.

      “I bet,” she says, and we both turn to look at the house as the door is pulled open, and the shadow of a man stands under the doorframe, holding onto the top with his muscular arms. “Now hold your head high, and don’t let them push you around. Good luck.”
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      Tall, dark and likely dangerous.

      I say goodbye to Raine before opening the car door and jumping out. I shut the door and wave one more time before she reverses, swerves the car around and drives off. I slowly turn, crossing my arms over my chest as I walk up the steps leading to the decking. The light glows warmly from some outside lights and the windows. There is nothing but the smell of trees and a faint trace of diesel from the car. The closer I get, the more I can see the guy in the doorway, the one I wish wasn’t still stood there staring at me. He has dark skin, black braided hair, which is short, messy almost, but it works for him. This guy reminds me of the bad guy from Black Panther. He was gorgeous, and even though he was the bad guy, I still had a crush on him. I pull my eyes from his features to his clothes, seeing he has a tight black shirt on and jeans that hang extremely low on his hips. I end up sucking in a breath as I stop right in front of him, taking in his brown eyes that are so bright and alluring.

      “Who are you?” he asks, his voice deep and husky, and it throws me for a moment. I didn’t expect him to have a sexy voice to go with his appearance.

      “Anastasia,” I reply after a long pause. I step back when he lowers his arms from the top of the doorframe to his sides and steps even closer to me. He steps so close that I have to arch my neck to look up at him. He is a giant.

      “An-a-sta-sia,” he slowly pronounces my name, making it sound far more seductive than it is.

      “And you are?” I ask.

      “Alexander. Now, why are you here?” he asks. “We don’t like having guests.”

      “She’s the new roommate, the one you would have heard about if you hadn’t gone for a run,” another man says, and Alexander turns aside, keeping his eyes on me as he answers.

      “Roommate? Are they fucking serious, Liam?” Alexander growls out, finally pulling his eyes from me to Liam who steps forward. Liam grins at me, a playful one, as he offers me a hand to shake. I’m beyond relieved to see a friendly face here.

      “Ana, nice to meet you,” he says, ignoring Alexander’s outburst, and I shake his hand, taking in his curly blond hair that looks soft, his bright green eyes and the layer of freckles on his tanned face. He has that cheeky guy grin, and there are even dimples as he smiles. Hot damn. I drop his hand and clear my throat. A cold breeze pushes my hair to the side, making me shiver.

      “Can I come inside? It’s freakin’ freezing out here,” I ask, looking between Liam and Alex who are having a silent conversation of some kind.

      “Yes,” Liam says at the same time Alexander says no. Liam only elbows Alexander in the stomach before grabbing my suitcase with my bag on top and wheeling it inside, with me following him in. The warmth of the room hits me straight away before I even see the giant fireplace in the middle of the room. It is made of stone, stretching all the way up to the top of the cabin. I’m sure it keeps the whole place warm. The bottom part has an open fire blasting heat into the room, and three brown sofas surround it with a rug in front of one. I spot two doors behind the fireplace, going off somewhere, and a door leading outside to what looks like some decking. Liam places my suitcase and bag by the bottom of the stairs as I look around. The door slamming shut behind me makes me jump, and I look back, seeing Alexander has left the cabin.

      “What is his problem?” I ask Liam, who scratches the back of his neck as he clearly thinks of an answer while he walks to my side. I glance at his black jumper that tightly fits him and grey joggers, knowing he must have an awesome body under those clothes.

      “Alex is like a brother to me, but he is an asshole at the best of times. He doesn’t like change, and you are certainly a big change,” he tells me, which I guess makes some sense, and Liam quickly changes the subject. “Can I get you a hot chocolate and something to eat? I bet you haven’t eaten since you woke up.”

      “No, I haven’t eaten, so that would be amazing. It’s all been a bit of a rush,” I explain to him, rubbing my arms.

      “I get it. We’ve all been there. It’s best you eat now though before our familiars come back from their hunt. They will just be trying to steal your food otherwise,” he explains with a grin, then nods his head for me to follow him. I run my eyes over his toned back and slim waist under his black jumper, noting how very attractive he is. What is in the water here? Hot guy serum or something? I beg my cheeks to not be red when he looks back at me as he pushes the door open and holds it for me to walk in.

      The room on the other side is a kitchen, and when I get into the room, I can see how large it is. It’s a long room with wooden cabinets on either side that match the wooden floor in colour. I would even go so far as to think they are made of the same wood. There is a large double cooker in the middle of the room and a sink with piles of dishes and glasses in and at the side of it. Liam is making his way towards a fancy looking coffee maker on the side, with a holder full of different pods.

      “Grandma Pops—well, not my actual grandmother—had one of those,” I muse as he picks up a hot chocolate pod, clicking it into the top.

      “Who is that?” he asks, opening the cabinet in front of him and picking out a red mug.

      “My foster carer, though she is more like a grandma to us,” I explain to him as he clicks the machine on. He seems to think on my answer as he goes to the fridge, getting some milk out while I slide onto the counter behind me, sitting down.

      “Us?” he asks, running his eyes up my legs until he gets to my face as he comes back, placing the milk on the side.

      “My sisters and I,” I answer, rubbing my nails in a nervous motion as I think about my sisters. I can only see Phoebe crying as I got on the train and how upset she will be when Bethany tells her everything. Then I think about Bethany, the look on her face before I passed out. Her screams for me.

      “I have a sister on the outside too,” he tells me. “It was difficult to be made to leave her, but she is older, settled with a fiancé. I know she doesn’t need me. Are your sisters older?”

      “One is older, another is only eleven,” I explain to him. There is an awkward silence, only filled by the noise of the coffee machine as Liam flashes me a sympathetic look. I don’t need his sympathy; I will get to see them once more.

      “I’m sorry you were forced to leave them. Sometimes being a familiar comes at such a high cost. My mum used to say that only the best changes in life are the hard ones. The ones that are easy can never bring about the best,” Liam tells me, and we seem to just stare at each other, stuck in a strange moment of understanding before the machine beeps, telling us it is done. Liam shakes his head as he looks away and pours the milk in before handing me the drink.

      “Hugh promised if I bond with Shadow and do six months as a nurse here, I can see them,” I say, and Liam looks at me strangely before going to the fridge again.

      “He promised, huh?” he asks, looking shocked.

      “Yeah...was he lying?” I ask. If he was, I am going to try to escape. I can’t live a life never seeing my sisters again. They are my family.

      “Hugh doesn’t lie; it’s just that isn’t the usual rule. Most have to wait a year at least,” he explains to me. “I would keep his promise a secret around here. Most familiars have waited a long time to see relatives.”

      “I will,” I reply as he pulls out some sandwich meat, cheese and butter. I stare out the window at the trees as their leaves sway in the breeze. Why would Hugh give me special treatment? The only conclusion I can come to is because of Shadow. I know there is something being kept from me, and I think the best way to find out is to ask Raine a load of questions tomorrow night.

      “I’m sorry we don’t have much else. Tomorrow is the food shop for the week, and we all eat a lot,” he explains, looking a bit embarrassed.

      “I’d eat anything right now, so don’t worry,” I explain, not caring what he gives me. I feel like I haven’t eaten in years. “I grew up knowing how expensive food is, and sandwiches are a good meal.”

      “I thought you might be hungry, but I still wish I had more than a sandwich for you. When the police darted me, keeping me asleep for a day, it made me hungry. Must be the drugs,” he explains, taking the food over to a wooden platter where there is a loaf of bread just behind it. Well, not a loaf, just two pieces left, by the looks of it.

      “I can make my own if you have other things to do,” I suggest, pausing when I see the familiar mark on his hand. I don’t even hear his answer as I stare at the glowing purple mark that is the same colour as mine. His is a fox though, a large one that covers as much of his hand as mine does.

      “My fox is called Silver. You will see why when you meet her,” he tells me as he spreads butter on the bread.

      “My wolf is called Shadow. How come our marks are the same colour?” I ask him.

      “How big is Shadow?” he asks rather than answering my question.

      “Bigger than me by about two feet,” I answer, taking a wild guess.

      “He is an ancient then, just like Silver. We all have large familiar animals, and some people call them ancients. We all also have glowing purple marks that are bigger than anyone else’s,” he tells me. “That is why they have placed you with us.” I stare at Liam in silence for a moment as I process that there is something odd about me and these guys. So much for fitting into the crowd.

      “What animals do the other two have? I was told three guys live here,” I ask.

      “I will let you see them yourself. Though Alex’s animal doesn’t like to sleep in the house, so you won’t see her until tomorrow morning,” he explains.

      “Isn’t it too cold outside for any animal all night?” I ask.

      “Ah no, it isn’t, her kind digs holes and sleeps in the ground. She used to do it by the cabin, but after we realised she might bring the cabin down burrowing new holes all the time, she goes a little out of the way now,” he says as he finishes making the sandwich and hands me it. The familiar must be a mole or something along those lines. I eat in silence, well aware of Liam watching me, trying to figure something out, by the look on his face. When I’m finished, I put the plate with the others and make a mental note to find time to wash up tomorrow. It will take at least an hour with all these plates.

      “I can help out with cleaning. I mean, I don’t mind washing up, but I hate drying or putting them away,” I explain, and Liam grins, placing his hands on his hips.

      “We all hate washing up, Miss Bossy, but we will happily dry and put things away,” he states, grinning just as there is a bang on the door. I sense Shadow near, like a warm feeling deep in my chest.

      “Shadow is here.”

      “Good, so is Silver. I hope they get along and don’t fight. Our last roommate had to move out because Silver kept being a little shit,” he says, beaming in what I can only guess as excitement, while that just worries me, as he walks out the door.
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      Trust and lust should never mix.

      Liam jogs across the room, effortlessly leaping over the sofa to get to the door as I follow him. I can’t seem to pull my eyes from him until he opens the door, and Shadow tucks his head as he comes into the room. Liam’s eyes watch Shadow in awe as he comes right up to me, choosing to sit at my side as I place my hand on his back. I look up into Shadow’s eyes, knowing that he’s happy with himself.

      “Hey, Shadow, you smell like...well, dead things. I assume hunting went well,” I say, and he huffs.

      “Silver, come in here, gorgeous,” Liam calls, and I watch as a large silver fox comes into the room, stroking her tail around Liam’s shoulders as she ducks to come in. Silver is a stunning animal with white fur that almost has a silver tone to it and a massive bushy white tail. Every inch of her is beautiful, and she reflects Liam’s natural features. They are both cute. With these two giant animals in the room, it now feels tiny.

      “She is gorgeous. I get the nickname now,” I tell Liam, and Shadow growls low, pushing himself into me to get closer and nearly knocking me over. I chuckle and pat his shoulder, stroking his fur. “You are just as handsome, don’t worry.”

      Silver purrs lightly, walking around us and jumping onto the sofa. She stretches out as we all watch her.

      “Seems Silver doesn’t mind Shadow one bit,” Liam comments, and Shadow pushes his head against me gently before walking away, going to lie down in front of the fire on the blue rug.

      “Is he okay to sleep in here?” I ask Liam.

      “Yeah, Silver always sleeps down here, so she will like the company. Mason’s familiar sleeps in his room on the top floor, and I’ve already said where Alex’s familiar sleeps,” he tells me.

      “Still not going to tell me what they are then?” I ask, and he shakes his head. “I thought I could catch you out there.”

      “Nope,” he replies with a cheeky grin. “Come on, let me show you your room. I moved out of mine so you could have it.”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I protest, following him over to the stairs, where he stops to pick up my suitcase for me. I want to tell him I will carry it, but then again, it’s super heavy, and he looks like he has more muscles than I do.

      “It’s the only room with an en suite. I’m happy to share with Alex and Mason, but you should have your own space,” he tells me as he groans while carrying my suitcase up the stairs. I pick up my bag where it fell on the floor and follow him up the stairs.

      “Well, thank you. You didn’t have to do that,” I lightly say. I could deal with sharing a bathroom, I was planning to at university, but it was only with other girls. Liam has a point.

      “Nope, but my mum taught me how to be a gentleman, and that was the gentlemanly thing to do,” he tells me as he puts the suitcase down on the second floor. There is another staircase going up next to the one we came up, and four doors line the hallway, two on each side. “The upstairs is Mason’s space. I wouldn’t go up there without an invite though.”

      “I won’t go into anyone’s room without an invite,” I say. “That would be super rude.”

      “You are always invited into mine,” he tells me, grinning.

      “That was a terrible line,” I reprove.

      “I know. I can do better than that,” he says, and we both laugh. “What I meant is if you need anything, my door is open to you. Please don’t think you are alone here, as you’re not.” I smile at him, nodding once before he pulls my suitcase to the door next to the stairs. He opens the door and walks in, switching on a light before I follow him in. “I changed the sheets to these ones that are washed, and they are my spares, but you can keep them if you like,” he tells me as I take in the room. There is a large double bed in the middle of the room, pushed against one of the walls with light blue bedding on it. There is a dresser and another door in the room which I assume is the en suite. The window is long and showcases the frost trees outside. The trees make the room look really beautiful as the sun is just setting. There are blue curtains hanging at the sides and blinds pulled up at the top of them.

      “I can buy new ones soon, but I’d love to borrow them for now,” I reply, mentally calculating that my list of things to buy is getting pretty big. “So thank you.”

      “No problem. Honestly, you can keep them,” he says, leaving my suitcase by the dresser.

      “Thanks,” I reply, and he rubs the back of his neck.

      “You said you are going to work as a nurse, right?” he asks me, leaning against the wall with his feet crossed.

      “Yep,” I reply, placing my bag on the dresser, well aware of his eyes watching me.

      “I can take you to the infirmary tomorrow morning on my way to work,” he explains.

      “Thank you. That would be amazing,” I answer.

      “I can’t pick you up when it closes, but Mason works there too, so he should bring you back. I will ask him for you,” he suggests.

      “I’d owe you both then,” I reply.

      “We don’t owe each other anything for favours. We familiars have to look out for each other, you know?” he says, smiling.

      “I don’t actually, but I’m slowly getting the idea,” I reply as honestly as I can. I’ve always only had to look after my sisters, and Grandma Pops made that easy. It’s not the same as actually having people to trust.

      “You’ll be okay, I’m going to make sure of it,” he says before he smiles at me and walks to the door. “I’m off to sleep; we have to be gone at five a.m. tomorrow. I was up early today, moving this room and making this place presentable for a woman, and I’m exhausted.”

      “Was it that bad before?” I question, looking around.

      “Erm...I’d rather not answer that,” he says, winking at me before walking out the room, shutting the door as I can’t wipe the smile from my lips. Maybe being a familiar isn’t all that bad. Not with people like Liam around.
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      There must be something in the water.

      I sink into the bedsheets after unpacking my clothes and briefly using the bathroom to clean up. The bathroom is super modern, and it makes me feel bad for Liam giving me this room. I will have to cook them all dinner—though maybe a take-out as I can’t cook anything but cookies well—as thank you. I could actually make Liam some of Grandma Pop’s famous cookies. I have the recipe in my notebook which is now on the dresser. Those cookies are to die for.

      The room is warm from the stone fireplace on the one wall by the bed, and all of this should be making me tired, but instead, I can’t stop thinking about everything. Running the last day, or however long, through my mind a million times like it will actually change what happened. The only question I have no answer to, which is bugging me, is how to bond to Shadow. Do I need training? Is it just going to magically happen? I need to ask about that, considering Raine said people die from not bonding.

      This is not how I pictured the next few years of my life. I’d planned to finish college, move with Bethany near Phoebe, and get a nurse job. Maybe meet a guy and eventually get married. That’s the life I thought I was destined for… This life? I don’t understand, and I hate that. I feel clueless and lost. I lie back into the mattress, which is extremely comfy, and I let out a sigh as I stare at the ceiling in the dark. The darkness of the room feels empty, quiet, and after today, it is comforting.

      It’s eight p.m. which is early for me to go to sleep, so that might be why I can’t stop thinking, but I know I should go to sleep with what is setting to be a long day tomorrow. I’d usually scroll Facebook and Twitter until I fall asleep, but that isn’t happening tonight. I’ve already checked my phone and laptop, figuring out in a matter of minutes that both of them have no signal. So there goes my sneaky plan of just calling Bethany and Phoebe to chat with them, to just tell them I am okay and I will work hard to see them soon. I hope they at least have a TV in this place, but as I think about the entrance to the cabin, I don’t remember seeing one around.

      I can live without the internet—barely—but not Netflix. Nope. I need my Netflix nights in with popcorn, comfy pyjamas and pop. It’s my Saturday night ritual since I got it. I used to watch movies before, every Saturday with Bethany and Phoebe, usually old ones we could afford to get. Grandma Pops used to make sure we had popcorn and some chocolate to watch a movie we would rent from a local store. I think back to last weekend, the movie night I had with Phoebe before I left, and it hurts just to think it will be a long time before I get to sit with my sisters again. It feels like I’ve lost them, which I know is ridiculous, but it does feel that way, nonetheless.

      I have to keep reminding myself that Hugh promised me I could see them if I get through this. If anyone can get through this, it is me. I just have to ignore the hot distractions I now live with and focus on the new job—being a nurse. I also have to focus on bonding with Shadow, which means I have my hands full without adding guys into the mix. I feel like I’m becoming my sister with how much I can’t stop thinking about Liam, his cute and sexy nature that could win any girl over. Then there is Alex, who is every girl’s bad boy dream. Though I know he wouldn’t be interested in me, I can’t help but think about what it would be like to date someone like him. Although with how he looked at me before, I’d end up in tears, running away after even two horrible words came out his mouth. If he was mute…well then, he would be perfect, I reckon.

      There are two firm knocks on my door that make me sit up straight in surprise, jiggering me out of my thoughts. Who would be knocking on my door? I guess it’s normal to be a little bit jumpy in a new place like this. Bethany told me she couldn’t sleep well for days when we all moved into Grandma Pops’s house after bouncing around a few foster houses for a long time. I don’t remember moving in all that much, but funnily enough, I remember the cookies Grandma Pops made us as a welcome gift and that her house smelt of lavender. I shake my head as someone knocks once more on the door, and I know I have to answer it. It’s Liam telling me something he forgot earlier or a Wi-Fi password. Damn, that would make me so happy. I could go find out more about familiars. I’d planned to google familiars and find out everything I could tonight to make me relax a little more, but with no signal, that isn’t happening. I’m still as clueless as ever.

      I walk to the door and open it up, my mouth nearly popping open at the sight of the guy in front of me. He is stunning. I wouldn’t even be a little surprised if he misplaced my room for a model photoshoot. His silver, almost white hair is shaved short on one side and falls longer on the other. With his very tanned skin, it is a beautiful contrast. His pierced right eyebrow is raised quizzically at me as I stare at his high cheekbones and full silver beard. His beard matches his hair in colour, but it is well kept and even looks soft to touch. I mentally remind myself I have to talk rather than touch a stranger’s beard though.

      “Hey, I’m Mason, and I live here too. I thought introducing myself would be a good idea before we met in the morning. I’m not a morning person, and I don’t want you to think I’m an asshole,” he states, holding out a massive hand that matches his well over six-foot self. I slide my hand into his, which engulfs mine before he lets go.

      “I’m Anastasia. Nice to meet you,” I reply. “And I’m sorry in advance, I’m a morning person and usually pretty chipper in the morning.” He laughs deeply, which sends shivers all over my skin.

      “Well, I’m better in the morning…with at least two cups of coffee,” he replies, and I grin.

      “I’ll remember that,” I reply, leaning against the doorframe as we both smile at each other. I’m thrown by the fact I’m clearly flirting well with this guy and not blurting out random stuff like I usually do. I actually feel safe around him, and for a moment, I know he feels the same as I see the confusion on his face that I’m sure mimics mine. He coughs and steps back, sliding his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.

      “Anyways, Liam mentioned you are working at the infirmary, and I finish when they do, so I can take you back home or wherever you want a lift to. I would take you there myself, but I’m going in late as I have to get supplies,” he explains to me.

      “Supplies?” I question, knowing it’s none of my business, but I’m curious what he is doing.

      “Yeah, I’m building a new side building for the infirmary. I will be working on it with my team for the next few months at least. I’m happy to give you lifts when I can. Well, at least until you get your own car,” he explains to me. Ah, he builds things. That explains the muscular arms and chest. It’s going to be a long time before I get a car, considering money is not something we had to spare. I just hope I can buy a bike or something similar to ride around in. I don’t want to be borrowing lifts from these guys forever. I don’t like feeling like I owe anyone, and that would mean I owe them big time. I try to distract myself by glancing at Mason’s hand, seeing the glowing purple mark. It’s an eagle, large enough to cover his hand, and the beak spreads over his thumb.

      “Wow, your familiar is an eagle?” I ask, and he nods, using that hand to rub the back of his neck and showing off his muscular arm which has an arrow tattoo on the side. I don’t know why I decide to tell him something extremely personal, but I do. “When I was younger, I used to volunteer at a local rescue for something to do in my spare time. I love my foster parent, but she liked to knit and watch old shows for fun, which I didn’t. She also volunteered at the rescue at times, but not weekends. I was shit at making friends, so I loved to work weekends. Anyway, there was a beautiful eagle there, which had been used as bait for dog hunting. She was rescued, but no one could go near her, she didn’t trust humans. I was eleven when I walked straight up to her and held my hand out despite the warnings of everyone around me. She trusted me from that point on for some reason, and she let me feed her. Sadly, she died a few months later from an infection in the dog bite mark on her wing, but in that short time, I grew a bond with her. It’s strange as I never liked birds before her, but she was different.”

      “Wow, that was brave of you to go so close. I’m sorry she died and had such a bad past. Humans can be cruel to animals, and it’s wrong. They should protect animals, admire their beauty and strength, instead of treating them the way they do. That’s not something you will see here; familiar animals are treated as our equals,” he tells me, speaking so passionately about the protection of animals, and funnily enough, his words kind of remind me of a speech I gave to my younger sister once.

      “I agree completely,” I say, smiling at him, knowing this is a guy I want to be friends with.

      “Would you like to come and meet Hex?” Mason asks, clearly meaning his familiar. “I’d not usually introduce people to him as they get a little freaked out and run away, but as you’ve been around eagles before...”

      “I’d love to meet him...but how many people have run away, if you don’t mind me asking? It must be hard to bring a date home if Hex scares them off,” I ask, and he laughs once again. Damn, his laugh is so sexy, it’s almost painful. I haven’t been interested in any guys after my high school boyfriend. He dumped me the day after he took my virginity, and I was left with nothing but a two-minute memory of crappy sex. I’ve been on a few dates to keep my sisters happy, but there was nothing interesting about them. Mason, Liam and even Alexander are a different breed of guys altogether. Crap, I’m in trouble. I can’t spend all my time staring at them; I have much more important things to worry about, but I can become their friend. That’s perfectly non-distractible. Kinda.

      “Well, I can’t take girls home without them running out the door, screaming. Hex doesn’t like people in general. It took months for him to put up with Liam and Alex,” he tells me and nods his head behind him. “Come on up. I promise he won’t hurt you.”

      “I wasn’t scared of Shadow or Silver when I met them. I can usually get a feel for when an animal doesn’t like me,” I tell him as I walk out and close the door behind me. The more I think about how close I’ve always been to animals, how I’ve volunteered at shelters for fun…the more I realise I was meant to be a familiar. The thought is pretty shocking.

      The light into the corridor hits the glitter on my top, making the corridor sparkle for a moment before I step forward. It’s only then I realise I’m in my pyjamas that are anything but attractive. They have unicorns all over them, and they are super baggy as they are two sizes too big. I also realise I’m not wearing a bra, and my large breasts are not hidden totally under my shirt. The unicorn horns actually have sparkling glitter sequins over my nipples. I have freakin’ sparkling glitter nipples when I’m talking to a hot guy for the first time. Bethany wouldn’t be able to stop laughing if she were here. Mason seems to not notice until this moment as he looks back, running his eyes over my pyjamas before meeting my eyes.

      “So…you like unicorns?” he asks, trying not to smile, but I see it as he looks back while he walks to the end of the stairs, with me right behind him.

      “Not exactly...my sister does, and this was a present from her. I put it on for a comfort, to remind me of her, though now, saying that out loud seems stupid,” I mutter, pulling at the end of my shirt.

      “It’s not stupid at all, Anastasia,” he says, stopping right before the stairs up to the next floor. He pulls his sleeve up, showing me a pink bracelet with a flower in the middle. It’s one of those handmade friendship bracelets. “My sister made me this the day before I became a familiar. She tied it on my wrist, and I’ve never taken it off. My parents won’t bring her here to see me, and she is only nine. It will be a long time before she is old enough to visit me on her own, and she won’t remember me then. I wear this because it’s a memory and a comfort.”

      “She will remember you, Mason. I don’t think anyone could forget you,” I blurt out, feeling my cheeks burning brightly when I realise I just gave him a compliment.

      “I hope so,” Mason says, the corner of his lips tilted up a tad, but he doesn’t call me out on my compliment and starts walking up the stairs. The wood floors feel freezing cold against my feet as I walk up the staircase after him, which opens into one large room with a massive open balcony overlooking the forest. There is a low double bed in the middle on top of a red rug that matches the deep burgundy sheets, and a faux fur blanket lies at the end. A pile of washing sits in one corner next to a wardrobe and a large chest box with some books on top of it. The books look old, worn down, and most of them have black bindings. There is another door in the room, which is slightly open, showing me a bathroom with a big bathtub. The room is comfy and masculine and suits Mason. I’m taking a wild guess he likes the colour dark red.

      “Ready?” Mason asks, walking around the bed to the balcony. The look he gives me is a dare to run away. It makes me smile because he doesn’t know me at all yet; I don’t run away from what scares me. I wasn’t taught to do that, and I know that it never solves the problem. If you can face what scares you, then you are braver than you know. Or I heard Grandma Pops telling Bethany something like that once, and I’ve never forgotten it. I nod at him before I follow him to the balcony, but I don’t actually step onto it.

      Mason puts his two fingers in his mouth and lets out a long whistle. The whistle seems to echo through the silent, cold forest, and a few moments later, I hear the sound of wings. I pop my head out on the balcony to look up as a large shadow flies straight towards us, getting bigger and bigger the closer it gets.

      As it gets nearer, the shadow changes into a massive eagle, all black with little white feathers on the ends of his wings. Other than that, he could easily blend into the night, and you’d never see him coming. Hex lands with a clatter on the wooden balcony, his eyes locking onto me as Mason walks up to him. Hex doesn’t even look away from me as Mason whispers something to him and strokes his shoulder. I decide to be brave and break eye contact with him, knowing it’s not a good idea to challenge Hex when I’m in his space.

      I lower my head and slowly hold out my hand, keeping it flat. Usually, they say you shouldn’t put your hands out for birds because they see it as an attack, and instead, you should put your head towards them in trust. I don’t believe that though. I’ve always put my hand out as a sign of trust, and it has worked. I don’t move as I feel Mason’s hand smooth over mine, stroking my hand slowly, and I look up to see him stood near me. Mason links his fingers with mine, making my breath hitch in the back of my throat as we step together to a waiting Hex. Mason gently undoes our hands and presses my hand onto Hex’s forehead. Hex doesn’t move for a moment before rubbing his head further into my hand, and I stroke down his long neck before moving my hand away and stepping back to Mason’s side. Hex is a giant of an eagle, big enough to have a person actually flying on his back, I reckon. Hex slowly lowers his head in a bow, and I look up at Mason in confusion.

      “Why does he bow like I’m royalty or something?” I ask Mason, who picks up my hand, slowly linking our fingers as he watches our hands, his features lost in deep thought. We just stand there, holding hands like we’ve known each other for much longer than we have as he finally looks up into my eyes. My heart beats so fast as Mason stares at me like we are long lost lovers, like our souls recognise each other in a way neither of us can see nor understand.

      “Hex only bows to me, Alex and Liam. That is it. I don’t know who you are, Anastasia, but you are something special, for sure,” he gently tells me, his words full of unspoken confusion and a little bit of something else I don’t understand. Or maybe I don’t want to understand. I know if I start falling for someone like Mason, the only person that is going to get hurt is me. A clearing of someone’s throat makes me jump away from Mason, dislodging our hands as I turn to see Alexander watching us, his arms crossed. He looks furious, and I’m starting to wonder if that is a normal look for him.

      “Seems Miss Ana is winning everyone over today,” he states. “Will she ever find someone who doesn’t like her in this house?” I roll my eyes at his overly sarcastic comment. He may not have said it, but I’m certain he meant he doesn’t like me.

      “I’m going to bed. See you tomorrow, Mason,” I say, watching them stare at each other, and I wonder if there is going to be an argument when I leave the room.

      “Good night, Anastasia,” Mason replies to me, but Alexander doesn’t look my way as I walk down the stairs. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing, but I walk away quickly just in case.
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      There is more than one asshole with a crush in this room.

      Mason

      I wait until I hear Anastasia’s door shut before dealing with Alexander and his asshole behaviour. He sits down on the end of my bed like this is his fucking home, his arms crossed like I’m the one with the problem. Hex lies down, relaxing outside tonight to sleep. It’s freezing out, but the outdoor heating makes the balcony just as warm as the inside. Hex will come inside if he wants to, but he is like me, we don’t mind the cold.

      “Why are you being a dick to her?” I question him. I know Liam would let him get away with this new attitude, even towards Ana, but I won’t. Alex knows what it is like to be pulled from your entire life and dropped here. We all do. None of us chose this. Anastasia doesn’t need more stress in her first week, and we are her roommates. We should help her.

      I wish Anastasia had come a few months ago and met Alex when he wasn’t such a dickhead. Since the fire, Alex has spiralled, and most nights, I find him in his bed with one to two empty bottles of vodka on his floor. I want to help my friend; I’ve known Alex for many years but I can’t take away his guilt for him. Now he is focused on finishing this mission we all agreed to, and nothing will get in his way, even Anastasia. The thought of him doing anything to her makes me want to break anyone that tries to get close to her. Even my best mate. I’ve known her for all of five minutes, and yet there is some kind of bond between us I don’t know how to shake. Hell, I’m in trouble here; I was from the moment I looked into her swirling aqua blue eyes.

      “Why are you trying to fuck her? You know you can’t, right? She lives with us. It would be fucking complicated from the start,” he replies to me, not exactly answering my question. I clench my hands into fists and look away from him. Alex is right, as usual, but there is just something about Anastasia. She is beautiful, there is no doubt about it, but she is so different than any girl I would usually go for. I usually like brunettes, for one thing, but since I became a familiar, dating anyone here wasn’t worth the stress that comes with it. We are all so busy, and our familiars scare most people anyway. Why can’t I stop thinking of her then? It’s like she is stuck in my head. I look down at my glowing hand, remembering her mark, so much like ours. This mark decides our future, and we can’t want different things from what we are destined to do. Anastasia just doesn’t know it yet, and I don’t want to be the one to tell her what having a familiar like Shadow means in this world.

      “I’m not trying to fuck her. I’m just trying to get to know her and let her fit into this world, with a friend at her side,” I finally reply to him, and from the smirk on his face, I know he doesn’t believe me. That was my intention when I walked to her room. I don’t have a clue what my intentions are since she opened the door.

      “Yeah, and I can fly in the sky like a fucking pigeon and escape here. Let’s not lie to each other, Mason,” he sourly replies. “I want to just make sure things are clear between us all. I’ve spoken with Liam, and he likes her. He isn’t hiding it like you are trying to. We are only here for one reason, and our mission cannot be disrupted by her.”

      “She might be the key to the mission, for all we know. Shadow is an ancient for sure,” I muse. Alex wants this mission over as much as I do. Liam isn’t fussed either way, but he will help us because he is like a brother.

      “But not the one we want. We wait,” Alex warns. “We have spent three years here. Three fucking years wasted if she messes this all up.”

      “The prophecy said Shadow and Dawn would arrive together. I know we need to find Dawn, but I have a feeling Anastasia is the key to all this,” I reply. “Don’t you think it’s strange how they never spoke of her? How they never asked us to watch out?”

      “I don’t think it’s strange, and frankly, I don’t give a damn about any of it. So we keep away and do our job,” he says, slamming his hands on his knees and looking like he wants to kill me if I disagree with him.

      “You’re not the boss, Alex,” I remind him, and he stands up, crossing his arms.

      “Neither are you, but I know our boss wouldn’t want us to get involved with her,” he says, lowering his tone a little from the anger-filled voice before. “You know if we screw this mission up, we both lose someone we care about. I can’t risk—”

      “What if they send another team to investigate her?” I ask, cutting him off because I get it. I don’t need a reminder of the cost of failing this mission. It’s all I have thought of for years, but I want to avoid discussing the subject of staying away from Anastasia any longer with Alex. He might not think she has anything to do with why we are here, but there is something about her. It’s why Alex is so pissed off. He senses it too, but the stubborn bastard would never admit that. It’s always been about work with him, about training and everything between that.

      “They might do. We stay out of their way if they do. There have been a few missing familiars recently, and she would just be another one,” he shrugs, like Ana being taken isn’t a big deal.

      “You’re a right bastard at times. You’d let a team take her, likely hurt her and Shadow, to find out what she is hiding,” I growl out.

      “You know as well as I do that ancients are only given to familiars with a pure bloodline. Anastasia is hiding something, and I am going to find out what, but it would be easier if someone else did,” he says, glowering at me.

      “Easier to look away, you mean,” I rephrase his sentence.

      “Fuck off, Mason. When you finally get off that high horse of yours, it’s going to be a big fall to the ground,” he retorts.

      “Get out if you’re going to be a dick, and while you’re at it, stay away from Anastasia. I’m going to find out what we can by simply asking, and then protect her because I can see in her eyes that this isn’t her fault. She doesn’t know shit about this world. You can do whatever the fuck you like, as usual,” I say, and he smirks at me before walking out of the room. Asshole. Alex stops at the top of the stairs and looks back at me.

      “We need Dawn, that is who is important here. Remember what our new families trained us for. I don’t have to remind you that none of us will see our family again if we fail here. Dawn is our future, and Shadow is a risk...so is Anastasia, no matter what she makes you feel.” With that, he walks down the stairs, and I go to sit on the end of the bed. I put my head in my hands and rub my hair for a moment before looking at the friendship band on my wrist. This mission has just gotten a whole lot trickier.
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      Dreams can’t be real…right?

      Anastasia

      I stand still, feeling I am frozen in the middle of what I can only describe as a war zone. Familiars are fighting, throwing each other around with waves of different coloured energy, with their animals at their side. I can’t focus on anyone’s face; they are just all blurs of colour and fur. A clear path appears right in front of me, showing me Shadow crouching low, growling loudly enough to make my ears hurt. A version of me is riding his back, almost hidden in his dark fur. My hair is long, flowing behind me in the wind, and I very slowly follow the direction they are looking to see a white wolf the same size as Shadow opposite them. The wolf is crouched low, looking ready to fight as much as Shadow does. Just as I look up to see who’s on the back of the white wolf, the world fades, and the last thing I hear is a heartbreaking, familiar scream.

      

      I slam my hand on the alarm on the side of my bed, feeling around for the snooze button on top before finding it to finally stop the noise. I have to lie still for a moment, replaying the dream over and over in my mind. That wolf looked like the opposite of Shadow, and yet I felt nothing but pain and fear from the white wolf and the whole dream. I wish I could’ve seen who was riding the wolf. I know it was just a dream, but the feeling of being scared stays with me, haunts me almost. I’ve never had a dream that vivid before.

      My whole body aches as I sit up, catching a glance of my messy hair and bags under my eyes in the mirror across the room. I’m super glad I set the alarm half an hour earlier than we leave so I can get ready. I rush around the room, brushing my hair and putting it up in a ponytail before pulling on leggings and my only long sleeve red top, then sliding on my shoes. I quickly freshen up in the bathroom before leaving my room. I try to keep the hostile feeling I got from Alex last night out of mind, but it still makes me a little nervous. Let’s hope I get to Liam first and can learn to avoid Alex like the plague.

      I walk down the stairs to see Shadow at the bottom, waiting for me. His head tilts a little to the side when I get close, and I reach to stroke him, only pausing to switch hands when I realise using my other hand makes that glow happen. I think back to my dreams and the way the familiars were using energy which was lit up in different colours. Could I learn to do that?

      “Morning, Ana,” Liam says, reaching over Shadow to hand me a cup of what smells like tea and a breakfast bar. I happily accept as Shadow steps back, sitting down and watching us curiously. I glance over to see Silver coming out the kitchen before staying near Liam. I think it’s going to be a long time before I get used to seeing giant animals all around. “Did you sleep well?” Liam asks me as I sip the hot tea, which makes the morning seem better with every sip.

      “Sort of, weird dreams. I think it’s just all the change,” I explain. “Thank you for giving me such a good room.”

      “You will settle in soon, and no worries. Have you got a coat?” he asks me after I finish eating the breakfast bar. I don’t want to ask if there is any fruit after he explained they do a food shop today.

      “No, it was missing from my bag. I might have forgotten to pack it,” I admit, which would be strange because I clearly remember packing my coat before I left the house. There isn’t much I can do about it now though.

      “One sec,” he says, holding up a finger before walking off. I drink the rest of my cup while I wait for him to come back. When Liam returns, he hands me a dark blue woven jumper with a zip down the middle. “I bought it, and it was too small. I know it’s going to be big on you, but it’s better than nothing. Do you have boots? We are expecting snow this weekend.”

      “Nope, but thank you so much for this. I will go shopping soon though. I just have to figure out how to get there,” I say.

      “Tomorrow, I have a half day off. Usually, I help Mason out, but I’m sure he won’t mind if I take you out shopping for the day,” he suggests.

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to ruin your half day off,” I reply. I don’t like how Liam is changing things for me, and it makes me feel like I owe him a dozen cookies. I guess I’m just way too used to knowing where I am and looking after myself to accept help with no catch.

      “I’m sure. I can’t have you getting sick, because I don’t know how to look after sick people. This is best for all of us,” he says, winking at me as he takes my empty cup and wrapper before he walks off to the kitchen. I pull the jumper on and do it up. It falls to my knees, and it’s a little loose around the shoulders, but it’s comfy and I like it. Shadow sniffs my jumper and huffs, sitting back. Liam comes back a few moments later with keys in his hand and a coat on. “Ready?”

      “Yep,” I reply, following him out of the cabin with Shadow and Silver following behind us. We walk out of the cabin and to the side, where there are two Jeeps and a space where there must have been another one. It’s freezing this early out, and I’m instantly shivering. My feet are the coldest though. I need to get boots and thick socks for sure. I look around to keep myself busy. I’m guessing the empty space is Alex’s. Alex must have left early for whatever he does for work. It makes me wonder what they all do for work, while I’m thinking on it. We slide into the middle Jeep, and Liam blasts the heating on, which only comes out a little cool as we wait for it to warm up. I glance out the car at Silver and Shadow, who run off into the forest next to each other’s sides.

      “Are they going to be okay?” I ask, curious about whether they will start fighting over hunting or something. I look up through the car window as Hex flies through the trees after them. They almost seem like a pack, hunting together.

      “They will stick close, always one call away, but they like to do their own thing. Silver usually digs holes, hunts and sometimes brings me shiny stones she finds as gifts,” he tells me.

      “That’s really cute. Do you keep them?” I ask.

      “Of course, they are gifts, and she is proud of them. Also, I worry she will bring home dead animals if I don’t love her first gift idea. I will show you them later,” he says, and we both chuckle a little. There is something about Liam that is sweet in his nature, yet there is still this protective side to him. I feel like it’s a coin toss with him over which side he wants to show me.

      “What do you guys do for work? You and Alex?” I ask Liam. “Mason is the builder. He explained that one.”

      “We work together on rebuilding the burnt cabins. At the moment, we are just cleaning up though, and when Mason is done, we will start the actual build with our team,” he tells me.

      “Do you have training in building then?” I ask, curious about his human life before coming here.

      “Yeah, when we first got here, an older familiar took us under his wing and taught us all we know. The fire killed him,” Liam says, squeezing the wheel tightly as he speeds down the driveway.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “You didn’t know, so don’t worry. Alex took it the worst. He wasn’t always this, well, this much of an asshole,” he says, trying to explain his friend’s behaviour.

      “What happened?” I ask quietly.

      “Alex was the one trying to put out the fire and save people on the one side we couldn’t get to. His animal made a hole under the fire to the other side, and Alex crawled through it after him. We were all on the opposite side, doing our best to help people. Alex made the decision to save two little girls rather than going to save our mentor,” he explains to me.

      “Surely that was the right thing to do?” I ask. “He’s a hero.”

      “Alex can’t get over how he couldn’t save them all. He never forgives himself for any failure, he never has,” Liam explains to me, which actually makes a little sense.

      “So that is why he is angry with me?” I ask.

      “Yes, but it’s not at you, I don’t think. He worries that living with a beautiful girl will cause us all to fall out and fight over you,” he tells me. “That would make Alex feel like he failed in some kind of way.”

      “What if I don’t want to be fought over? What if I’m not interested in any relationship?” I ask, curious. Just because I’m a girl and blonde, it doesn’t mean I want to sleep with the first hot guy and make them all argue between themselves.

      “Then I will make you my best friend and friend zone myself. I can deal with that,” he says, flashing me a cheeky grin which makes me smile. “Anyway, will you let me take you out for dinner at the end of our shopping date tomorrow?”

      “It’s a date now?” I ask, somewhat loving his cheeky attitude. You can’t help but smile until he makes you laugh.

      “Yep,” he grins.

      “After our shopping ‘trip’, we can go out for a meal. That would be nice,” I admit, biting down on my lip as I look back out the window. I feel Liam’s eyes on me every so often as we drive in silence, but I keep my eyes on where we are driving, trying to take it all in. We come out of the row of cabins, past more trees and the shopping area, before taking a sharp left at the sign saying Infirmary This Way.

      The infirmary comes into view at the end of the short road, and I see the bright flowers hanging outside first. The building is painted white wood with a small roof and white trim around glass windows. The double doors are open, and a woman is stood in the middle of them, waving at us. Her red hair is up in a messy bun, and glasses rest on her nose. She is wearing a lab coat and black trousers. I find myself staring at her for a little while as Liam pulls the car up right outside.

      “Have a good day, and don’t look so worried. Estelle is the nicest familiar in the empire,” he tells me, reaching over and squeezing my hand for a moment.

      “Thanks,” I nervously say before opening the car door and getting out. I shut the door and wave goodbye to Liam before walking up to Estelle. She offers me a hand to shake before she starts speaking so quickly I struggle to keep up with what she says.

      “I’m Estelle, my familiar is a deer, and many people say I’m like my familiar. I’ve heard all about you, Anastasia, and your wolf, Shadow. I’m so happy to get help in the infirmary. We are very understaffed,” she mumbles the end part with a slightly sad look before she just forgets it to plaster a smile on her lips.

      “Hi! I’m happy to be here. I honestly thought I was giving up all my dreams when I became a familiar, but if I still can be a nurse, it isn’t that bad,” I tell her.

      “It’s not bad at all, and working here would be much better than a human hospital. We can heal people more quickly, and we hardly ever lose patients,” she tells me and waves a hand. “Come in, let me show you around.” Estelle spends the next half an hour showing me the various patient rooms and where all the equipment is. There are three patients in the bays, and I’m introduced to them all. All three are much older and have nothing seriously wrong with them. Estelle explains that we have a medicine from the blood of our familiars, which can help us heal. It doesn’t work on humans and actually kills them, but for us, our blood is so closely bonded with our animals’, they can actually heal us. We just get back to the reception when the doors are flung open, and a woman screams. We both turn to see a man carrying a woman in his arms into the room, and she is holding her stomach, a very large stomach suggesting she is in her late pregnancy.

      “The baby is coming, Estelle!” he shouts.

      “Oh gosh, what a surprise; you aren’t due for two weeks! Straight in this way.” Estelle runs ahead, and I quickly follow her down the corridor where she opens the first bay. Estelle directs the man to place the woman on the bed as she turns on machines.

      “Who are you?” the woman asks as I stand nervously at Estelle’s side.

      “Our new nurse, Ana,” Estelle introduces me just as a contraction ripples through the woman, making her scream.

      “How long has she been in labour, John?” Estelle asks the man as they pull her jeans off, and I find a blanket on a nearby table and place it over her for some privacy.

      “She said it was no longer than ten minutes before I got there, and then it was a twenty-minute drive to get here,” he tells us, looking frantic.

      “John, why don’t you go and get a drink at the machine in the reception while I examine your wife. Take a deep breath while you’re out there. Roxanne and the baby will be okay,” she firmly tells him, and he looks to his wife, who nods before he goes off outside.

      “Roxanne, I’m going to examine you now and see how far along we are,” Estelle says, putting some gloves on and then whispering to me. “Please go and hold her hand and talk to her. Keep her calm for me as that makes this all much easier.”

      “Okay,” I nod, going over to Roxanne’s side and taking her hand in mine, which she squeezes tightly. “So…do we know if the baby is a he or she?”

      “A girl,” she breathes out, answering me.

      “Any names picked yet?” I ask her, and she shakes her head.

      “I want to see her face first and then name her. We have a list of ten maybe names, but I’ve never connected with any of them,” she explains. She looks in so much pain that it almost puts me off ever wanting to have children when I’m older.

      “When I was born, my mum named me after my grandmother,” I tell her, and she smiles at me, her face flinching in pain as Estelle examines her. I only know that from a Google search of our family tree. I couldn’t find anything else though, not even who my grandmother married.

      “My mum’s name was Isabelle,” she says and throws her head back as she screams.

      “Roxanne, listen to me, the baby is near out. When the next contraction comes, you must push,” she informs Roxanne who nods and squeezes my hand more tightly.

      “I’m scared,” she cries out, her blue eyes meeting mine with pure panic and fear in her eyes. I don’t need her to say anything to me to know how she is feeling.

      “You can do this,” I tell her firmly. “Your daughter is nearly here and wants to meet you. You just need to do this final part.”

      “O-Okay!” she pants out, and I look away from her to Estelle who smiles at me. I know I said something right, and I can’t help but smile back. The next hour is full of Roxanne’s screams, orders from Estelle, and my encouraging words before the baby arrives just as John walks back in the room. The baby cries as Estelle lifts her onto Roxanne’s chest, and John rushes to her side as I step back.

      Estelle places a baby blanket over the baby as I hear Roxanne say, “Welcome to the familiar world, Isabelle.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you ready for lunch?” Mason asks as I come out of the patient bays. I nod, feeling a tad nervous as Mason holds the door open for me. “I thought you’d like a tour of my work if you want. Or we can just sit. Your choice.” Maybe I’m not the only nervous one.

      “I’d love to see what you are working on,” I say, and he grins.

      “Good, because I left our lunch there by accident,” he replies. I chuckle as we walk around the building. We walk for about ten minutes before we come across a long row of burnt buildings. Some have been cleaned out, and I spot Liam in the second one across as he tugs down a few bricks. He has a vest on, even when it’s so cold, and he is covered in dust. I watch as his muscles strain as he picks up a row of heavy bricks and throws it into a skip nearby. I gulp.

      “Is that Liam?” I blurt out.

      “Yes, he will be happy it’s lunch time,” Mason says, looking down at me, and I pray he can’t see how my eyes are glued to Liam. “So about the buildings. We have done a structural assessment of the buildings, and luckily, the back ones aren’t too bad, but the front five buildings need to be carefully cleaned out and rebuilt. As we only have a team of four, it’s going to take a while.”

      “It’s impressive you can build anything with just four guys,” I say.

      “Luckily, one is an electrician and the other a plumber,” he says with a grin.

      “My Grandma Pops used to make a funny joke about an electrician and a plumber,” I say, feeling my cheeks light up.

      “Is it rude? I can tell from your cheeks that are glowing brighter than a reindeer’s nose that it might be,” he teases, gently bumping my shoulder.

      “Hey, only Rudolph glows,” I say, and we both laugh as we get to the building. Liam hears us and jogs over, stopping in front of us, and he is covered in dust.

      “You have a little dust…well, everywhere, mate,” Mason points out.

      “Part of the ceiling fell through and yeah.” Liam waves his hands at himself. “I would join you for lunch but not when I’m like this.”

      “We are going to eat at the infirmary anyway. I just left the lunch here, and I thought it would be a good time to show Anastasia our work,” Mason explains. “Talking of which, I will be right back.” Mason jogs off towards the back of the buildings as Liam steps closer.

      “Cool,” Liam smiles at me. “What do you think, Ana?”

      “It’s amazing that you can rebuild this,” I say. “Hopefully, I can have one of the rooms here so I’m out of your hair soon.”

      “Oddly enough, I think you’re just what our home needed, and I think I will take my time rebuilding these now,” he tells me just as Mason comes back. I have no clue if Liam is joking, but either way, I like his comment. Liam gives me an odd look with a cocked eyebrow as he waves goodbye to Mason. We head back to the infirmary and sit on the bench outside, even though it’s a little cold.

      “Ham or cheese sandwich?” Mason asks.

      “What do you prefer?” I question.

      “Honestly, cheese,” he answers.

      “Then I will have ham. It’s one of my favourites,” I say, and he grins.

      “I have two homemade chocolate muffins for after,” he says, showing me them in the lunch box.

      “Thank you. This is so sweet. Did you make them?” I question.

      “Yeah, but don’t tell the guys I can cook. They would never let me stop if they knew,” he says, and I know he is joking, even though I suspect he is flirting.

      I laugh, feeling my cheeks burn a little. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Maybe you should tell me one of your secrets so we are even.” He leans in and wags his eyebrows at me.

      “Secrets need to be earnt. Unluckily for me, I don’t have any to give you,” I reply, feeling my cheeks burning red.

      “None at all?” he pouts, and it makes me laugh. God, this guy is sexy and funny, a deadly combination for someone as inexperienced as me. “Okay, instead, can I ask you a personal question?”

      “Sure, sounds fair.” I nod.

      “Have you got a boyfriend waiting for you on the outside?” he asks, and I wasn’t expecting that question.

      “Err no. There was one guy I dated a few years back, but it was nothing serious. He dumped me for another pretty girl in our class,” I explain, and I really wasn’t as upset as I should have been.

      “Bastard,” Mason mutters.

      “That’s what my older sister, Bethany, said right before she poured orange juice over his head in the school cafeteria,” I say, and we both chuckle.

      “I like your sister,” Mason laughs, and I do too. “Any guy that ever hurt you is an idiot.”

      “Thanks, what about you?” I question. “Any pretty girls in your closet?”

      “Nah, nothing special,” he replies. “I never had time for it, and like I told you before, every girl is scared of Hex.”

      “Ah, I forgot,” I chuckle, imagining Hex scaring away girls. For some reason it makes me like Hex a lot more. The rest of the lunch, we sit laughing about random things, and it feels like a successful date.

      Even when it’s just lunch…I think.
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      First day done and dreams forgotten.

      “There you go.” I finish wrapping up a fifteen-year-old boy’s hand where he fell and cut it open earlier today, just as Estelle comes into the room. The boy smiles at me with bright red cheeks and curly blond hair. He has been nervous since he got here as he didn’t want us to tell his mum he climbed the tree he wasn’t allowed to with his familiar jaguar. In the end, his mum got here, and she didn’t care as long as he is okay. She only just left the room to pull the car closer and throw her drink away. Estelle walks to my side and picks up the boy’s hand gently from mine, examining the bandage.

      “Amazing work, Ana,” she says, winking at me before looking at the boy as she gives him his hand back. “Now you remember to come back here tomorrow to change the bandage and not to get it wet in the meantime.”

      “I won’t. Thank you, doc,” he says. “Thank you, nurse.”

      “No problem, just be more careful next time,” I say, and he nods before jumping off the bed and walking out the room. I start cleaning up my mess, throwing cloths and anything I used to clean the boy up in the bin as Estelle helps me.

      “You did well today. We aren’t usually this full of patients. I’m proud of you for handling your first day so well, and you should be extremely proud of yourself as well,” she tells me.

      “I owe you for guiding me. I couldn’t have done as well as I did without your help,” I reply, and she smiles.

      “I have a feeling you could have, but never mind,” she replies, walking to the bed and pulling off the paper cover to put in the bin. “I want to know how lunch with Mason went? How living with guys who look like that is?”

      “Mason came here with lunch. You saw me sitting with him. There isn’t anything to tell,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. “As for living with them, it’s okay. Alex doesn’t like me, Liam is a harmless flirt, and Mason...there is something about him. I just think we could be good friends.”

      “Friends...right,” she replies, giggling as she pulls a new paper sheet on the bed. I laugh, knowing there is no point trying to convince her differently, and finish off my cleaning before pulling my gloves off and putting them in the bin.

      “How are Roxanne and Isabelle?” I ask. I’ve been helping out at the front of the infirmary, while they were moved to a more private room with Estelle checking in on them.

      “Both baby and mother are happy and healthy. You should go and see them,” she suggests. “I’m sure Roxanne will let you have a little snuggle of that beautiful girl.”

      “I would, but Mason is taking me home, and I don’t want to make him wait for me,” I explain to her. Hopefully, Roxanne and Isabelle are here tomorrow so I can go to say hello.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t leave that boy waiting, for sure,” she says, laughing as she opens the door. “Go on, and I will see you tomorrow. You have Saturdays off for training with whoever they assign to you, and Sundays, the infirmary is closed. I’m not here on Monday, so you will meet the other doctor, and I guess I will see you Tuesday.”

      “Okay, thanks for letting me know...what is training?” I question, following her out the door into the corridor. She flashes me a quizzical look but answers anyway.

      “You know about bonding with your animal and the training you will need to do that...right? We can share power with them, and if your connection doesn’t work, the power could kill you. It is important you train at least once a week for two months to establish a bond,” she informs me of something I needed to find out, and I guess I have the answer I was looking for now. Even if it sounds pretty frightening.

      “Thanks for telling me,” I reply.

      “No problem. I know how confusing it is to be dumped into a world you don’t get. You will find most the familiars here know that feeling all too well,” she says.

      “When did you change?” I ask her, interested to know her past even though she has every right not to tell me a thing, and she smiles sadly.

      “The day my husband died. Mark was a good man, a man that made me happy and, god, did I love him,” she says, leaning against the wall and crossing her arms as she looks past me down the empty corridor like she can see something there I can’t. “We found out he had cancer in his brain. We didn’t know until the tumour was too big and there was no treatment on earth that could heal him. The next few months were nothing but suffering on his part, and I almost wished it was over at the end. The day he died, the moment exactly actually, triggered my change.”

      “I’m so sorry. I really am,” I tell her, reaching out and placing my hand on her arm in comfort. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I feel like I can trust Estelle. It is a familiar thing.

      “Don’t be, I will see him again when I die. We are just apart for now. I truly believe our souls are woven together so tightly that death is nothing but a bump in the road. It’s like the old myth of how familiars and their animals are reborn—”

      “Hey!” Mason interrupts, and I turn to see him walking down the corridor towards me. He is covered in dust, wearing a builder’s belt littered with tools, and there is dust in his dark hair. He stops right in front of me, grinning at me like he hasn’t seen me all day when I know he has. I don’t even think when I reach up, spreading my fingers through his incredibly soft hair to get the dust out. I lower my hand, shocked with myself, and he only smirks.

      “Thanks, it was a messy day,” he playfully replies.

      “No problem,” I say, my voice a little higher pitched than I wanted it to be. I mentally sigh as I turn back to Estelle, whose smile is borderline cheesy.

      “See you tomorrow, guys. Have a good night,” she tells us before winking at me and walking off. I can’t help the smile on my lips as I turn back to Mason.

      “Are you ready?” he asks, and I nod, walking down the corridor at the same pace he does, our hands brushing each other ever so slightly with each step. “How was your first day then?”

      “I helped deliver a baby, fed two older people their dinner and helped them get changed, and finally, I cleaned up a kid’s cut hand from when he fell out of a tree,” I tell him. Saying it out loud seems crazy. I never expected to get such hands-on experience on my first day and actually enjoy doing it.

      “Sounds busy,” he chuckles as we get to the front door, and he holds it open for me to walk out first.

      “How was yours, Mr. Builder?” I ask. I don’t know why I decide to give him a nickname, but as I keep referring to him as Mr. Builder in my head, it was bound to slip out at some point.

      “Full of dust and bricks. Nothing special to tell,” he replies as he unlocks the red Jeep parked out front. I slide into the passenger seat after opening the door and wait for Mason to do the same before he starts the engine and drives us home. There is light country music playing from the stereo, and I stare at it, trying to figure out if it’s the radio or a CD. I guess CD after the song changes straight to the next one.

      “How come there is no internet or signal here? Do you guys have a TV at the cabin?” I ask Mason, needing to know this. I have Sunday off, so I hope I can make Sunday night into my new movie night.

      “We don’t actually know why this place is a dead zone for signal of any kind, but it is. I stopped trying to use my phone after about a week. We do have a TV though; it’s in the basement, which I’m guessing you haven’t been shown yet. It doesn’t have TV channels on it, but we have a pretty decent collection of movies. Liam loves movie night every week and usually gets a new DVD from the shop to watch every week,” he tells me. My kind of guy.

      “How do the shops get things imported?” I ask, curious how it all works.

      “One truck comes in and out every morning with what is needed. Once a month, five trucks come with a bigger load,” he says and pulls his eyes off the road for a moment to look at me. “If you are thinking of escaping that way, don’t bother. Those trucks are scanned at the entrance and checked over at least three times.”

      “I wasn’t asking to escape; don’t look so worried. I’m not an idiot,” I reply, seeing his worried smile.

      “I know you’re not, but I understand the need to get back home to your family. It makes you act differently than you would usually do,” he says, holding on tightly to the steering wheel.

      “If I were going to escape, I think asking Hex to fly me out of here would be the best plan. Just so you know,” I say, and he laughs. I’ve thought about it more than once.

      “Not the worst plan I’ve ever heard, but Hex won’t leave without me. I won’t leave without Liam and Alex, and Hex can’t carry them all,” he says. Clearly, I’m not the only one that has thought of the idea.

      “Dammit, my master plan is ruined. I will have to come up with a plan B,” I joke, and he grins.

      “When you do, let me know it. I’m good at planning,” he jokes, but the look he gives me suggests maybe he isn’t at all joking.

      “Okay, Mr. Builder,” I quietly reply.

      “I like the nickname. I can’t remember the last time someone gave me one,” he says and reaches over with one hand to grab mine. He only squeezes my hand once before letting go and focusing on the drive home. I hum along to the music as I watch out the window until we get to the cabin, where Raine is leaning against her car outside. She looks ready for a night out, and I suddenly remember her promise to take me out to meet her boyfriends. I could use a night out after a long day.

      “What does she want?” Mason asks, pulling up the car, staring at her like she’s about to rob his house.

      “Me. We are going out,” I explain, and Mason groans, seeming less than impressed.

      “You sure know how to make your friends, Sia,” he says. I usually hate nicknames, but the way Mason says the nickname he has given me suddenly, I find myself not that opposed.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I ask. Raine seems harmless.

      “Nothing.” He gives me a one-word answer before getting out the car.
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      Food, drink and music. What could go wrong?

      “Ana!” Raine calls me as I walk over, Mason sticking close to my side, which doesn’t seem to escape Raine’s notice from the little look she gives me. I look over at the cabin, seeing the lights on inside and wondering if Alex is home. I doubt he would let Raine in the house. I still can’t stop thinking about what his animal might be. I should ask Mason when we get a moment alone.

      “Hey, Raine,” I say, stopping right in front of her and taking in her similar outfit from yesterday. Jeans, black coat and a white top underneath. Her red hair is down now, falling in messy but smooth curls. It suits her to have her hair down.

      “Are you ready to go? The twins have gone ahead and gotten us a table at the best place to eat in the empire,” she tells me, and I grin. Now I’m really excited. There is going to be food. I feel like I could eat a cow with how hungry I am.

      “Yeah—”

      “I’m coming with you. Give me two minutes to get changed,” Mason cuts me off before I can answer, and I look up, seeing his frown directed at Raine before he storms off into the cabin, leaving the door open.

      “What crawled up his ass and made itself at home?” Raine bluntly asks, and I can’t help but chuckle at her comment.

      “I don’t know,” I say, shrugging. I watch Raine’s eyes widen at something behind me just before I get that feeling Shadow is close, and I turn around to see him running out of the woods, straight at me. He effortlessly slows himself down until he halts right in front of me. “Hey, Shadow.” He rubs his head against me, looking over at Raine for a moment before stepping back. “I’m going out for the afternoon for a meal. You should stay with Silver and Hex in the house where it is warm.” Shadow huffs but looks over with me at the door just as Silver goes inside. I can see the hesitation in Shadow’s eyes as he stares down at me, but he finally bows his head and runs inside the house.

      “I’m impressed. You have such control and respect between yourself and Shadow already. It took me well over a month to get Kiwi to follow an order like that,” she explains to me, her eyes running over me like she can’t figure out how I did it.

      “Really?” I ask.

      “It’s the same for everyone,” she says. “It takes time to form a bond of trust.”

      “I trust Shadow already, maybe that is it?” I ask.

      “He trusts you back, it seems, but sharing power is a true test,” she says and turns around to pull the door open to the driver’s side. “Let’s wait in the car, where it isn’t so cold.”

      “Good idea,” I reply, walking around the car to the passenger side and getting in.

      “What do you do for work, Raine?” I ask her after she turns the car on to warm up the engine, I suspect.

      “I study with my dad to take over when he retires,” she tells me, “which equates to lots of paperwork and boring stuff. I will be happy when he chooses four new leaders to replace the ones that died. None of them had children...so at the moment, it’s just me and dad running this entire place.”

      “When will he choose new leaders? Will there be a test or something?” I ask.

      “No, he will decide before the end of the year. I’m pretty sure Estelle is looking like one of the leaders and Mason. Dad thinks he is too young though, even though he is a good leader and manages his job extremely well,” she tells me just as Mason comes out of the cabin. He has brushed his hair, leaving no dust in sight. His deep red shirt is ironed with a few buttons undone that show a little chest. He has black trousers on that the shirt is tucked into and, holy gods, he is attractive.

      “You have a little drool right there,” Raine teases, pointing at my bottom lip, and I scowl at her, knowing I’m not really drooling. I do a casual wipe across my mouth as Mason gets in the car, just in case.

      “Where are we going then?” Mason asks as Raine reverses the car, and I clip my seatbelt on.

      “Where do you think, pretty boy?” she laughs, not exactly answering, but Mason doesn’t reply, so I assume he knows where we are going. It’s a quiet and tense car trip out of the cabins and towards the shopping town. Raine parks the car outside the first building, and we all get out. I step next to Raine, and to my surprise, Mason goes to my other side, with his arm sliding around my waist.

      “Are you two dating then?” Raine asks, making the whole situation awkward.

      “What does it have to do with you?” Mason counters.

      “Hey, be nice,” I scold Mason who smiles at me.

      “I’ll try, for you,” he replies. I’m so distracted by Mason’s hand on my waist, the way he looks down at me, and his flirty tone that I don’t even get time to look around at the town before we are walking into a building after Raine. The building is small but packed with people, and loud music blasts around as we slide through the crowd to get in. Mason’s arm leaves my back, and he takes my hand as we have to walk one by one into the main part of the room. There are twelve or so tables spread around, with red covers and tea candles lit in the middle of them. Dozens of people surround a bar on the one wall. Two guys sat at a table in the middle wave to us, and Raine practically runs over, sliding onto one of the guys’ laps as she kisses the other.

      “Here.” Mason lets go of my hand to pull the seat out in front of me, and I slide into it.

      “Ana, this is Pike and Dale,” Raine introduces them. “This is Ana, and you know Mason from around.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Dale says, and Pike nods at us, keeping his eyes on Mason like he is a threat for some reason as he holds onto Raine’s waist.

      “Have you ordered food?” Raine asks. I look around at the other tables and quickly conclude they sell only homemade pizzas here. Good thing I’m not fussy and love pizza of any kind. Except pineapple pizza. That is a big no.

      “Yep,” Pike says simply, and I’m getting the feeling he isn’t a man of many words.

      “I’m going to get us drinks,” Raine says, standing up and dragging Pike off with her. There is an awkward silence at the table, thankfully made a little better by the busy room I stare around at until Raine comes back.

      “Here we go.” She slides a purple drink in front of me, a beer in front of Mason, and Pike puts the other drinks down for them. A few moments later, a woman comes over to us, sliding a giant pizza across the middle of the table on a big plate. Each slice looks like a different flavour. I watch in horror as Mason picks up a pineapple and bacon looking slice.

      “Don’t tell me you are one of those people who think pineapple and pizza belong together?” I ask. The others chuckle as he grins at me and my reaction.

      “They shouldn’t fight it. They belong with each other and taste so, so good together,” he says, and I have a feeling there is a hidden meaning in that statement that makes my cheeks light up. I quickly look away and get a slice with chicken, eating it slowly before sipping the fruity tasting drink Raine gave me. The food and drink are amazing, and after a little while, we all seem to relax. Dale and Mason start talking as I watch the band in the corner of the room, listening to them play music I don’t recognise, though the music makes me sway in my seat, wanting to dance like so many others are. Mason touches my arm just before a loud alarm goes off, and the music stops.

      Someone shouts over the crowd, “Everyone outside, now. That’s the evacuation alarm. You have to return to your houses!” and then everything is chaos. Mason pulls me to his side, helping me outside in the group of people running for the small door. One minute, my hand is in Mason’s, and the next we are separated, and I am pushed with the crowd outside. I push my way through people and get to the side of the building, which has a dark alley, turning around to watch people running past. I will just wait until they are gone, then get to the car. I freeze when I hear a noise behind me and spin around, seeing a shadow of a man in a cloak. I quickly recognise him as the man from the train station, and I step back in fear. I scream when someone puts their hands on my waist, and I turn back.

      “It’s me, what is wrong?” Mason asks, holding me close as I look back to where the man was. There is no one there though.

      “Nothing, we should go,” I say, though my voice shakes. Whoever that person is, they are following me. It makes me wonder if they knew I was going to change into a familiar on that day. Is that even possible?

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Mason darkly replies, staring down the alley and keeping me close as we walk back to the car.
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      The missing wolf.

      “That’s my dad’s car,” Raine points out as she pulls up next to the blue Jeep outside our cabin. “I’m coming in.”

      We all get out of the car, Mason placing his arm tightly around me as we walk up to the house. Raine goes in first, followed by her boyfriends, and then we follow. Hugh is sat next to Shadow and Silver, and Shadow instantly runs to my side. I place my hand on his shoulder as I meet Hugh’s gaze.

      “What is going on?” I ask, seeing Alex and Liam in the corner of my eye, walking over.

      “There is a missing wolf familiar. The empire is on lockdown.”

      A silence drifts over the group, none of us knowing exactly what to say to that one other than the obvious question I wait for someone to say, but they don’t.

      “Where is the familiar who the wolf was linked to?” I ask.

      “Also missing,” Hugh adds, which makes us descend into more silence. This is bad, really bad. I might not have been here long, but I doubt it’s good for their security to have anyone missing. It’s likely the familiar snuck out into the normal world. Maybe they ran away? If that is even possible. It’s funny how no one suspects that though, and it makes me wonder if there is an enemy they already know about. I glance at Mason’s tense expression, Liam’s stressed out frown and Alex’s lazy, narrow eyed look as he stares from the kitchen entrance.

      “Who was it?” Liam asks, rubbing his chin, his eyes drifting over me for a brief second before he quickly moves his gaze away. “There are only twenty wolves in the empire, unless I have missed anyone.”

      “It was Zoey McKeze and her wolf, Dire,” Hugh answers. “I cannot stay, but I am visiting all wolf familiars as I want them all to be accounted for and kept under watch. I presume I can trust you three to keep close to Anastasia at all times?” Hugh keeps his eyes on Mason, Liam and Alex, who eventually all nod in agreement one by one.

      “Zoey is thirteen years old. We have to find her,” Raine demands, her voice spluttering with a mixture of pure cold shock and a desperate anger. Thirteen? Why would anyone take a young wolf familiar?

      How would they even get them out of the empire?

      “We are aware, but there are signs of the east wall being damaged. I don’t think Zoey is in the empire anymore,” Hugh sadly tells his daughter, walking to her side and wrapping an arm around her shoulders, whispering something we can’t hear before he talks once more to us. “All the Familiar Empires have been alerted and familiar soldiers are on their way here, as we speak, from the capital. We have enemies in the human world who would love nothing more than a familiar to experiment on. They do not like how we can heal or be superior to them in any way.”

      “What is the capital?” I ask. We were all human once, except Raine I guess, but the humans have their own laws and rules. I know there are evil people out there, but it seems like a lot of effort to kidnap someone from in here when they could wait for a new familiar to pop up on the outside and take them much more easily.

      “The capital of the Familiar Empire is in America, the biggest community in the world. It makes this place look like a dot in comparison,” Alex drawls, his tone suggesting I’m an idiot for not knowing this already. Hugh and Raine leave not long after, and I shut the door, resting my head against it as Shadow walks to my side. Lifting my hand, I rest it on his soft fur, letting my fingers sink into him as I turn away from the door and to Shadow instead. I feel a touch nervous as I rest my forehead on Shadow’s, but for some reason, it makes me feel a million times better than I did a second ago.

      “Nothing like your familiar for that connection you need, is there?” Mason asks, and I lift my head, seeing him sitting on the steps of the stairs. Alex and Liam are in the kitchen; I can hear them moving about as I move away from Shadow and sit next to Mason on the steps.

      “Am I safe here?” I ask him quietly. “I’ve never been in danger. Not once in my life, because I’ve always followed the rules. Never got in trouble. It was always my older sister who did the rebellious stuff but not me…and now I think I’ve got myself in danger without even trying to.”

      “No one in the world is as safe as they like to believe they are. We are all a stone’s throw away from disaster, but the trick is not to worry about it. Worry and stress will make you forget to live in the moment, enjoy the little things,” he tells me, patting my arm ever so softly as he stands up and heads up the stairs. I look up as he gets to the top step, and ask one more question.

      “Has anyone ever gone missing from the empire before Zoey?”

      He looks down at me, the shadows of the dark night highlighting his high cheekbones, the softness of his lips that are a direct contrast to the hardness in his eyes, as he tells me the pure truth.

      “No. Never.”

      For some reason, that makes it a million times worse. My lips itch to tell Mason about the man in the cloak, the man that seems to be following me, even to here where it should be impossible.

      But I don’t.

      I keep my own secrets, just like my roommates are no doubt doing.

      It might be the only way I can survive.
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      A silver spoon stuck up his…

      “How was work?” I jump, dropping all the files I had in my hands all over the frosty leaf-covered ground outside the infirmary as Liam speaks. I turn my head to see his cheek tinted pink as he moves off the wall he was leaning against, an apology spilling from his kissable lips. “Shit, I didn’t mean to scare you. I should have known better with everything that happened last night.”

      “I’m on edge. It isn’t your fault,” I softly tell him, lowering myself to my knees at the same time he does as we pick up the files, brushing them off and getting them in a neat pile. “I thought Mason was taking me home today. Not that I mind you being here.”

      “Mason has been held up, and I thought it might be a good idea to take you shopping like we agreed. Only we can’t go for dinner because Alex is cooking and I think he would throw it at us if we didn’t turn up,” he explains, pulling himself up and handing me the files he collected. I add them to the ones I have and hold them against my chest as Liam searches his hoodie pockets. I shiver against the cold wind as I worry about how I’m going to afford anything at all with the little money in my savings. I suppose I could afford new boots and a coat...if they are cheap enough. “I stopped off at Hugh’s and got this for you.” Liam hands me a smooth red bank card from a bank I don’t recognise, and it has my name on it. “Hugh has put a few thousand on it to start you off, and he will take it out of your wages slowly so it’s not too much of a strain on you.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Every familiar gets the same thing, so don’t worry about it,” Liam interrupts, holding his keys out and unlocking his car. “Let’s go, it’s too cold today.” I don’t get a chance to argue with him over the card anymore before he is jogging to the car. I grip the card harder in my hand as I realise that accepting it means I owe the Familiar Empire something else...and I don’t want to owe them anything.

      It hits me like a brick. I don’t trust them or feel safe here anymore. I don’t think I ever have done. I jog to the car, pull the door open and get in before shutting the door. I place the files in Liam’s glove box before doing my seatbelt up, my thoughts still stuck on the card burning a place in my hand.

      “You don’t like anything that feels like charity, right?” Liam asks as he starts the Jeep and we head down the road. “And taking the card means you’re accepting help and you are owing someone something.”

      “Can you read thoughts?” I enquire.

      “I wish,” Liam chuckles, his laugh rolling through me and giving me goose bumps. He shouldn’t be allowed to laugh, it’s too sexy. “If I could read thoughts, I’d know why you have goose bumps and your beautiful eyes are looking at me with such...well, I’m not sure, but I’m clueless, so doesn’t that prove everything?”

      “Possibly,” I reply. “And I just like your laugh. It’s nice.” It’s nice? Real smooth, Ana.

      There is a silence that drifts over us like the plague as I realise I shouldn’t have said that and now I’ve just made it weird. I sneak a glance at Liam just once, seeing his hands tightly gripping the steering wheel, his body tense enough to break the wheel altogether.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” I tell him. “I don’t want to make us all living together awkward, and I’ve not had guy friends before. I need to figure out where the line is.”

      “No, it’s not that...it’s complicated,” he says through gritted teeth. Frowning, I cross my arms and look out the window the rest of the journey, having no idea what is wrong with Liam. Maybe he has a girlfriend and I’ve just made it uncomfortable for him.

      Maybe he likes guys and I’ve made it doubly awkward for him.

      Maybe I’m just terrible at flirting and not his type. Eventually we come to a stop, and I get out the car like it’s on fire, walking straight towards the rows of shops in the centre of the Familiar Empire that I saw last night. I recognise the bar we went to last night as I pass it, and Liam catches up to me just by the alleyway that I sneak a glance down, seeing nothing but darkness.

      “This shop is good for clothes. Want me to come in?” Liam asks as we stop outside one of the glass windowed stores with a blue glowing sign above it. I cross my arms as I turn and face Liam.

      “Maybe not. I don’t want to make it weird for you,” I say.

      “Look...it really wasn’t you back there. There was someone in my past that loved my laugh, and you saying that just reminded me of her exact words,” he explains to me, stepping closer. He lifts a hand, picking up a strand of my blonde hair, playing with it between his fingers. “Though she had red hair like fire and yours is like ice. I’ve always loved the cold.”

      Clearing my throat, I’m surprised I manage to get any words out as he lets go of my hair, snapping out of some trance. “Who was she?”

      “Someone I don’t want to see again, that’s for sure,” he softly tells me, stepping closer. His hand drifts down my arm before finding my hand and linking our fingers. “We all have a past, don’t we? It’s our job to find a future we actually want to fight for.”

      “I don’t have a secret past. I’ve told you everything,” I tell him, and he sadly smiles at me.

      “And that’s why I like you. There is no one in my life I’ve ever met that is as honest about everything as you are,” he replies.

      “I didn’t say I was honest about everything,” I mumble. “The pasta Alex made last night didn’t taste nice, and I lied.”

      “We all knew,” he laughs, and I grin at him, feeling my cheeks lighting up. “But don’t tell Alex. He thinks he is a master cook, as well as a master at, well, everything else.”

      “I’m not brave enough to tell him that,” I chuckle as Liam tugs on my hand, leading me into the shop as he laughs too.

      “Liam!” a dainty older lady exclaims as we walk into the shop, and she rushes over. The shop is bigger than I expected, with rows of clothes on hangers. The back of the shop is filled with shoes on shelves, and there are changing rooms either side of them. Liam hugs the dark brown-haired woman before she sees me and offers me her hand to shake. She has milky coloured skin, her hair is curly and flows around her as she moves, and she is curvy in a sexy way.

      “Penelope, this is Anastasia. Ana, this is Penelope, and she runs the four stores down this street. If anyone can find you anything, it’s Penelope,” Liam introduces us, and I smile.

      “Hello! I heard a new familiar had come in, and I’ve been expecting you. I’m guessing you need winter clothes, some good boots, new bedding and women’s stuff that won’t be found in the boys’ cabin?” Penelope basically takes the words out of my mouth.

      “It’s like you read my mind,” I sigh.

      “And with that, I’m going to the bakery to buy cakes for dessert tonight. You’re in luck, Ana, Alex is cooking his favourite pot roast, and it’s damn good,” Liam says and lifts my hand, kissing the back before letting me go. I miss his hand the second it’s gone, and at the same time, I want to tell myself to stop being silly.

      I am Anastasia Noble, and I do not get all lovey dovey with guys.

      What the hell would Bethany say if she could see me now? “Be good to my Ana, Penelope. I might bring you a chocolate cake back if you do.”

      “Make sure it has sprinkles, Liam,” Penelope jokes as Liam walks out, his soft chuckle drifting to my ears before he goes. Penelope turns to me, running her eyes over me just once. “I would guess a size ten in clothing and feet size six. Am I right?”

      “Yes, how did you know that?” I question, actually amazed.

      “I’m good at this,” she explains to me, walking down the aisle and nodding her head for me to follow. I eye a black hamster just as it runs out of the clothes aisle and up Penelope’s leg to her shoulder where it stares at me with the same blue eyes Penelope has. “This is Dutch, my familiar.”

      “He is cute,” I say.

      “Much like the three guys you are living with. Do you know how many girls here would die to be in your shoes?” she asks, a soft laugh escaping her lips as she stops and starts pushing clothes aside. “If only I were ten years younger and not married. I’d be camping outside their cabin every night until they invited me in.”

      “Erm...” I mutter, words escaping me, and she tugs out a brown coat with large buttons, a tight belt and a big hood.

      “Don’t worry, I will make you look fabulous so that those boys will finally notice a girl around here,” she firmly says. Her smile and laugh make me chuckle; she is infectious with happiness. I can see why Liam likes her.

      “They don’t date?” I quietly enquire as I try the coat on and walk to the mirror, Penelope following after me.

      “Never,” she tells me as I do the buttons up, enjoying how cosy the coat is already.

      “Why not?” I ask, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

      “That’s for you to find out. Everyone assumes they are gay, that is until they saw you with Mason last night, and then you came in holding hands with Liam today. It’s an interesting turn of events,” she muses, brushing the coat down for me.

      “They are my friends,” I say, loving the coat as I stare at myself in the mirror. Everything from the colour to the shape compliments me perfectly. Penelope wraps an arm around my shoulder, and I find myself smiling at her.

      “For now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, Alex, you made this?” I question, trying not to eat the pot roast too quickly as it’s damn nice. We are all sat around in the basement, a movie playing on the small TV down here as we sit on the three sofas. The movie choice is Mason’s tonight, and it’s Die Hard, but I’m not sure which one of the movies it is. I’m sure there are dozens of them. I’ve hardly watched it as I’ve devoured nearly all my food, and the guys are tucking into theirs. We have chocolate cake for dessert thanks to Liam getting it from the bakery.

      “No, flying pixies did. I just watched,” he sarcastically replies.

      “I will thank them then. It’s pretty good,” I tell him.

      “Thanks,” he grumbles under his breath. I catch Liam smirking at Mason, and when I look at Mason, he has a similar smirk on his lips.

      “I was wondering where you all grew up,” I ask, because I’ve never recognised their accents from any particular place.

      “I grew up in a village near the Scottish border. It was a multicultural town, so my accent is a rough mixture of all the places,” Mason explains to me. “My parents are both teachers at the high school in the village, and you know I have a younger sister. Her name is Heldi.”

      “You must miss her,” I gently reply, finishing my food. He simply nods, going back to his food without saying anything else. I glance at Liam next, who sighs and nods his head.

      “I guess it’s only fair when we know everything about you. I lived in London—on the outskirts, mind you—in a small flat. My dad left when I was two, we didn’t ever see him again, and my mum brought me and my half-sister up alone. She is a cleaner at a local nightclub. It wasn’t an easy upbringing, but we made the most it,” he explains to me, and I suspect he is a little embarrassed by that when he shouldn’t be.

      “Your mum sounds super brave, and I bet you had a brilliant childhood,” I reply, tugging my feet up on the leather sofa.

      “We did, yeah.” He smiles at me. I glance at Alex next, and Mason stares with Liam at Alex as well, all of us hoping he will tell us about his past.

      “Liam, are you going to get the chocolate cake?” Alex asks, cocking an eyebrow. “I’m not into sharing stories around the non-existent bonfire.”

      “You are such a douchebag at times,” Liam snaps.

      “I prefer you call me smart. Telling a stranger all about our past is stupid,” Alex replies, and the room drops into silence.

      “I think I’m going to call it a night and go to sleep,” I say, feeling strangely hurt by Alex. The room is tense as I walk out and head up the stairs to the kitchen. I clean my plate off and quickly wash it up before leaving it to dry. Just as I dry my hands, Alex storms up to me and places his hands on either side of the counter, boxing me in but not touching me at all. His eyes stay locked on mine, somewhat scaring me.

      “I grew up as a rich kid with a silver spoon stuck in my mouth. So did my sisters, and fuck, it screwed us all up. Coming here is the only story about my past I like to talk about, so get over it.” He pushes away from me and goes back down to the basement. My heart beats fast all the way back to my room, where I shut the door and breathe out the breath I was holding.
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      Bad dreams are sweet reminders of a past we don’t remember.

      
        
        Smoke drifts around my legs like it has control of itself, choosing to swirl in circles that press closer to my jean-covered legs with every second.

        “It can’t be you.” A man’s voice drifts to me. It’s achingly familiar to me, like a voice I’ve always known and never forgotten.

        But I don’t know who it is.

        “Hello?” I ask, and my voice echoes—hello, hello, hello, hello, hello—before a second voice joins mine, but it isn’t familiar.

        It’s a voice that scares me more than I’ve ever been scared in my life.

        “I will find you, I will find you, I will find you.”

      

      

      

      A scream catches in my throat as I wake up, sitting up straight as I gasp for air. The door to my bedroom is pushed open, and Alex rushes in, looking around the room for any danger. My mouth feels dry as I realise Alex is only wearing low hanging grey joggers, and his chest is bare and muscular beyond anything I could have imagined. He has that V thing on his stomach that girls go mad over and a six-, possibly eight-pack of muscles on his stomach. My eyes drift up over his defined pecs to his large arms, where there are two tattoos. Roses wrap around his upper arms, the thorns so well drawn that they almost look like they could hurt you if you touched them.

      “What happened?” Alex demands, crossing his arms, still eyeing the room like it’s about to jump out at him.

      “Nothing. Sorry,” I shakily say, tugging the sheets over myself. Alex does not need to see the dogs in yellow suits pyjamas I have on. This is just another reminder I need new pyjamas.

      “Clearly wasn’t nothing. You screamed, and I heard when I went for a piss,” he counters. “What the fuck happened?”

      “Bad dream,” I eventually tell him. “Can you leave now? Thank you for checking on me.” Deciding not to give a shit about my pyjamas, I push off the covers and stand up, my arms crossed tightly. Instead of leaving like I expected him to, seeing as it’s silly o’clock in the morning, he walks right up to me. Our chests are inches away when he reaches a hand out and touches my cheek with the tips of his fingers, making my breath halt and a buzz stretch over me from the simple contact. Like he feels the same thing, his eyes close for a second before he drops his hand and walks out of the room, slamming the door behind him like his ass is on fire.

      What the hell?

      Rubbing my tired eyes, I consider pinching myself to check that I’m not still dreaming as I look at my alarm clock, seeing that it is two in the morning. After quickly having a shower and using the bathroom, I get back into bed and stare at the ceiling until my tired body gives in.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up!” Alex demands from somewhere nearby. I groan at the blinking light flooding the room as I open my eyes, seeing Alex standing over my bed, glaring down at me like I’m the bane of his existence. I try to smile at him as I look around, double-checking that I am indeed in my bed.

      The memories of my sleepwalking at age ten flash back a little then. I woke up in the garden once, and then in the middle of the road a week later. Grandma Pops then double-locked all the doors and windows so I couldn’t get out.

      Somehow I tried the cat flap one time in my sleep, and I woke up with my head stuck in it.

      Which resulted in my youngest sister calling me kitty for the rest of time.

      “Why the hell are you in my room?” I demand, running my gaze over his soft brown eyes that remind me of chocolate. The milky kind that melts in your mouth, not the dark stuff that feels like its job in life is to burn you. “Get out!”

      “We have training. I’m going downstairs to make coffee, and you have until the machine is done before I come up here and drag you outside,” he threatens, and I don’t doubt him for a second. He still stares at me, but his eyes lower for a second to my bare leg which is hanging out of the quilt, and the tense room seems to just get worse for a brief second.

      I clear my throat, catching his attention. “Training?”

      “Yes,” he drawls like I’m stupid as he walks out, slamming the door shut behind his perfect ass. God, I hate this guy. Though I still hightail my ass out of bed, because I know Alex wasn’t joking, and I don’t want to be dragged down the stairs. After washing up in the bathroom, I pull on my new skin-tight joggers and a purple crop top with a built-in bra. I slide my trainers on as I tug my hair up into a messy bun and brush wayward strands out of the way before I open my door. I jog down the stairs, where I pause at the sight of the open door and the fact Shadow isn’t in here. Silver is curled up by the fireplace, and she lifts her head, meeting my eyes. I smile at her as she nods her head towards the door.

      “Thanks. You can go back to sleep now,” I softly tell her, and she lays her head down, an almost purr-like sound escaping her seconds later. Pulling the door shut behind me, I step outside into the freezing cold air. Looking up, the clouds are so dark even as the sun rises behind the trees and casts brilliant bursts of amber, yellow and burnt pink light casting on the trees.

      “If you scream, I will be fucking disappointed in you,” Alex’s slightly amused voice huffs as I turn to the left and my eyes widen. I catch the scream in my throat as I take in the giant red snake curled around where Alex is stood with Shadow sitting at his side. The snake slithers towards me, its head the size of a car before stopping not seconds away. When I meet its eyes, they are almost human-like with their soft brown colouring, and I know exactly where I’ve seen them before.

      Hauntingly soft.

      Unforgettably cold.

      Dangerously attractive.

      “What is your familiar’s name?” I ask Alex as I keep my head high and step closer, holding my hand out. Shadow finally seems to remember my existence and runs to my side, jumping over the snake.

      “Ki-Ki,” Alex murmurs as Ki-Ki lets me touch her scaly skin, which is colder than I would have expected.

      “Hi, Ki-Ki. You know, there was a safari park near my foster home. My foster grandmother used to volunteer there, and in exchange, any of her foster kids could visit the safari whenever we wanted. My older sister loved the penguins, my youngest sister was a massive fan of the giraffes, but you could always find me in the reptiles, with the spiders with big eyes, the lizards that blended perfectly into their surroundings, and the snakes with brightly coloured skin that reminded me of my favourite flowers.” Ki-Ki bows her head at me, just for a second, and in that moment, I know I never have to be scared of her.

      “You’re unexpected, Tassie,” Alex almost whispers to me.

      “So is the nickname,” I retort, and he chuckles, a real chuckle that seems to die on his lips as he remembers something. Straightening his back, he walks away, Ki-Ki and Shadow following along. Not wanting to be left behind, I follow too. We walk around the house, my feet crunching on the leaves and twigs. Alex never stops or pauses to look back as he storms through the forest until I can’t see the cabin anymore. I know what direction it is in, which is important as I have no faith that Alex won’t just disappear and leave me here. We pass three giant, deep holes dug into the forest, mud scattered everywhere. I gather it must be where Ki-Ki sleeps, remembering what Liam said. Eventually, we come to a clearing in the forest which is covered in frost-covered dead leaves, and Alex stops dead in the centre, finally turning to me.

      “I promised Hugh I would train you to the best of my ability, and I will not go easy on you for that fact. If you are not trained and do not bond with your animal, then you will die. I’ve seen it happen far too much for my liking,” he explains to me.

      “I saw a YouTube video of a familiar man dying. It was like the earth sent waves of green light that surrounded his body, and then he was just gone. Was that real? Is that what happens?” I ask.

      “Unfortunately, yes. The same happens to your animal, so it is in the best interests of you both to bond,” he coldly replies.

      “Got it. What do you think, Shadow?” I turn to ask him, and he sits on his butt, looking at me with interest, but I can’t quite figure out what he is thinking.

      “There is your first mistake, expecting your familiar to make the choices. That is your job. Think of the relationship between you and your familiar like a car and its driver. The car has all the power, but without the driver, it really isn’t going anywhere. The driver makes the choices,” Alex tells me. Turns out the asshole is the perfect wise teacher.

      Looking back at him, I ask, “Who taught you that?”

      “A wise man who I wish was teaching you today instead of me,” he mutters, though I catch what he said. That must have been the tutor Liam told me about who died a while ago. “Come here, Tassie.”

      “Why are you calling me that?” I ask as I walk over.

      “Everyone calls you Anastasia, and I prefer to stand out,” he muses. “Plus, you remind me of the dog from the Lassie film and, as a kid, I always called it the Tassie film. You always run when someone clicks their fingers, and you’re blonde too.”

      “Are you seriously calling me a dog?” I ask.

      “It’s a compliment, I loved that movie.” He furrows his brow like he can’t figure out why I would be pissed off.

      “How do you ever get a date?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      “Trust me, I get plenty.” He smirks and curls a finger. “Now come here.” I tighten my hands into fists and try my very best to calm myself down. He is working me up on purpose, the total asshole. I stop right in front of him, and Shadow stays where she is. “Turn around.” I do as he asks, not because he is right and I’m like a damn dog from a movie I’ve never seen, but because I don’t want to argue with him.

      “What now?” I ask, looking at Shadow.

      “Close your eyes and try to imagine a line connecting you and Shadow, then listen to everything I tell you. Do exactly what I say, got it?” he asks, and I give him a thumbs up, which he chuckles at. I close my eyes, and I imagine a line between me and Shadow. The line is purple and almost looks real enough that I could reach out and touch it.

      “Good. Now wrap both your hands around the line, and feel the magic and energy that exist in the bond,” he commands, his voice sounding concerningly close to my ear, and I can feel the heat from his body against my back. “Focus, Tassie. You can do this.”

      “Didn’t have you down as the cheerleader type,” I reply.

      “In actual fact, I love cheerleaders in short skirts. Now fucking focus,” he demands, and I resist the urge to say something cocky back as I focus on the line still strongly pictured in my mind. I reach forward with both my hands, my eyes still closed as I actually feel something real in my hands. I blink my eyes open, and I almost stumble back at the sight of an actual glowing purple line of energy connecting me and Shadow. Alexander’s hands grip my waist, holding me in place like he knew I would stumble, but I can only focus on the energy. It starts in my chest and connects directly to Shadow’s chest. It feels like water in my hand, warm water that buzzes like it’s alive.

      “Now pull at the line with both your hands, holding the energy in both,” he commands, and I do as he asks. The line pulls apart like a web, sticking to my hands with dozens of webs of energy that cover them. When I pull far enough that my hands rest in the air at my sides, the line all but disappears, leaving glowing webs of purple energy in my hands. “Now let them go, let the energy fade into the earth. That is enough for today.”

      “How?” I ask, lifting my hands into the air in front of me. Suddenly I get an urge to strike my hands together, and before Alexander can tell me how to let the energy go, I clap firmly.

      “NO!” Alexander roars, but it’s too late of a warning. A shock wave of purple energy slams into the line between me and Shadow, knocking me to my feet. I watch in horror as the ball of purple energy crashes into Shadow, smothering him with power. It flickers around him for a moment, and to my shock, Shadow changes from a wolf into a black lion. The lion roars, shaking the ground around us, and it only lasts a second before Shadow changes back into his wolf, lying on the ground and not moving. Crawling to my feet, I run over and fall to my knees in front of Shadow, who lifts his head and rests it on my knees. I breathe a shaky sigh of relief that I didn’t mess things up.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I did,” I whisper to Shadow just as Alex leans down next to me and roughly grabs my chin, turning me to look into his eyes. The warmness of the brown is gone, and now I wonder if there was ever a hint of colour in the darkness of his eyes. His mouth is seconds away from mine, his fingers digging into my chin, but not enough to really hurt me, as he speaks.

      Somehow his words are spoken more darkly than the look in his eyes.

      “If you ever, ever tell anyone what happened here today, you will be dead. Do you understand me?”

      “Are you going to kill me?” I ask, my voice stronger than I feel. I don’t back down as he lets me go, standing over me.

      Alex looks down at me with a mixture of disbelief and pity. “If you think I’m the one you need to fear, then you have a lot to learn.”

      “I hardly believe you’re on my side, Alexander,” I snap.

      “I never said that,” he all but chuckles, turning on his heel and walking away from me. I knew he would leave me in the woods on my own. Alexander is no gentleman.

      “And I’ve never watched Lassie. You asshole!” I feel the need to stupidly shout at his back, knowing I should have kept my mouth shut. God, I’m even embarrassed for myself. I rest my head on Shadow, wondering what exactly it means to be able to change Shadow’s form.

      Is that even possible?

      And why would I need to keep it quiet?
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      To lose a stranger can be a passing heartbreak.

      The next week passes almost effortlessly, even with Alexander flat out ignoring me since I found my way back to the cabin. Liam and Mason are acting strange, even to me when I don’t know them that well. After the one training incident, I found a DVD of Lassie outside my door and a note that Mason will be training me from now on. The DVD made me laugh as much as it insulted me. Mason and Alex’s ideas of training are very different, which I soon learnt yesterday, and I somewhat wished to have Alex’s moody ass training me once again. Mason believes the art of connection with our familiar is found in meditation and silence with our familiars. It has helped me learn how to effortlessly call a line of energy from Shadow, but he never let me use it like Alex did.

      I took Alex’s advice, and I haven’t said a word to anyone about Shadow changing forms, and I’m not sure I know how to explain it to anyone. I’ve been too scared to try it again on my own, especially when it seemed to tire out Shadow. I dig my fingers into Shadow’s fur as I sit on the rug in the lounge with him, watching the burning fire in front of us with Silver. Since I came back from work, I haven’t seen the guys around yet, and my hands itch to take Shadow for a walk in the woods and try to do what we did again.

      “What do you think, Shadow?” I ask. “Want to break some rules?”

      “Never had you down as a rule breaker, Ana,” Liam’s voice chuckles in my ear, and I nearly jump off the sofa, never having heard him even come into the room. Liam laughs as he walks around the sofa and to Silver, stroking her head as she pushes it into his stomach.

      “That was a private conversation with Shadow,” I huff.

      “What were you planning on doing, anyway?” he asks with a grin.

      “That’s a secret,” I quietly say, not having a clue if I can trust Liam. Alexander said I should tell no one, but did he mean his friends in that? Can I trust them?

      “Well, I won’t ask; everyone deserves to have their own secrets and not feel bad about it. We all have prices to pay,” he murmurs to Silver, never once looking my way. Why do I feel like he is talking about himself instead of me? His tone changes so swiftly as he looks at me. “I have a new movie. Want to watch it with me?”

      “I’d love that. I’ve missed my usual movie nights and technology in general out here,” I say, standing up, and Shadow stands with me. He goes to Silver, rubbing his fur against her, and then he runs out of the room through the kitchen, with Silver right behind him.

      “You get used to it, but I have to admit I miss having a phone,” Liam says, nodding his head to the side. “Why don’t you take the movie and get settled in my room? I have a TV in there, and it’s warmer than the basement this time of year.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to invade your personal space,” I say as he steps closer, opening the rucksack on his back and pulling out a movie. He hands it to me, smiling softly.

      “You could never intrude, Ana.” I grip the movie, my fingers grazing his as he passes it to me before he heads into the kitchen to get popcorn if I’m lucky. I go up the stairs, walking past my room, then Alex’s and to Liam’s. I feel weird opening the door and turning on the light, which immediately bounces off the dozens, if not hundreds of shiny stones in one of the two cabinets in the room. I walk over by the bed, tracing my fingers across some of the blue stones on one of the levels before glancing around the room. It’s very…well, Liam. There is a bookcase filled to the brim with books and knickknacks, with a TV in the middle. There are two closed, dark wooden wardrobes that match the headboard of the double bed. At the end of the bed is a blue sofa with a fluffy white faux fur blanket draped over the arm.

      “You remember I said Silver likes to bring me shiny stones? Well, her obsession has become my collection over the years,” Liam’s voice carries to me as I carry on looking at the stones. Just as he speaks, I spot a stone which I’m certain is a diamond. I pick up the diamond which is the size of a small egg and turn to Liam with wide eyes.

      “Is this real?” I ask.

      “Yeah, but if you ask me how Silver found it, I don’t have a clue. It’s the most precious one she has given me though,” he tells me.

      “It must be worth a fortune,” I mutter.

      “Maybe, but I’d never sell any of them. Silver gave me them as gifts, and I know she trusts me to look after them,” he explains, and that is sweet. It just makes me like Liam more. Most people would sell these in the blink of an eye and not care that they are valuable to someone.

      “I understand that. Sometimes the value of something can’t be priced,” I reply.

      “Exactly. Come and sit. I have popcorn, cookies and Diet Cokes,” he says, and I finally notice what he has in his hands. I help him by holding the popcorn as he takes the movie and sorts out the TV to play it. It’s almost strange to watch a movie after not seeing any screen for a long time. I settle on the sofa next to Liam, who eats more popcorn than I thought he would and also steals my Diet Coke when he has drunk all his.

      Usually I’d find that annoying.

      But with Liam’s cheeky smile, messy freckles that I want to count on his cheeks, and bright green eyes that seem to blaze with an untold fire, I just don’t.

      I like it.

      After we finish our snacks, both of us are so locked into watching the movie that I don’t think either of us notices when our eyes drift our souls to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Liam! Wake up, it’s happened again!” I hear Mason’s shout and his hand knocking harshly on the door as I blink my eyes open and freeze, realising that I’m lying on top of Liam on the sofa as he is fast asleep under me. The blanket is covering us, and our legs are intertwined, and something very hard is pressing into my thigh, which makes me blush. The door is pushed open as I scramble to get off Liam. “Sorry, mate, I just know how much of a deep sleeper you are—” Mason pauses as he sees me fall off the sofa and onto my ass while he turns on the light, which finally wakes up Liam.

      “Hey, you alright, Ana?” Liam asks me as he sits up, finally following my gaze to Mason who looks more than a little shocked.

      Then the shock turns to anger.

      And I’m just confused.

      “We don’t have time to talk about this. Anastasia, go back to bed. Liam, we have a problem,” he all but growls.

      “No, I’m not going back to bed. What is going on?” I demand.

      “It’s best if you—”

      “If you don’t tell me, I will take Shadow and walk to Raine’s house,” I say with crossed arms and a stern expression. Not that I know how to get to Raine’s house, and it’s the middle of the night, and it’s freezing. “Raine respects me enough to tell me the truth.”

      “Fine. Another wolf is missing, but the familiar is hurt and in the infirmary. We should go,” Mason says, looking at Liam and not me at all.

      “Let’s go then. I should be there; I can help Estelle or the other doctor, Greg,” I answer.

      “She is the nurse. I will keep Shadow close while she’s inside,” Liam answers, and I flash him a thankful look.

      “Whatever,” Mason grumbles, sounding very much like Alex.

      “Did he and Alex have a personality transplant I don’t know about?” I question.

      “You don’t get boys, do you, Ana?” Liam chuckles, taking my hand and leading me down the stairs.

      He is right, I don’t.

      Within seconds, we are all dressed and getting in the cars, heading straight to the infirmary with our familiars close behind us, or above us in the skies in Hex’s case. The second the car stops outside the infirmary, I head inside and straight into Hugh. He turns and looks down at me with disappointment, mixed with worry.

      “Why are you here?” he sternly asks.

      “I’m a nurse, and I heard what happened. I want to see if Estelle needs any help,” I answer, not sure why I’m feeling like he is accusing me of something. Hugh stares down at me, and he only seems to answer me when Alex and Mason come to my side. They are quick to ask Hugh about the familiar, but Hugh only answers my question.

      He is a strange man.

      “I imagine she will, considering the other nurse was killed saving this familiar’s life,” he tells me, and my heart catches. I only spoke to the other nurse, Lily, once when we changed shifts, and she was a lovely girl. Estelle told me she was a good person, and they were close.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      “Keelan Rogers is still alive, so hopefully all this won’t be for nothing,” Hugh sighs. “We need to find a clue, or this is just becoming a body count.”

      “And his familiar is missing. He was a wolf, right?” Mason asks, getting to my side.

      “He was a wolf, and yes, he is gone. We are yet to understand what is happening and why wolf familiars are being targeted. But believe me, we will get to the bottom of this,” Hugh demands, his voice spitting with anger and grief. I can’t help but feel the same grief even when I didn’t know them that well.

      This place and its people are slowly creeping into my heart.
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      The first kiss of death.

      “Can I come in?” I gently knock on the door to the surgery room after I changed into my nurse scrubs. The hospital is jam packed with people, and there is a older man outside the door who is in tears. I think he must be a close friend, possibly even a relative.

      “Come in, Anastasia,” Estelle replies, and I open the door, trying not to flinch at the shocking sight of blood covering the man on the table. His clothes are ripped open, and there are three large stitched up wounds on his chest that look like claw marks. Blood drips onto the floor, and it’s been mopped a few times by the looks of it.

      That much blood…this can’t be good.

      Why would his wolf do this? And if it wasn’t his wolf, why would another animal hurt him like this? I doubt they have wild wolves or bears out here, and I’m not sure what else could have done that to him. Estelle is scrubbing blood off her hands under the water, turning it bright red with every motion. The other doctor, Greg, is nowhere to be seen, and I thought he would be, under the circumstances.

      “Where is Greg?” I ask.

      “On call. One of the children has chicken pox and isn’t doing super well. We felt it would be better he was there to keep an eye on her,” Estelle explains with a shaky voice, still harshly scrubbing her hands to the point it must hurt. “I’ve done everything I can, but he has lost too much blood. He isn’t healing because his familiar isn’t close—or something worse than that. I just know something is stopping me from helping him.”

      I rush over and turn the water off, seeing her hands are clear anyway. I grab a few towels and start wiping her shaky hands until they are dry. “What should we do next, doctor?”

      “He doesn’t have any family, no one to call to be here with him except his boss, who is sitting outside and doesn’t want to come in,” she whispers. “But we can be here. Why don’t you clean him up the best you can, Anastasia, and I will tell Hugh the outcome before coming back. I need a minute.”

      “Then you take a minute, I got this,” I say, already filling a bowl up with warm water. Estelle pats my arm softly before she walks out. I rip open a new sponge and head over to the table. I first gently wash the blood from Keelan’s cheek, brushing his blond hair away from his forehead. I start cleaning his chest, carefully going around the wires pressed to him to track his heartbeat, which is steady for the moment. After I’m done, I cover him up with a white sheet, leaving the top of it just under his neck, when he pops his eyes open. The sponge drops from my hand onto the floor as Keelan turns his head, looking directly at me.

      “M-my w-ol-f is n-ot Shadow!” he pleads, and then his eyes fade as the heartbeat machine starts heavily beating and then goes flat. The room seems to explode around me as I try to process that I’ve just watched a man die, and his last words were something do with Shadow.

      Did the person who did this think his wolf was my Shadow?

      Does that mean they want Shadow for some reason? Without any logic, I push past Hugh and Mason who are trying to talk to me, but I can’t hear them. I rush outside, coming to a stop right in front of Shadow. I rest my forehead against his, and the world seems to come back into focus once again.

      “Ana, are you okay?” Liam asks me, placing his hand on my shoulder.

      “She clearly isn’t,” Alex drawls, and he must have run out after me. “Seeing someone die isn’t fun.”

      “I’m fine. I just need a minute,” I say, trying to calm myself down, and the guys let me.

      “You should take her home,” Mason says to Liam or Alex, which one I’m not sure. “There isn’t anything to be done here.”

      “Yeah, on it,” Liam replies, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and leading me to the car. Shadow stays close, and I know he will do all the way home. I do my seatbelt up with shaky hands as Liam gets in the Jeep and starts it up. “Ana, did Keelan wake up or saying anything before he died? It could be important.”

      I look at Liam, the words feeling lost on my tongue. As Shadow howls in the distance, I feel like that’s a sign if nothing else is.

      Turning away, I stare at my reflection in the window. A reflection full of secrets. “He never woke up.”

      “Alright, that’s a shame. We all want answers, and I don’t know how we are going to get them anymore,” he tells me just as I see someone in the trees. The figure isn’t hidden at all, the moonlight illuminating his cloaked appearance like an old memory.

      “Stop the car!” I shout, and Liam does, braking harshly which jolts me. I crawl out of the Jeep, rushing down the road, hearing Liam right behind me. When I get to the trees where the moonlight shines down between them, there is no one here. Shadow runs to my side, and I search around, seeing no one as Liam gets to me.

      “What is it?” Liam demands.

      “I thought I saw someone, but there is no one here. I must be going mad.” I sigh, still searching the empty trees.

      “Not mad, just stressed and tired. Let’s go home, Ana,” he suggests, holding a hand out for me. I take his hand, letting Liam comfort me when I truly know it’s not my imagination.

      Someone is out there, and he is following me.

      And I want to know why.
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      My slippers go “Quack Quack”. Faceplant.

      
        
        My hands are shaking as I stare at them, the pale skin only visible in parts under the thick blood that completely covers them and me. It drips from my hands onto the white tiles below me, every single drop I count.

        “I will find you,” a voice cuts into my counting, and I frown, remembering the voice somehow. I’ve never actually forgotten it, but I don’t know who it is. “You belong to me. You always have done and you forever will. Forever, Anastasia Noble. Forever. Forever.” I scream as the word forever is roared in my mind like a desperate plea, and the voice sounds anything but human.

        It sounds like a wolf.

      

      

      “Hey, hey, come on, I’m here,” a soft voice murmurs, and hands gently hold me to someone, pulling me out of the terrifying dream. I gasp, looking up and clashing with the soft pale celadon green eyes, so clear that they bring some clarity to the situation.

      For one, I’m in bed with Mason. His white hair is down and mixing with my own hair as we are so close. On the side of his head that is shaved, I finally notice some kind of pattern just under his hair. I wonder what it is, but right now, I’m focused on the fact Mason is in my bed. “You had a bad dream, and you were screaming. I couldn’t sleep, and I heard you when I went to get a drink. Are you okay? I worried I couldn’t wake you for a moment.”

      “I keep having bad dreams, it’s nothing,” I mutter.

      “When did they start?” he asks me, climbing off the bed, and I can’t help but notice that his thin white shirt and cross patterned pyjama bottoms do little to hide his ridiculously sexy body. I swear all the guys in this house have jumped out of a sexy guy magazine to torment my hormones. Until I see proof otherwise, I am certain of it. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I might be able to help, even if you don’t want to talk about it. Come up to my room, will you?”

      “I think I should just go back to sleep,” I gently reply. For some reason, I just want to cry and run away from this place, from the world. I don’t understand the dreams or what Shadow and I have to do with the missing wolves.

      I don’t understand any of it.

      “If that’s what you want, sure. I will wait for you in my room in case you change your mind,” he replies, leaving the door slightly open as he walks out. I lie back down in bed, trying to will my hormones to stop suggesting that I need to run my ass up the stairs to Mason’s room so I can get some sleep.

      But of course, that doesn’t happen. Between the nightmare and Mason’s invite, I know I’m not going to get back to sleep until I know what he wants to show me. I crawl out of bed, tugging on my purple dressing down, tying it up and slipping my duck covered slippers on. Totally sexy, Ana.

      I walk out my room, softly closing the door behind me before heading up the stairs to Mason’s room. He has left the door open for me, and I head inside, pulling the door shut behind me. Mason is sitting on his bed, a chessboard open on it with all the pieces positioned in such a way as to suggest he has been playing on his own.

      “Do you play chess then?” I ask and realise how silly that question is when he lifts his head and smirks at me, looking very amused.

      “Do you want me to answer that?” he asks, and I shake my head, both of us laughing. I walk over and hover near the bed before he pats the spot next to him. “Sit down. Want to play?”

      “Is chess good for nightmares?” I ask.

      “No, but I could use a gaming buddy. Can you play?” he questions.

      “Yes. My foster Grandmother Pops taught us, along with many other board games. Secretly I loved chess the most as it takes ages to play and tests you. Plus, there are a million ways to win,” I answer.

      “Actually there are one hundred twenty-one million ways to play after three moves,” he tells me, and my eyes widen. “Don’t even ask me why I googled that years ago, but it stuck. Chess is my favourite too.”

      “Let’s play then,” I say with a big smile, and he moves the board so it’s in the middle of us. I cross my legs and look to see who should play first. “Who should go first?”

      “Ladies first, of course,” he suggests, and I grin. I move a pawn, and he goes next, moving his on the other side of the board. We effortlessly play, neither of us saying much as we focus on the game, and I realise Mason is very good. Maybe as good as Grandma Pops who always beat me.

      “Which is your favourite character?” Mason asks as he moves his queen. One more move and his queen will take my king. Checkmate. I search the board for a way out, and I know I’m trapped.

      “The knight. He is undervalued and overshadowed by the queen and king. I don’t know why, but I’ve always loved the underdog of the game,” I answer, and he watches me with an amused expression. “What about you?” I ask as I make a move, knowing I’m giving him the chance to win. He picks up his queen and moves her into position. “I like the queen. In the game, and usually in life, the woman has the most power. Just in this game, everyone knows it.”

      “You win,” I reply with a smile. “What happened to letting ladies win?”

      “I don’t know about that, and I’m a sucker for losing anything,” he chuckles. “I feel like I’m losing at a lot of shit in my life at the moment though.”

      “What do you mean?” I question, a bit confused.

      “Nothing.” He closes himself off to me almost instantly, climbing off the bed. I turn around as Mason goes into his walk-in closet. I walk to the balcony, looking out over the dark forest. The moonlight seems to hover over the trees, bouncing off the branches until the trees themselves look silver. As I watch, it starts to snow. Gently at first, but then the snow falls like a blanket, spinning through the trees until it lands. It’s like a carpet of white snow has been thrown on the world, and we are here to just watch.

      It’s beautiful.

      “I love the snow,” Mason comments, coming to my side and watching with me. “So does Hex. He can change his feathers to mix in with the environment, and he likes being white, I guess.”

      “I know who will win hide and seek with the familiars then,” I say, and he laughs, a real laugh that I can’t help but join in with. He stops as we are looking at each other and not the snow anymore. He lifts his hand, holding up a brown, handwoven dreamcatcher that gently spins. In the middle is four little blue gemstones.

      “I made this for my sister when I get to see her next. Or ever,” he tells me. “Anyway, I thought it could protect you now.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, and he nods.

      “Positive,” he answers, placing the dreamcatcher into my hand. I’m a little shocked when he steps closer to me, pressing our bodies together with only my hands holding the dreamcatcher between us. He leans closer and gently kisses my cheek. Just a soft press of his lips is enough to make me close my eyes and enjoy the shiver that snakes over my body. “I like you, Sia, but you should get to bed before I kiss you somewhere else.”

      I bite back the urge to ask where as I open my eyes and walk my coward ass out of the room. Bethany would tell me to go and kiss the guy.

      But my nervous heart tells me to run.

      So I run, because Bethany isn’t here and I’m on my own. The truth is, I’m just not that brave even when I wish I were.
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      My protector bites. I think.

      “Hugh wants to see you. He said he called Estelle and told her you will be late today and Raine will drop you off. Come on, I will drop you there on my way to work,” Alex says, making me nearly jump out of my skin as I finish my cup of coffee. Between the last few nights of no sleep and Mason’s comment about kissing me running through my mind, I’m a little more on edge than I would like to be. Shadow watches me through the window today, his eyes so much like mine, searching my soul to see what is wrong. I wonder if Shadow can’t sleep either, or if it’s me.

      “Mason is taking me to work. He is just showering, and I’m sure he can drop me off—”

      “Mason has shit to do and asked me a second ago. Tassie, don’t be a pain in my ass today. Just get in the car,” Alex grumbles. Someone didn’t drink their coffee this morning.

      “Yes, dickhead,” I mutter under my breath as he walks away.

      “You do come up with the most thought out and beautiful nicknames, Tassie,” he says, and I all but growl to myself. I swear Alexander was put on this earth to test every single one of my buttons until he finds the button that blows him into a million tiny little pieces.

      And I would stand on the Alex pieces all over the floor. Maybe. Well, definitely if they could still talk. I wash my cup out and leave it to dry on the rack before grabbing my bag, coat and boots. Sliding into the car, I see Shadow waiting by the side of the house, knowing he will stay close without me needing to ask him.

      Alexander is silent for the most part of the journey, that is until getting closer to Hugh’s, and the change in his whole body is clearly visible. He looks uncomfortable, on edge. “You remember what I told you in the woods?”

      “I hardly forget death threats, Alexander,” I murmur.

      “Good. Don’t breathe a word of this to Hugh,” he demands, actually looking at me this time and not at the road like he should be. “And I mean it. You would drop us all in shit’s creek if you do.”

      I frown. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about,” he replies. I’m frankly over all the cryptic crap he is coming out with.

      “Is Shadow changing forms a thing everyone can do?” I ask. “Because if it is, I’ve missed the memo.”

      “No. Now keep your pretty mouth shut about this, understood?” he growls, his hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly I worry he might break it.

      “Only if you train me and teach me how to control what I did. I like Mason and all, but he won’t show me what you did. Teach me, and I swear I’ll never say a word to anyone about it,” I counter.

      His lips turn up into a sexy smirk. “Are you blackmailing me, Tassie?”

      “Is it working, Alexander?”

      He turns to look at me for a moment, a smooth smirk still on his lips. “Yeah, and it’s fucking annoying.”

      “Do you swear in every sentence you say?” I question.

      “Actually, yes I fucking do.”

      I sigh, rolling my eyes at him even though he isn’t looking as he is driving. “So Sunday?”

      “It’s a date,” he replies.

      “Except it’s not,” I say, and he just laughs like that’s the funniest thing he has ever heard. Breathe, Ana. Breathe. Alex parks his Jeep at an odd angle right outside Hugh’s cabin, kicking up a dust storm as he stops so suddenly. He looks at me once and nods, a reminder without words that I need to keep quiet.

      What would Hugh do exactly if he found out Shadow can do something different? Do I even want to know?

      I slam the car door shut as I get out, and Shadow is by my side in seconds, his fur brushing against my arm as Alexander doesn’t knock the door before walking in.

      “Knocking is a virtue you are yet to learn,” Hugh grumbles, but he doesn’t sound that interested in Alex at all when his eyes are on me. Even though I love Raine and her carefree nature, her dad is another thing altogether. I feel as on edge as Alex as I look around for Hugh’s familiar who isn’t here. Shadow sits by the door, not coming in, but Alex leaves the door open.

      “Why knock when you are commanded to come?” Alex asks with a cocked eyebrow.

      “I asked for Miss Noble, not her friends. You may leave now,” Hugh states, waving a hand at the open doorway.

      “Not a chance. See I’m rather tired, and I’m going to take a nap in this chair,” Alexander says, dragging a chair across the room to the corner where he sits on it. He pulls his hood up, hiding his face as he rests back. “Pretend I’m not here. For you both, that should be easy.”

      “Sometimes you press your luck and place at this empire,” Hugh shouts, slamming a hand on the desk. Alex doesn’t even flinch like I do.

      “Then throw me out. I dare you,” Alexander chuckles, and the room becomes so tense that I’m almost scared to breathe out the air I was holding in. Hugh decides to pretend Alexander isn’t here and sits down on his chair, waving a hand towards the empty chair in front of the desk. I feel like a student that just burnt the school down as Hugh folds his hands, resting them on the desk, and looks at me.

      “Did Keelan wake up at all while you cleaned him up?” Hugh asks, and I try to not fidget, I try to not move as I answer.

      “No,” I say, the lie coming out smoother than the last time I said it. Though I can feel more than Hugh’s eyes on me now. Alex’s are as well, even if he pretends not to be here.

      He watches me, his expression making me wonder if he is believing me at all. “Nothing. No open eyes, no whispered words?”

      “Nothing. He slept and then passed away,” I answer, feeling my hands getting sweaty. I clasp them together, and Hugh watches.

      Waiting until I meet his eyes, he narrows his. “Would you lie to me, Miss Noble?”

      “Have you ever given me a reason to?” I reply.

      “We both know the answer to that lies in your desire to see your sisters again. How badly do you want to see them?” he asks, and my heart pounds in my ears. Every sound from Alex and Hugh breathing, the birds chirping outside, the creaking of the wood in the cabin seems louder.

      “More than anything,” I honestly reply. “I would do anything to see my family again.”

      “Then I’m going to ask you one more time. Did Keelan wake up at all while you were with him?” he leans forward as he asks. For a second, I know he is threatening me, and the silly part of me wants to tell him the truth.

      But the truth might put Shadow at risk, and I can’t do that. I won’t. Shadow has become family just as much as my sisters are.

      “I—”

      “Enough. She told you he was passed out and then dead. He died, and thankfully we now know that his familiar wasn’t killed first. Keelan was badly injured, and I know you wish you had more to go on, but his body is gone. I’m sure Estelle told you everything,” Alex snaps, standing up. Napping my ass.

      “His body is gone?” I question, turning in my seat as Alex moves behind me. His fingers dig into the back of the chair, resting on my shoulders.

      “Faded into the unknown light, as all do when they die. Sometimes it takes a few hours, and it did in this case,” Hugh answers me. “It’s quite a sight to see.”

      “Right,” I nod, and I stand up, moving to Alex’s side like it’s natural to stand next to him. How Alex became the protector in this room is beyond my understanding.

      Until now, I was sure Alex would rather push me off a cliff than stop me from falling.

      “I see your studies are not going as expected. How is training?” Hugh asks. “Perhaps I should be personally training you instead of Alexander.”

      “Tassie here is a natural. There will be nothing to worry about,” Alexander says in a jokey tone, wrapping his arm around my waist. Seems like someone is a much better liar than I am. “And we best be going. I have work and so does my Tassie.” My Tassie?

      “We will talk again soon, Miss Noble,” Hugh snaps, sounding very pissed off.

      “I look forward to the invite, sir,” Alex replies, his voice dripping with condescension and sarcasm as he turns me around and all but shoves me out of the door before shutting it behind me. “Wait for Raine here. I can see her car coming.”

      “Okay,” I reply, feeling a bit in a daze. I expect him to walk to his car, but he turns on his heel, walking right up to me so we are inches away. Alex smells like fire, apples and oranges.

      And I really like it.

      “One more thing. If you want to live longer than two fucking minutes, learn to lie better,” he harshly whispers to me before storming off to his Jeep just as Raine pulls in with her car. She hangs her head out of the window, grinning at me.

      “Want a detour before work?” she asks. “I know the bakery just got a delivery, and freshly cooked cakes are the best.”

      “Yeah, I really do,” I answer with a big smile, knowing I would be too early for work if we went right there now. As I get into the car, I see Hugh watching me from the window. He waves at Raine like there is nothing in the world wrong.

      But there is.

      There are two missing wolves, and someone’s looking for Shadow.

      And I won’t let anyone have him.
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      Death for a pretty girl. Fuck.

      Alexander

      “We need to talk about the girl,” I bite out as I walk into the ruined building that Mason is still cleaning up. I don’t come here if I can help it; it just reminds me of the fucked up mess of the fire. I know it was caused by Dawn to get rid of our tutor, but too many died from it. And I still couldn’t save him.

      I can’t save shit, and this thing with Tassie is going to get us all killed. We three can just about protect ourselves, let alone her. Mason pauses, two burnt bricks in his hands as he frowns at me. Chucking them in the skip, he steps over some rubble and comes to me with Liam following. “And we need to talk about this.” I hold up the ruby red envelope, and they know we have a problem.

      You don’t get a letter like this.

      Ever.

      “Why the fuck would the Dawn send us a letter in here?” Mason snaps, snatching the letter, and he reads it quickly with Liam looking over his shoulder.

      “Shit,” Liam grumbles, rubbing his face. The letter is fucking clear. The missing wolves are being taken by the Dawn, and the warrior they sent has been killed, so now they need us to get what they were looking for. The letter burns in red flames, like they always do when they have been read by the people the letter is meant for. I’m more concerned about the warrior they sent being killed, because I’m sure Hugh would be bragging all over the empire if he managed to kill anyone.

      So who the fuck is looking out for Anastasia and killed the warrior they sent?

      The letter basically states they want Shadow and Anastasia, and what the Dawn want, the Dawn get.

      “What are we going to do?” Mason asks, letting the embers of the letter fall onto the ground. “I am not giving Ana to those lunatics. Why hasn’t—”

      “My mother wouldn’t protect us against them, let alone try to protect Ana. The Dawn always get what they want, but I’m surprised they would get permission to ruin our entire mission for a girl,” I answer. Our mission isn’t done here, and it can’t be for years.

      And if we fail, then we all lose someone we love. For me, the list is short to begin with. It literally is these two idiots, my mother and my niece. And my niece is the life I would lose, which both these tools know. They both have someone to lose also.

      “Considering what you said Ana did the other day, she is just like us,” Liam comments. What Ana did the other day is impossible, and she just did it like it was natural.

      We can change our animals’ forms at will now, but that is because of what we are. It’s because of our bloodlines and the fucked up tests performed on us at birth. And it took us years of training to learn to control the power.

      “Ana is nothing like us, but fuck knows how she did that,” Mason adds. “And I hate that we don’t know the truth. Someone is lying to us. To the empire.”

      “Any luck finding information on her past?” I ask, because some of these answers have to be in her past. “Are her parents runaways from the empire? Which bloodline is she from?”

      “No, nothing more than bullshit about them dying in a car crash. Yet there was no evidence of this crash, the forms all look made up, and overall, I’m not sure. I’m still looking into it,” Liam answers. “The sisters seem normal though. Nothing out of the ordinary in their lives.”

      “It’s only a matter of time before Hugh tells someone high up about Ana,” Mason says, and it’s true. He has always loved to brag about anything special.

      “Wonder why he is keeping it a secret,” Liam muses.

      “You tell me,” I say, rubbing my chin. “But what is our decision? After what happened in our past, we make a united decision or not one at all.”

      “I say screw the Dawn and what they want. I’m not letting them take Ana for tests and god knows what else they would do to her. Our vows are not to the Dawn exactly, and that means we don’t have to listen to them,” Mason grumbles. “If a purple letter turns up, we will figure something out.”

      “Agreed,” Liam simply says, like going up against one of the most powerful companies in our world is easy. The Dawn are powerful, rich and have secrets on everyone, so they always win.

      “Are you out of your fucking minds?” I ask. “Seriously? All for this girl?”

      “Why are our lives worth more than hers when she is like us?” Mason asks, cocking his head to the side. “She doesn’t have a clue, and when she does, it will break her. It broke us, and we’ve known for years.”

      “We are alive, aren’t we?” I ask. “I made that happen when you both wanted to give up. We promised that nothing and no one would come between us again.”

      “Until our vow is called on, which it isn’t in this letter, then we aren’t thinking about it,” Liam states, making it clear this subject is over for now.

      “They will just send more to take all the wolves here if we don’t,” I warn them.

      “Then we protect her. Should be easy,” Mason shrugs.

      “Fuck you both,” I shout, shoving my hands into Mason’s chest before storming off back to my car. I raise my fist and punch the hood of my Jeep as hard as I can, leaving a massive dent. “Anastasia Noble is going to get us all killed.”
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      One night of not being Anastasia Noble.

      “Hey, can you tell Mason I’m going out with Raine for the night? I would ring, but we don’t have phones here. Do we have a means of communication other than word of mouth?” I ask Estelle, well aware I’m rambling, and she softly rests her hand on my arm.

      “You’re allowed to make new plans from time to time. I’m sure Mason will not mind,” she says. “And I for one am happy you are going out.”

      “Right. I know that,” I try to smile, but I don’t know why I feel guilty. Mason and Liam are just trying to protect me, and I know that, but it doesn’t help me feel like I shouldn’t tell them every bit about where I’m going.

      “Now go and have some fun with Raine. If there is one thing that girl knows, it’s how to have fun.”

      “Maybe a little too much,” I chuckle, and she laughs as I walk out. Raine beeps her horn at me, and I jog over, sliding into the car and spotting Shadow by the side of the building, waiting to follow me. As I do my seatbelt up, I look into the back of the car to see Kiwi sitting on the back seat, the phoenix even has a seatbelt on.

      “Don’t mind her, she acts like she is human all the time. It’s a common thing for those of us born here with their familiars,” she explains to me. “We need to stop at my house because neither of us are dressed for where we are going tonight.”

      “And where are we going?” I question.

      “It’s a surprise, and only certain people are invited. Don’t worry, it’s safe and Shadow can stay at my house with Kiwi, which is right around the corner from where we are going,” she happily says, all figured out.

      “So you don’t live with your dad?” I question.

      “When I have two boyfriends and we like to fuck near all day?” she replies, and my cheeks light up. Raine laughs as she swings the car into another lane, heading for the middle of town, and I hold on for dear life. I forgot for a moment how fast and carelessly she drives. Gulping down the fear of crashing, I realise Raine asked me another question. “How is the foursome going with the cabin boys?”

      “We are friends. Well, all of us except Alex who doesn’t like anyone, I don’t think,” I answer.

      “He plays the dark, sexy and mysterious card well,” she replies. “I bet angry sex with him would be unforgettable.”

      “And likely heartbreaking when he pretends he doesn’t know who you are the next day,” I reply, and she grins at me as she pulls her car into the full up car park at the back of the high street. Raine gets Kiwi out of the car as I climb out and see Shadow running out of the trees towards me. I close my eyes, and when I open them, I can see the energy bouncing between us, so real, so strong.

      It’s home to me. Shadow is my home, more than I’ve ever felt before. We will always have each other, and that is a gift.

      Being a familiar is a gift.

      Shadow stops right in front of me, looking down at me with those bright eyes that remind me so much of myself. Of home. Of my sisters. Of everything that comforts me.

      “Looks to me like you’ve changed your mind about your new life,” Raine muses as she stops at my side, Kiwi in her hands. Kiwi flies into the air and spins around, and for a second, I’m sure I see the red energy float around her like a ghost.

      “I now wonder how I ever lived before this. I feel like my life was on hold until it changed. This is what I’ve always been looking for, Raine,” I answer her.

      “Come on, let’s go and enjoy our new life. We have a party to prepare for. Do you like dresses?”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t know about this,” I tell Raine as I try to tug down the skin-tight mini-skirt with no luck. The top I’m wearing is less of a top and more like a cut out of one. It has a built-in bra, holding up my boobs tightly with a long slit in the middle, and it only goes down to my ribs, leaving half of my stomach bare. Raine has insisted on me borrowing her knee-high boots, with some fluffy socks because they are a little big. My blonde hair falls to my waist, the purple tips fading as I haven’t had a chance to dye them. A lacy choker wraps around my neck, the black matching my eyeliner and making my nude lipstick pop. “I look like my older sister,” I admit, because this is something she would wear. I could just imagine her face if she saw me in this; she would be so happy.

      My heart pangs with a longing to see my sisters that grows with every day.

      “Well, you said no dresses as you don’t like them or wear them, so I did what I could. Luckily, I’m a clothing goddess, because you look hot!” she says, squealing with happiness and making the hundreds of sequins on her dress shake.

      “So do you,” I tell her because, hell, she looks amazing. Her short mini dress is covered in rainbow sequins, and she has a small black throw hanging off her arms. With her curled red hair, little makeup and high heels that could kill a guy, Raine is nothing short of stunning.

      Bethany would love her. She’d love I had a friend that pulled me out of my box house of normal. At least that’s what Bethany called my reluctance to dress up for boys and break any house rules at the foster homes.

      I called it being practical, but right now? Right now, I itch to be anything but myself, even for a little bit of time. I want to be more than Anastasia Noble.

      “Let’s go, bestie,” Raine says, hooking her arm in mine and pulling me at full speed through her apartment, passing Shadow sleeping on her rug in front of her fire. Kiwi is sitting on a bird tree in the corner, and I’m not sure she is even awake. We are out the door in seconds, walking down the dim street as the sun sets behind us. Raine stops in front of a library.

      Wait, a library?

      “Is a library your idea of a party, Raine?” I ask, curious. “I mean, I love a book party in my pyjamas as much as the next girl, but—”

      “The library is just a good place to hide from Hugh. He would never look for illegal parties in a library,” Raine chuckles, tugging me through the door as she laughs. The library is on two floors with little metal staircases curling up to the next level. We head around the check-in desk at the front, and I stare at the stunning paintings on the walls. They are of dozens of animals running together, painted to perfection. The library is silent as we pass dozens of bookshelves and many desks until we get to a door at the back. I make a self-reminder to come back here later on and check out the romance department.

      Which, in my opinion, is the best part of any bookstore.

      Unless they have bookmarks, because those things are addictive to look through. Raine knocks the door four times in different places, and we wait as the door is tugged open, a stranger’s face popping out. He has messy black hair hanging over his face, a lip piercing, and I would guess he is about sixteen.

      “Raine! You brought the new girl, I see. She best be good at keeping secrets,” he jokes—I think, anyway.

      “Trust me, I’m the best,” I answer before Raine can, and they both laugh with me. I’m not joking at this point in my life, but I’m not thinking about that right now. Raine walks through the door first, taking hold of my hand and leading me down an empty, dimly lit corridor until we get to another door. This one is on the floor though. Raine presses a button on the wall, and to my surprise, the doors electronically open and a glass-walled lift slides up, the doors slowly opening.

      “The lifts are all over town, hidden in important buildings. They are meant to be secret hiding places for important familiars in power in case something goes wrong, but this one leads to the basement, and in the basement is the best party in the Familiar Empire,” she tells me as she steps into the glass elevator. I step in next, my heart beating loudly as the glass doors close and Raine presses the down button. “Familiars travel from the capital of the empire to come here.”

      “What is the capital?” I ask as the lift plummets us into darkness.

      “Somewhere you don’t want to go, Ana. The Familiar Empire has its secrets, and my dad is scared of them,” she tells me in the dark, her words feeling the tip top of an important story, but I never liked scary stories in the dark. “But we aren’t talking about serious things tonight. We are having fun.”

      “Fun, I can do,” I tell her just as light blasts into my eyes from the nightclub the lift stops in the middle of. “A nightclub,” I whisper, but no one hears me as the doors open and the heavy and loud music beats around me. The flashing lights are a mixture of colours, spinning around the room and over the dancers, the bars, and the seating in the corners of the room. The dance floor’s surface catches my eye as I step out onto it, seeing it sparkles like a million diamonds.

      “Good,” Raine shouts to me as her dress catches one of the lights, and it flashes off the sequins. In seconds, Raine is leading me into the dancers, and I laugh as we actually have fun, dancing until our feet hurt and sweat is trickling down my spine.

      “Let’s get a drink!” Raine leans in to suggest, and I nod in agreement as she takes my hand and weaves through the dancers until we get to a bar. Before I can take another step, something draws my eyes to the left, where they clash with Alexander’s as he stares at me, looking shocked. He is sitting at a circular table with two women pressed to his large arms on either side of him, and two guys sit in the other seats at the table. Raine tugs my hand again, and when she sees I’m not moving, she follows my gaze. For some reason, a burning jealousy flitters in my chest when I see those women touching Alex’s arms.

      What the hell?

      I don’t get jealous over Alex. It’s Alex, for god’s sake.

      “Never seen him down here. We should say hello,” Raine shouts to me, and before I can tell her that’s a very bad idea, she is dragging me over until we are stood in front of their table. It’s only then I notice they have an empty bottle on the table that is spinning around. It comes to a stop, pointing right at me.

      “We are playing truth or dare, lass,” the guy sat at my side shouts. “Looks like it’s your turn, if you wanna join us.”

      “Truth or dare, Tassie?” Alex asks. Somehow his voice is strong and loud but feeling like a secret whisper between us as he leans forward. Then I really notice what he is wearing, a tight black shirt with a few buttons undone, revealing the muscular chest I know he has. His hair is slightly styled, and it makes him look more handsome.

      I’m just annoyed at him.

      “I never agreed to play,” I say, feeling his gaze drifting over me, and my cheeks burn.

      “Then go,” Alex curtly replies. “Or make your choice.”

      “Enjoy your night, Alexander,” I snarkily reply, turning around and heading into the dancers, wanting to lose his judgement, to lose the way he looks at me and the way he makes me so mad.

      I won’t even touch the burning jealousy that I felt seeing those girls holding onto his arms, or the fact he likely came here to get laid.

      What is wrong with me?

      I close my eyes and listen to the sensual music, letting myself just drift off into it for a moment. Lifting my arms into the air, the heat blasts against all of my skin as I dance, moving my hips in time with the beat. It’s freeing. It’s what I needed in order to escape for a second. Two hands fall onto my hips, and I open my eyes, expecting to see Alex.

      But it’s not Alex.

      “Liam, what are you doing here?” I ask as he holds me closer to him, never once letting me break the movement of the dance. It always feels like more when it’s us together, the way our bodies are perfect for each other’s. The way he holds me pressed against him, his green eyes flashing in the moving lights every few seconds.

      “I wanted to stand at the side and just protect you. Then I saw you…and here I am. I’m powerless when it comes to you,” he warns me. It’s certainly a warning, I can hear it in every single word. When hands rest on my waist, and someone stands behind me, I’m confused as I turn my head up and see Alex. He doesn’t say anything as he rests his head next to mine, and then somehow I’m squished in the middle of them as we dance. Feeling every inch of their hard bodies pressed into me. Feeling how they effortlessly control my body and how I don’t want the song to end.

      And hell, is this a dance that I will never forget.

      They sensually move my hips as Alex strokes his hands up my ribs and pushes my arms into the air, stepping closer somehow. I close my eyes, and I just enjoy the moment, two powerful men with me in the middle, controlling my body, dancing with me and turning me on more than I thought was possible.

      The song ends, and then suddenly I’m alone, missing the feel of their bodies pressed against mine. I turn around, looking for either of them, but I can’t find them anywhere.

      Somehow I know I’m not alone anymore. Not with them around.

      Not when they are trying to steal my heart.
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      A day I will never forget.

      “There you go,” I say, wrapping up Miss George’s arm and tying the bandage up in the way Estelle has trained me to do. “I’m just going to get the doctor to double-check my work. Okay?”

      “Thank you! I feel so silly,” she says, shaking her head of curly red locks.

      “Well, I would suggest asking for some help before attempting to cut a tree down next time. I’m sure you could find a builder to help.”

      “I will! I’ve learnt my lesson,” she chuckles, and I grin at her as I walk out and pull the curtain closed behind me. My very tired feet shuffle down the corridor before Estelle comes out from behind a curtain.

      “You look tired today, Anastasia,” she says. “Though you don’t usually work on weekends, and I’m so thankful you came in today. We need to find another nurse as it can’t just be you.” Sadness flickers in her eyes for the nurse that died, and I sadly smile at her. I don’t mind working the extra day.

      “Even though we didn’t stay out that late, I didn’t know Raine snores. It was a long night,” I admit. “But I’m totally fine to work. I just finished up with Miss George and wondered if you could double-check my work.”

      “I will do, certainly, but I think it’s best you go home. Why don’t you borrow my car as I can walk to my home from here,” she suggests. “It’s a quiet day, and I was just going to carry on with paperwork for the rest of it.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      Estelle tugs out some keys from her pocket with a tiny deer soft teddy attached to them. “Perfectly. Go home and get some sleep. Tomorrow is a new day.”

      “Thank you, I owe you,” I admit, taking the keys. “I think I should bake a cake for you later tonight and bring it in Monday. What’s your favourite flavour?”

      “Chocolate, but do rest,” she says, and I nod, turning around and walking to the door. I find Estelle’s car around the back of the building, and I’m thankful it’s a Mini Cooper, nothing too complicated to drive. I get into the seat and glance around, wondering where Shadow is. I know it’s a little early for me to be leaving work, but he is usually outside here. Knowing I’m worrying for no reason, I start the car and drive off. I switch on the radio before realising they don’t have signal out here, and carry on down the path. As I drive down the endless road, headlights suddenly appear around the corner. The headlights are so bright I can hardly look at them in the rear-view mirror as the car gets closer.

      “Someone’s in a rush,” I mutter to myself, gripping the steering wheel tightly and making a mental note to move out of the way when they get too close. I look behind, shocked to find the car seconds away from me, and before I can do anything, he slams into the back of me. I scream, the wheel slipping from my fingers as everything happens so quickly. I feel myself almost flying as the car spins and rolls off the road, the glass smashing, my arms grazing harshly against the glass as the air bag blasts out in front of me. Something flies through the window, and hits me hard in the face, and I hear my nose make an awful crunching noise as the rolling comes to a stop, leaving me hanging with only the seatbelt holding me up. Surprisingly, nothing much hurts, but I know it’s only a matter of time before the shock wears off and everything will hurt.

      Right now I need to focus on getting out this car safely. My hands freeze as fear floods me with only one thought coming to my mind.

      This is how my parents died. Just like this as the car set on fire. A panic fills me that makes me feel like I’m suffocating.

      I need to get out.

      My breaths come out in pants as I taste blood in my mouth, the metallic sting reminding me that I’m alive and I need to focus. With a shaky hand, I reach for the seatbelt and click it, letting myself fall down onto the hood of the car. I crawl out through the broken window, my hands cutting into more glass that I know is going to hurt later. Just as I get out of the car, the world suddenly blurs, and my body gives in even when my mind doesn’t want to.
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      Eyes that are as bright as the sea.

      
        
        I smile as I watch two beautiful people dance to a song I’ve heard before. It’s not that old, but it’s haunting and melodic. The woman has blonde hair, all curled in waves around her shoulders. She has on a deep purple ball gown that is covered in tiny sparkling diamonds. In a posh suit, the man she dances with is tall with short blond hair and blue eyes. He smiles at her softly as they spin around with each other. The room is made of pure purple glass, with bright lights shining from outside that show the detail of the glass that has swirls and many patterns in it. There are no other dancers, and as the song ends, the man steps back and bows. As he rises, an arrow flies out of nowhere and hits him in the centre of his chest, blood splattering all over the woman in the dress.

        Everything freezes in the second he looks down.

        And then there is nothing but screaming.

      

      

      

      “It’s enough for what we need. Shame they don’t want us to take her right now,” a voice I don’t know drifts into my ears. But I’m so tired I can’t wake myself up, even though fear is pulsing through me, and all I want to do is shout for Shadow.

      Shadow, I need you. Please.

      “Not yet. Her blood is all they want, to make sure,” a female voice replies, but I don’t know who they are. There is a long pause where I’m sure my mind drifts to sleep before I wake up again.

      “We need to get out of here before help or her familiar comes. Push her back near the fire,” the man says, and everything goes black. When I open my eyes, I’m on my own, the smell of smoke filling my nose. I turn my sore head to the side to see the car is on fire, the flickers of embers bouncing onto the leaves right in front of my nose.

      A hand grabs my arm and pulls me away, though I just stare at the fire as my whole body hurts. A hand smacks against my arm, and it takes me a second to realise my arm was on fire and someone is putting it out. Only when a hand cups my cheek do I look up at the man who saved me.

      My man in a cloak. This time he is closer, and his eyes are not so hidden under the thick, worn black cloak.

      “You have eyes that look like the sea,” I say, and I giggle. What is wrong with me? The giggling doesn’t stop for a long time as the cloaked man just stares at me.

      “You have a concussion,” he all but growls, sounding younger than I expected as he stands up. “Help will be here soon for you.” As it almost goes quiet around me, I panic and sit up, everything spinning a little as I see the cloaked man walking away from me.

      “Wait!” I shout, and he actually stops. “Who are you? Why have you been following me since before I was even a familiar?”

      “If you want answers, try looking at the people you live with. They came from the same place as me after all and we cannot be trusted,” he sourly replies, and in the blink of an eye, he is gone.

      “Wait!” I shout into the trees, but nothing but the flickering of the flames behind me makes any sounds.

      I hear a pain filled howl just before I pass out again.
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      Lies are also words unspoken.

      The beeping of a machine wakes me up, the familiar smell of bleach and the infirmary letting me know where I am before I’ve even opened my eyes. The light is bright as I open my eyes and dig my hands into the fresh sheets covering me.

      “Ana,” Liam sighs as I turn my head, my eyes colliding with his. Mason and Alex are sitting next to him, and they both sharply turn their heads to look at me pretty much at the same time as they unleash a barrage of questions on me.

      “Are you alright, Sia?” Mason asks as Liam takes my hand in his.

      “Who did this? I’m going to kill them,” Alex growls, standing up and looking furious.

      “Did you see anyone, Ana? Anything?” Liam asks me a bit more gently than the other two.

      “Enough. I need to be alone with my patient. So that means all three of you should go and get a drink while I check her over. The questions can all wait,” Estelle demands, appearing in the middle of the curtains.

      “Yes, a drink is a good idea,” Liam nods, but Alex and Mason don’t look that happy to leave, until Liam practically pushes them outside. Estelle pulls the curtains closed as tears prick my eyes.

      “I’m so sorry. I promise I was driving safely, and this car just came out of nowhere behind me. It waited until I was near the corner of the road before driving into the back of me, and it made the car spin. I’m so sorr—” I blurt out.

      “If you think I care anything about the car, you must have hit your head harder than I thought. I only care that you got out the car before it set on fire,” Estelle interrupts me.

      “Someone dragged me away,” I whisper as she lets me go and frowns down at me.

      “Did you recognise them?” she asks. “Liam was with Silver and Shadow when Shadow passed out, and then he knew something had happened to you. They came here and then backtracked until they found you alone.”

      “I didn’t recognise him,” I lie, because the truth is too messed up.

      “Right now, I’m both your doctor and friend. As your doctor, I’m letting you know you will need a few days in here to recover. Your nose and ankle are broken, you have a bad concussion that has kept you sleeping for twenty-four hours, and your arm is a little burnt, but we heal much quicker than humans with some help.” She taps the IV bag I’m strapped up to. “As your friend, I’m demanding you take it easy. I’m doing fifteen-minute checks on you all day to make sure of it. Would you like anything, sweetheart?”

      “A drink of water would be lovely, thank you so much. I promise I’m going to buy you a new car even if takes me a while to save up,” I firmly say, though my croaky voice is pretty hard to understand.

      “You will not,” she warns me and hugs me gently once more. After she gets me a glass of water and I sip some, she takes the cup from me and places it on the side table. It’s only then I see how stressed she is and tired. “You really scared me today, Anastasia. I’m so happy to see you awake and on the mend.”

      “Same here,” I chuckle, placing my hand on hers. Somehow Estelle has become the aunt I’ve never had, and I really care about her. “Where is Shadow? You said he passed out?”

      “You are both mentally linked. If he dies, so do you. It’s the same the other way around, so when you passed out, so did he. I’ve got Shadow in the vets, where he is being pampered and looked after as you recover. Tomorrow he can come here,” she tells me, and I feel so bad that he is going through the same thing as I am. I know the vets are at the back of this building, and I can sense Shadow is nearby anyway. It comforts me to know they are looking after him.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Oh, and Raine was here all day, but Hugh forced her to go and rest. I will let her know you’re awake, if you want?” she asks. “And I have to tell Hugh.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, and she smiles at me, heading out of the curtains. I lift my blanket up as I sit up and see my foot is in a cast. I flinch as I rest a hand on my face, knowing I must look a right picture. I smile at the six bunches of flowers, a dozen cards on the side and a few boxes of chocolates. It makes me feel loved and safe to see them. I must thank everyone that sent anything for me.

      “Fancy boot you have there,” Mason jokes as he walks in the room, followed by Alex and Liam. They go back to their seats, but they pull them closer to the bed this time.

      “What happened?” Alex asks, crossing his arms tightly. I quickly give them a run down, leaving out two important details that I don’t know if I should tell them. The cloaked man’s existence and the fact he said I shouldn’t trust these three.

      I also leave out I had another dream and that this time, I remember it way more clearly than the others.

      Oh, and the weird voices talking about my blood. I think I might have been hallucinating them though. After I’m done, they all look between each other with a look I can’t quite figure out, and I don’t like it.

      “Would you three lie to me about anything?” I softly ask, watching their every reaction.

      One thing flashes across their faces, each of them mimicking the next.

      Guilt.

      “No,” Liam answers, but I know he is lying to me.

      “I know we haven’t known each other long, but I actually was stupid enough to think we were friends and I could trust you three…but right now, I don’t trust any of you,” I say, feeling more hurt than I thought I would. At some point, I’ve tricked myself into thinking these guys were something more than strangers I lived with.

      “Anything we don’t tell you is to keep you safe,” Liam tries to explain. It’s just a shitty excuse though.

      “I never asked you to keep me safe. I never asked you for anything, while we are on it,” I remind them. “But I am asking for the truth right now.”

      “We know that, but you’re so innocent in this world. You aren’t ready for the truth,” Mason gently says.

      “Like the truth about what Shadow is. What ancient familiars are?” I question.

      “Ana,” Alex warns.

      “Get out. Just get the hell out,” I demand. I curl up into a ball as what I think is Liam’s hand rests on the middle of my back.

      “I’m sorry this happened, but we promise it won’t again,” he vows, but it makes me wonder how he can promise something like that.

      Unless he knows who did this.

      Unless the cloaked man was right.

      The second I’m alone, I let out the tears I’ve held back.

      Trust is not just given in the Familiar Empire, and it seems like there isn’t much of it to go around.
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      I wonder which company delivers super-hot guys?

      “You have a delivery of three super-sexy, looking-sorry-for-themselves guys at the door,” Raine says, leaning against the door to her bedroom. It’s been a week since the accident, and even though I’ve been fine since a few days after, I still haven’t wanted to go home to the guys or see them. Estelle isn’t letting me back to work until next week, and now it’s Saturday and I’ve pretty much moped in Raine’s apartment all week. I look down at Shadow on the floor, stretched out and looking comfy as always.

      “What do you think, Shadow?” I ask. He huffs, likely still mad at them like I am.

      “My opinion is that you need to figure this shit out with them. They wouldn’t come here three times every single day if they didn’t care, Ana,” she suggests. “Come on, Shadow. I’m taking Kiwi for a walk, you should come too.” Shadow, the little betrayer who loves Raine and Kiwi, all but bolts to the front door.

      “Tell them to wait in the lounge. I’m just going to clean up,” I say, and Raine smiles widely like an excited bunny.

      “Yay!” she squeals, shutting the bedroom door. I quickly change out of my pyjamas and into ripped jeggings and a blue shirt that has a peace symbol on it. It rather makes me smile, considering the situation. My hand freezes on the door handle, and I remind myself that I’m in control.

      I can do this. I turn the handle and walk out into the tiny living room, which feels more than cramped with these three sitting in here. Alex and Mason take up the three-seater sofa, their legs spread apart and their eyes watching me. They both have dark jeans on, big brown jackets, and yet they couldn’t be more different. Liam is looking out the window instead of sitting in the only chair left in the room, but he turns to me when I come in. He has black trousers and a white shirt on with a black jacket undone. I trace my eyes over them, and I hate how much the first thought that comes to my mind is how much I’ve missed them.

      I would be lying if I said that I didn’t think about them every other second of the day.

      And I don’t know if they feel the same way or if they miss me at all.

      But here they are.

      “I’m going to tell you some of the truth, and then I want you to tell me something truthful in return. Deal?” I start off, needing to tell them the reason why I’ve been avoiding them.

      “Deal,” each of them echoes.

      “A man pulled me away from the car when it was on fire. I would have been seriously burnt if he hadn’t. He walked away, but before he left, he said I shouldn’t trust you three,” I tell them, and they actually all look a little thrown back. “Then I asked you questions in the infirmary, and I knew you were lying. Adding the two together makes me wonder if I can trust you or if it’s better I ask Hugh to find me somewhere else to live.”

      “We don’t want that, but we can’t tell you to trust us,” Liam speaks first, sounding resigned to his fate.

      “But if you decide to trust us, we promise to always protect you from our past no matter where it leads us all. That’s not a decision we have come to lightly, but Ana, we are making this offer now. Trust us and we will protect you from this world you don’t understand yet,” Mason adds in. “And not understanding this world is better for you. We all wish we knew less.”

      “Hell, if you decide never to see us again, you still have our protection,” Liam says with a small smile. “I don’t know what you’ve done to us, Ana, but we like you, and that doesn’t happen often.”

      “Not if she walks away from us, she doesn’t get our help,” Alex grumbles. I’m surprised he agrees with protecting me at all.

      Liam glares at Alex. “You’re kidding yourself if you think that, mate.”

      “Enough, guys,” I say, and I sigh. “I trust you, but I need to know your past isn’t going to hurt me.”

      “We have secrets, Sia, but doesn’t everyone?” Mason asks. “Our secrets are ours. They have nothing to do with you as far as we know, so they can’t hurt you.”

      “Then I will come home,” I say, making my mind up. I basically made that decision the second I let them in the room.

      “Thank fuck. I’m tired of hearing Liam crying in his room like a baby,” Alex jokily groans, and it makes me smile.

      “Fuck you, I don’t cry,” Liam grunts, throwing a pillow at Alex that hits his head.

      “You have shit reaction skills, mate,” Mason laughs as Alex throws the pillow back at Liam.

      “Are you well enough for a short pit stop on the way home?” Mason asks, standing up and stretching. My eyes are glued to the little bit of taut stomach I see that makes me have to clear my throat and remember what he said. His eyes are amused as I look up. Busted.

      “I’m fine, honestly. I healed a few days ago, and even though my ankle sometimes hurts a little, it’s nothing that stops me moving around,” I tell them.

      “We will still take it easy,” Liam suggests and steps closer to me. “But we thought you’d enjoy where we want to take you.”

      “Sure. Give me a minute to pack my things and leave a note for Raine and Shadow,” I say.

      “Raine said to tell you she is taking Shadow back to our cabin because she knew you’d cave,” Alex cockily says as I get to the bedroom door. I chuckle and shake my head as I open the door.

      Raine was right.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going then?” I ask as I warm my cold hands on the heater in the middle of me and Liam. Liam changes gear as Mason answers me.

      “On the outskirts of the empire is where Chew lives.”

      “Chew?” I question the strange name.

      “Yeah, it’s weird. Actually, no one knows his real name; that’s what we all get,” Liam adds in.

      “He’s a fucking nutcase, you forgot to add that one,” Alex groans, sounding like he really doesn’t want to be here. I glance back at him, finding his eyes fixed on me, and he only looks away after a long pause. I turn back and curl up into my seat, enjoying the warmth of the car.

      “Okay, why are we going to see a weirdo in the woods?” I ask.

      “Ignore Alex. Chew is harmless, and he grows Christmas trees. I know it’s a few weeks early, but we thought you’d like to put a tree up. We have decorations at home,” Mason explains.

      “I’d love that,” I say, feeling a little sad that this is my first Christmas I won’t be helping Phoebe put up the decorations with Bethany offering her “expert” opinion from the sofa. “I can’t believe it’s nearly Christmas already.”

      “I’ve not bought a gift for a girl in years. It’s going to be odd to go shopping,” Liam adds in as we turn into a long driveway. I wonder what I should get these three and when I could go shopping without them around. I guess I could think of an idea and ask Estelle to get it for me and sneak it into work. Then the guys wouldn’t see it.

      “Do you think Hugh would send my sisters presents if I bought and wrapped them up?” I ask, and there’s an awkward silence.

      “I don’t think so, Sia,” Mason bursts my bubble. “Hugh is firm on the zero contact between families on the outside for a while.”

      “Okay, I get it,” I say even when I really don’t and I hate it. I lift my legs up on the seat and wrap my arms around them as I watch the snow fall off the trees in the wind. This place is so beautiful. As a kid, I always thought my dream home was by the sea with beaches and bright sun all year round, but now I’m living in the snow and forest, I can’t see myself on a beach anymore.

      This place is more homey to me now. It’s funny how experience makes you change your mind about your dreams. The rest of the drive is silent as I try not to get upset that I can’t send my sisters a little gift. I miss them more and more each day, and Christmas is just a reminder of the distance between us.

      Even though I’ve found a home here, it still feels like I’m a million lightyears away from my family. A strange house slowly comes into view with massive turrets, stone walls and a small door. There are no windows that I can see, and on each side of the house are dozens of Christmas trees all stood up. Several cars are parked outside as people walk around, and one little girl in a red coat runs between the trees. I get out, feeling my sore ankle as I take my first few steps. Like he just knows, Mason wraps an arm around my waist, helping me walk to the trees.

      “You can choose any one you like,” Liam adds in. Alex stays with the car, leaning back and watching as I turn to look at him before focusing forward.

      “What about this one?” I ask, pointing to a chubby tree which isn’t as tall as the others. It’s a little different, and I rather like it. The guys both agree, and before I can blink, Mason picks me up and carries me back to the car.

      “I’m not that sick, I can walk,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck. He turns to me, and our faces are so close.

      “I know, but I’d rather hold you,” he replies, and in some ways, that is sweet.

      Christmas with three guys, a wolf, a fox, an eagle and a snake is not how I ever expected to spend the holiday.

      But for some reason, it feels perfect.
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      Chop, chop, chop that wood as I drool.

      “Hey, Mason, do you know where the box of tree decorations is?” I ask him as he cuts wood outside. Like a deer trapped in headlights, I just stare as he lifts the axe, swinging it down onto the wood and chopping it perfectly in half. Sweat covers his chest, making his muscles shine as he turns to me and smiles.

      A sexy smile. God, these roommates were put on earth to kill me. I’m sure of it.

      “What did you say?” Mason asks, tugging out his ear pods.

      “I, err, was looking for the tree decorations. Liam and Alex said you put them away last year, and they aren’t sure where. Anyway, they sent me to ask while they have popped to the shop because the lights have a few bulbs that have gone, and they are going to replace them,” I run on, having no clue what crap is spilling out of my mouth.

      “Sure. They are in my room. I’m going to finish these last three logs, and then I’ll meet you up there,” he tells me, wiping sweat off his forehead. I resist the urge to check my mouth for the drool that is likely there.

      “Thanks,” I say, pulling my gaze away, but he stops me from moving far.

      “Next time, I could invite you to watch me cut wood. You certainly look like you enjoyed watching,” he teases, and I don’t have an answer, so I run away as quickly as I can and head up the stairs. I push the door to Mason’s room open and see Hex outside on the balcony. I head over, sliding the glass door back and stepping out. Hex is as white as the falling snow, almost perfectly blended into his surroundings except for his beak.

      “Hey, Hex. What’s it like to fly?” I question as he leans down, putting himself at eye level with me. I reach up and move my hand down his soft feathers. “I guess, for you, being on the ground must feel like a trap when you could fly away. I’ve never been on an airplane before, did you know that?” I laugh to myself. “Of course you wouldn’t know that. I’m plain old rambling now.”

      “I ramble to Hex a lot; he is a good listener,” Mason’s voice makes me jump, and I turn back just in time to see him pull his shirt on. “I’m certain he knows how to fall asleep with his eyes open when he is listening to me.”

      “I’ve heard birds can do that,” I reply, and he smiles. Hex spreads out his wings and takes off into the sky, flickering snow all over me. I rush inside, and Mason pulls the door closed as I wipe off snow from my clothes.

      “The decorations,” Mason remembers why I’m here, and he heads into the closet at the back of the room. After a long pause, he comes out with a cardboard box and places it on the bed. “We might need to go through the box, as I don’t remember what’s in there. Last year a few things got broken, and I just threw it all into the box.”

      “What happened?” I ask, sitting on the bed as Mason opens the box. He slowly tips the contents onto the bed before sitting next to me. I tug the cardboard box onto the floor and pick up three baubles that look fine and add them to the box. Mason doesn’t say much as we get to work going through the broken ornaments, and by the time we are done, there are only about ten of them that are fine to hang up. Mason chucks the broken ones into a bin in his room. “You don’t have to tell me what happened, you know that? I was just curious.”

      “It’s not my story to tell, Sia,” he explains to me. “Just know Alex hates Christmas, and he has good reason. Last year he got drunk, and it’s just complicated.”

      “Okay, thank you for explaining,” I say, and he smiles at me.

      “We want to tell you everything and nothing all at the same time,” he softly tells me, and before I can ask what that means, he picks up the box and walks down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      “And there is the last one. What do you think?” I ask, waving a hand at the tree. Christmas music is softly playing from a radio Liam found that plays CDs, we all have hot chocolates, and the tree is finally done. Alex is moody, as usual, but after what Mason said, at least I understand the reason why a little more than I once did.

      “It looks like a Christmas tree,” Alex answers before either Liam or Mason can. Liam just laughs and stands up, coming to me. He takes my hand and spins me around before tugging me to him.

      “Dancing?” I find myself questioning exactly what we are currently doing.

      “Why not?” Liam answers, and I chuckle. I see Alex walk off, Mason following after him, but I don’t let it bother me as Liam makes me laugh. He spins me around, making goofy faces, and we are both just happy for a long moment. The song changes to a more romantic one, and Liam holds me close this time, swaying with me. “Ana, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      “Do you say that to all the girls, Liam?” I joke, loving how he looks down at me. A strange tension fills the room as I find myself staring at his lips, and he stares right back at me. The music seems to drift into the background as I become hyper aware of Liam’s hands on me, the way he holds me so close to him.

      “Actually, just you,” he softly replies, and before I’ve really thought about it, I lean up and press my lips to his. He actually freezes for a second, and I wonder if I’ve made a mistake just before he kisses me back. Liam slips his hands into my hair, tugging me against him harder as his tongue slides into my mouth. I grip his top tightly as he picks me up, and I wrap my legs around him as he sits on the sofa. Just as Liam’s hands are skimming the skin on my back under my top, someone knocks the door three times.

      “I will get it,” I nervously say, climbing off Liam’s lap, feeling my cheeks burning red. I pull the door open to see Hugh waiting outside, his arms crossed.

      “May I come in?” he asks just as Shadow gets to us and pushes past Hugh as I let him in.

      “Hugh is here,” Liam shouts up the stairs, moving to my side as I close the door after Hugh walks in. Alex and Mason come down the stairs, and they both look mad.

      I have a feeling they are mad at me, but I don’t want to touch that subject. My lips are still burning from Liam’s mouth on mine, and I feel like even looking at Mason and Alex when they make my heart pound is a betrayal of some kind.

      “Another wolf is suspected missing. We need you three to take your familiars out and search. The other familiars are getting too frightened to leave their homes, and we need to find who is doing this,” Hugh states, placing his hands on his hips.

      “We will take turns staying with Ana—” Liam starts off.

      “I will stay with Ana,” Hugh interrupts, and without thinking about it, I take a step back to Liam’s side.

      “No,” Liam speaks first, and the room gets tense as he places his hand on my back.

      “Why doesn’t Raine stay with me? We are safe together, I’m sure of it,” I suggest to ease the tension.

      “My daughter is a skilled fighter, and it would be best, if you feel more comfortable with her protection,” Hugh actually agrees.

      “I also have Shadow. He would never let anyone touch me,” I counter.

      “Of course,” Hugh replies, but he doesn’t seem to believe it all that much.

      “I don’t like this,” Alex snaps.

      “It’s one night. I will be fine with Raine,” I tell them, and they stare at one another, doing that silly agreement thing I don’t understand.

      “I will get Raine and come back.” Hugh leaves, and I smile tightly at them.

      “It will be okay,” I say.

      “Not if another wolf is missing, Ana,” Liam replies a little too harshly.

      “I think I’ll wait for Raine in my room,” I tell them, heading for the stairs. “Good luck finding the wolf.”

      “Ana, wait,” Liam calls after me, but I don’t. It’s too new and complicated to talk about, especially in front of the other two guys I can’t help but feel something for.

      Where is my sister for advice when you need her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      It’s too cold for swimming.

      “Guess what today is?” Alex drawls as I finish cleaning up my cup of tea.

      “A day you’ve decided to not be an asshole for once?” I innocently ask, and he glares at me as I laugh. “I’m just kidding. What is today?”

      “Training. Get your ass ready to go, we will be driving today as it’s quite far to the lake.”

      “The lake?” I question, but of course, Alex doesn’t answer me as he walks away. I quickly get changed into leggings, a crop top and a black fleece jumper before putting my boots on. I spot Shadow in the woods as I get into the passenger seat of Alex’s Jeep, and he drives off. After heading down the main road, Alex drives us off-road, and the Jeep bounces around as we head down the off-road path for a long while. Eventually, the prettiest lake I’ve ever seen comes into view, covered in thick ice with a little island in the middle with a few trees. Alex stops the car right outside and smirks at me.

      A devilish smirk.

      “What exactly are we doing at the lake?” I question.

      “As we had to miss a few lessons, we are picking up the fucking speed of this training,” he growls.

      “You are a little crazy, you know that?” I ask.

      “All the best ones are,” he whispers back with a sexy grin. I shake my head, chuckling a little as we get out of the Jeep, and I follow Alex over to the edge of the ice lake. I glance behind us just as Shadow comes to my side, pushing his furry shoulder against me.

      “You two need to follow me. No bullshitting on the lake, just run to the middle,” Alex says, and before I can tell him he is insane, he is running full speed across the ice. I take a deep breath and run after him, slipping a few times. I look back only once to see Shadow easily running behind me, looking ready to catch me if I fall over.

      Which is a real threat, considering the ice is so easy to slip on. I all but fall onto the island on the other side as Alex laughs. Shadow jumps off the ice and lands at my side, lying down next to me.

      Alex sits at my side and whistles. I follow his gaze as Ki-Ki slides onto the ice, and it cracks. She falls into the water, and I stand up in shock, only to see her jump through the ice a little bit away. She keeps diving in and out of the ice until it’s all smashed to pieces and back to water until she slithers out the water on the other side and waits.

      “Now get us back, Tassie,” Alex demands with a cocked eyebrow.

      “How the hell am I meant to do that?” I question. “And I can’t swim!”

      “Change Shadow into something that can swim or fly. Your choice,” he replies, like I should have just known that.

      “You’re insane. The last and only time I did that, Shadow passed out,” I remind him.

      “Always happens the first time. The second won’t be like that,” Alex explains. “Now get on with it. I’m fucking bored.”

      “You suck,” I snap, crossing my arms.

      “I like girls that suck, if you’re offering,” he counters. Asshole.

      “Urgh!” I shout at him and walk away, knowing Shadow is following me into the small path of tall trees. I pause in the middle and softly smile at Shadow.

      “I have an idea what you could change into, but I’m worried about hurting you,” I explain as he walks up to me, pushing his head against mine, nearly knocking me over. I get the sense he trusts me and it’s going to be okay. “Are you ready then?” He nods once at me and walks away a good distance in the clearing. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, imagining the bond between me and Shadow like a line. I open my eyes first this time and grasp the purple glowing line before spreading my hands wide, the webs of purple power appearing. Without thinking on it too long, I imagine the animal we need, and I clap my hands together. The clap rings in my ears as a sphere of glowing energy travels down the line and slams into Shadow. The power looks like an explosion of energy around him, blocking him out completely for a second before he changes into a giant turtle. The turtle has a big black shell, and its eyes are Shadow’s without a doubt.

      “Good job, a turtle is impressive,” Alex says behind me.

      “Good for me, not for you. You can swim back,” I snap at him, and he chuckles as he walks right up to me. My back hits a tree as he stops so close to me, his chest pressing against mine as he reaches a hand up, picking up a strand of my hair. I feel frozen as a blank of wood as he leans closer, his lips brushing against my cheek, and I close my eyes from the pleasure it causes.

      His touch causes.

      “I don’t mind getting wet. See you on the other side, my beautiful Tassie.” He moves away from me almost urgently, and I watch him walk right up to the edge of the lake before he dives right in. I run to the edge of the lake as he swims across, never once stopping. He crawls out the other side as my turtle glides into the lake, and I take a cautious step onto his back. It’s all going well until about halfway when my foot slips, and I scream as I fall off Shadow and straight into the freezing cold water. I gasp on instinct, taking a mouthful of the cold water into my lungs. The cold makes me feel like I can’t move as I struggle and look up to see something purple glowing above me. An arm snakes around my waist, pulling me up to the top, and I gasp for air the second I can. Alex pulls me onto the shore and pats my back as I cough out all the water I swallowed before I fall back onto his chest. He lifts me up effortlessly as I see Shadow is back to his normal wolf form over Alex’s shoulder. Alex sits in his Jeep, still keeping me on his lap as he turns the car on and blasts the heating. It takes a long time before I can shakily say a single word.

      “Th-an-k y-y-ou.”

      “It was my fault, I’m sorry,” he replies, and I look up at him, finding his eyes on me. Did Alexander really just say sorry? “Don’t expect me to ever say that again. Now stop looking at me like I’m a god, even though I am one, and rest. Once you’re warmed up, I will drive back.”

      “You’re not a god, Alexander,” I mutter, curling up into a ball on his lap, feeling him holding me close. “A god knows when to stop talking.”

      To my surprise, he laughs, a deep, sensual laugh that relaxes me even more.

      Maybe Alexander isn’t all that bad.
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      Christmas with my new, a little complicated, home.

      “Merry Christmas!” I happily shout as I come down the stairs, seeing the tree all lit up in the corner and lots of presents underneath it. Some of them we are going to drop off around town for Estelle, Raine and others later on today.

      For our familiars, we went out last night and hid lots of fun surprises for them in the woods. Everything from juicy bones to soft teddies for Ki-Ki. Apparently she likes to cuddle them until they pop. Then roll in the fluff. It’s weird if you think about it, which I tried not to. After hours of walking around the shops this week, I finally found the perfect present for the guys, even if it did empty out my bank balance after I bought a secondhand car for Estelle off a guy in town who was selling it for a good price. Under different circumstances, it would have been the perfect car for me, but I can save up again, because it was the right thing to do. She was pretty mad when I turned up with it, but that’s what my savings were there for.

      An emergency.

      Either way, it made me feel a lot better to not owe Estelle anything, and I know she needed her car to get into town, even if she said she was okay walking.

      Alex, Liam and Mason are all grumpy in the morning as usual as they come down the stairs, but they perk up a little when they see how excited I am. It’s kind of sweet, considering the tense couple of weeks we have had. Two more wolf familiars have gone missing, and every day, I worry that Shadow and I will be next. The guys are out hunting the entire empire daily instead of working, and I have all but hidden from them since the kiss with Liam and everything that day.

      “I’m just going to put the turkey in the oven so it can slow cook and then sit for the day. Be right back,” I tell the guys, knowing I need to get it started.

      “I can’t believe we are having an actual roast dinner tonight. You’re a goddess we didn’t know we needed, Sia,” Mason tells me, and it makes me blush as I head into the kitchen. After putting the prepared turkey in the oven and making sure everything is in order for later, I head back into the living room. The guys are sat around the tree like kids, and I sit in the middle of Liam and Alex as they all wait for me.

      “I guess I’m opening my present first?” I suggest.

      “We would really love it if you did,” Mason says and hands me a small rectangular box. I don’t have a clue what it is, and I rip the red wrapping paper off and see a plain DVD box. I open it up to see a DVD inside, but there is no label.

      “I don’t get it,” I question.

      “It’s why the TV and DVD are up here,” Liam says, taking the box from me. I did think it was strange that Alex and Liam carried the TV and DVD player up here last night, but I assumed it was to watch a movie today. Liam puts the DVD on and starts it up, and I feel all the guys’ eyes on me as the video of my sister starts to play. It’s clear this was taken recently, and as Phoebe starts to talk, tears well in my eyes.

      “Hi, Annie! I miss you so, so, so, a million times so much! I’ve actually been sleeping in your bed since you left, but now it doesn’t smell like you anymore.” She pauses to get her voice back, and I wipe some tears away. Phoebe has cut her hair a little shorter. It now falls to her upper shoulders, and she has some Christmas tree slides clipped in the side. The small living room of my old home is all decorated for Christmas with everything I loved to put out every year. “Anyway, we got a letter and a return address thingy to make this DVD so you can see it. Bethany told me in her texts that you got a big wolf as a familiar and that you are super happy. I wish I could see you to know if that’s true…but…but I know you love animals, so you must be happy. I have a gift I made for you, and I’m going to keep it until I see you soon. It will be soon, right?”

      “Yes,” I answer her as she stares at the screen, and my voice cracks. Tears openly fall down my cheeks as Phoebe cries, and Grandma Pops comes into the screen, wrapping an arm around her.

      “Don’t be silly, you know your sisters would never leave you. Anastasia will be back soon, and so will Bethany, you will see. Now say goodbye for now and wish Anastasia a merry Christmas,” Grandma Pops suggests, and Phoebe nods her head, lifting away from Grandma Pops’s shoulder.

      “Bye-bye, sis. I really miss you and love you, and Merry Christmas. I can’t wait to give you the biggest hug ever!” Phoebe shouts the last bit, and I laugh through my tears.

      “Goodbye, dear. I am so very proud of you, and I love you,” Grandma Pops says to the camera, moving a little too close. The video cuts out as they wave goodbye, and Mason wraps an arm around me as I calm myself down and wipe my eyes.

      “I don’t know how you did that, but it was the best Christmas present I’ve ever had,” I admit, and they all smile at me.

      “It wasn’t easy, but we have our ways. We sent a letter to Bethany, but knowing the college mail, it could have gotten lost,” Liam explains.

      “You never know, there might be a DVD on the way from her too,” Mason offers.

      “Maybe,” I say with a big smile, and then I remember they haven’t opened their gifts. “I feel like my gifts are terrible now, but you should have them.”

      “I’m sure they aren’t terrible, and even if they are just socks, I will be thankful as you are cooking dinner,” Liam says as I pass him and Mason their green wrapped gifts.

      “Agreed,” Alex adds in as I pass him his present. They open them at the same time, and I wait as they look at the keyrings they have. Alex has a snake made from wood with tiny gems going down the tail, Mason has an eagle made from silver, and Liam has a gold fox.

      “I saw that none of you have keyrings for your keys. I know they aren’t much, but—”

      “I fucking love it, thank you,” Alex interrupts me.

      “Same here,” Mason adds and leans over, pressing a small kiss to my cheek. My cheek feels like it burns as I shakily nod at him. Liam grins at me as he offers me a hand and tugs me into his arms, wrapping them tightly around me as he whispers in my ear.

      “Thank you, it’s perfect, and I will keep it forever.”

      Forever seems like a long time…and somehow it also seems like the perfect word for this Christmas.
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      The past always hurts the most.

      “It was never an argument, considering who you are,” a familiar voice speaks as I blink my eyes open to the purple room full of smashed glass, and smoke flows into the room with every breath. I can’t see the people arguing, just their silhouettes and their voices. I step closer to see the woman in a purple dress. She is turned away from me, so I can only see her blonde hair and slim figure. “The fact you dare to come in here and beg is pathetic. Get out.”

      “Give her to me, please.” I know that voice. I run forward, coughing on smoke, and just as the edges of my vision turn black, I see Alex on his knees in front of the woman, looking broken as he utters one more word. “Please.”

      

      I cough a few times as I wake up, and it’s only then I realise the smoke wasn’t in my dreams, it’s in my room. My window is open, and I run to it, looking outside to see a big fire in the distance.

      “Alex! Liam! Mason!” I scream, rushing out my room and pulling on some jeans. I tug my hoodie on just as the guys come out their rooms and rush down the stairs, clearly seeing the fire.

      “No, you need to stay here.” Alex stops me on the stairs as I try to go down.

      “I can help, I’m a nurse in training, and if anyone is burnt—”

      “You aren’t leaving, Tassie!” he shouts at me, and I flinch as I step back, feeling tears in the corner of my eye. He looks like he regrets shouting at me, but he doesn’t say anything as he turns around and heads down the stairs. Mason and Liam are already out the door, and I look out just in time to see Mason jump on Hex’s back, and they take off into the sky. Liam runs and side jumps on Silver at his side, and who knows where Alex is as he is gone. Shadow walks through the door, and against my better—likely smarter—judgement, I walk to Shadow.

      “Will you take me to the fire? I think we can help. I don’t think we should let the guys tell us what do any longer, not in this case,” I ask him, and he answers by leaning down. Feeling nervous, I climb on Shadow, gripping his fur tightly as he stands up. This reminds me of the first weird dream I had, where I was riding Shadow just like this. Shadow bolts out of the door and runs through the trees. I almost smile from the joy of riding Shadow like this as he jumps over logs, never once making me feel like I’m going to fall off. I keep my head bowed down as we get closer to the main part of town, which is half on fire. People are screaming and running away, everything is in chaos as my eyes sting from the smoke. Shadow stops near a building just as I hear the scream of someone, someone who sounds like a female child.

      “Can you hear that? Can you find her?” I ask Shadow, knowing his senses are better than mine. Shadow takes off, dodging the buildings and other people until he stops at a house right in the centre of town, next to the library. I hear the child scream for help once more, and I climb off Shadow. “I’m going in. Stay here, okay?”

      Shadow cries, but I ignore him, running through the open door and into a living room half on fire. I head to the stairs, holding my hand over my mouth as I duck down. I crawl up the stairs, searching the landing and spotting a door with a kid’s sign on it. I crawl over, avoiding the thick smoke above me, and push the door open. I spot legs on the other side of the room as I close the door, and the light flickers on. It’s not a kid’s room at all, it’s a balcony, and I’m not alone.

      A big, the size of Shadow big, white wolf stands on the other end of the balcony. Like the world slows down, Bethany steps around the white wolf and smiles at me.

      She doesn’t look like my sister in her purple leather trousers, a black top and a leather jacket hanging off her. My sister looks cold and emotionless as she stares at me.

      “Bethany?” I question, and she nods as tears prick my eyes.

      “This is Dawn, my familiar. I turned the same day as you. Funny that,” she answers, but she sounds so emotionless…so distant.

      “Funny?” I repeat as she walks right up to me. “It doesn’t matter. I missed you and—” I scream as she slams something small but sharp into my neck, holds it for just a second, and then pulls it back. My legs give out from under me as I fall to the floor, and Bethany leans down, softly pushing some of my hair away from my eyes. I hear the sounds of two wolves fighting, growling and snapping in the distance. I’m sure, as the world fades into darkness, I hear Bethany whisper to me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      

      Pre-Order the next book in the series, The Dying Wolf, here.
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        Hello my lovely readers.

        Thank you, thank you, thank you!!  I hope you enjoyed the start of my new series, The Familiar Empire Series! The Missing Wolf is a story I feel like I’ve been working on for a long time and don’t worry, I’m already writing the next book!

        I’ve planned for three books in this series.

        The Dying wolf is on pre-order here.

        A big thank you to my family and everyone that supported me with this book! Thank you to my wonderful Pack Leaders for everything. <3

        Especially Helayna and Mads! They are my life savers.

        You’re all amazing and I couldn’t do this without you guys.

        Happy Reading!! G. xoxo

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay in Touch and get some free books!
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        Sign up to my Newsletter for free books, teasers, giveaways and more…

        Sign up here.

        Follow me on Instagram-

        Instagram

        Find me on Facebook-

        Facebook

        Twitter is always fun-

        Twitter

        Want to see the boards full of my ideas-

        Pinterest

      

      

      Find all my books here-

      www.gbaileyauthor.com
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      Consequence. Find out more…
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      The squawking of dozens of crows makes my eyes shoot open, seeing the green grass I’m lying on as it brushes against my cheek. It’s so dark that it’s all I can think about as I lift my head. I can hear the terrible squawking above me, it’s so loud that I can’t do anything but look where it’s coming from. I search the dark sky and see the dozens of crows flying around my head. They fly in a circle, so I can only just see the stars through the wings and black feathers that fall around me. The cold wind blows against the black dress I’m wearing, and I can smell fire in the distance. I reach a hand out as the feathers suddenly start catching fire around me, the wind making them swirl around me in a vortex of fire and feathers.

      “Sleep and save, sleep and save,” the words seem to come from the crows, but I know that’s impossible because crows can’t talk. The words just keep getting louder, mixing with the squawking, the fire, and the feathers until everything is a blur. I hold my hands over my ears as it gets impossible to even think over the noise, and I scream.

      

      “Happy birthday,” my parents shout in unison as they walk into my bedroom, waking me up from another weird dream that I try to forget. Again. I’ve been having dreams of crows and the same thing for over a year, and the dreams just get more and more real. Not that any of it makes sense, and I’m not about to explain the dreams to my parents; it would just freak them out.

      “I can’t believe the day is finally here,” my mum says, looking excited as I sit up in bed. My mum doesn’t look her age, but it likely has something to do with how beautiful she is. Everyone says we look similar as I have her chocolate brown hair and matching brown eyes, but I don’t see it otherwise. I’m average looking compared to my mum, I think, though my boyfriend disagrees. My mum is the beauty queen who loves make-up and dresses, and I’m the tomboy who prefers messy buns and my favourite Dorito-stained hoodie. My dad has wavy blond hair and a constant playful expression, even this early in the morning. It’s clear they both just got out of bed, as they are still in their dressing gowns, and I wonder for a second how anyone can be so bouncy so damn early.

      “What day is it?” I say, yawning as I try to come around to reality and the fact I’m not sleeping when I should be.

      “Your birthday, of course! We need you to open this, alone, and then come find us. We will answer everything then,” my mum cryptically states, and I just gape at her. My parents have never woken me up with presents in my room…this is weird. They usually give me chocolate cake with candles on it in bed and presents later. Yet, there is no cake.

      “We should have brought her a cup of coffee. She looks like a zombie from The Walking Dead,” my dad chuckles, wrapping an arm around my mum’s waist.

      “What are you guys going on about? It’s too damn early for riddles, dad,” I reply with a groan, and dad just grins before turning around and heading out the door for a second. I flash my mum a confused look as she bounces on the spot in excitement, and I look back as dad returns with a big box. It’s a present box wrapped in light blue paper.

      “Just open the present and then come downstairs,” he tells me and walks out the door, with my mum shutting it behind them. I’m seventeen, and there’s no cake for breakfast like last year? That sucks. I look at the box and decide to have a shower before opening whatever is in there. I am hoping for a car, but that doesn’t seem likely somehow with a box this size. I grab some clothes before showering and spending ages drying my long hair. I need another haircut. I look in the mirror and shrug at my pale complexion and freckle-covered face. Seventeen, and I still look like a kid. I glance at my phone when I come back into my bedroom, seeing dozens of Facebook messages from friends at school wishing me a happy birthday, when it suddenly rings. I smile at the handsome face on the screen before answering the call.

      “Hey, Madi. Happy birthday!” Quinton, my boyfriend, says down the line in a cheery voice. He is one of those morning people too.

      “Morning, Quin, and thank you,” I reply, hearing his laugh.

      “Are you eating chocolate cake yet?” he asks. Quinton has been my friend since we were little, and then we started dating a year ago when our friendship just turned into something more. I knew I loved him as more than a friend when he climbed through my window, like he did every weekend, but seeing him soaking wet from the rain he must have walked an hour in to get to my house, and the look I remember him giving me, changed things. That night changed everything between us, and neither of us would change a thing about it now. I love him.

      “Nope, no cake today. I’m not happy,” I say, making him chuckle.

      “Aw, I will bring you cake later and your present,” he replies.

      “You didn’t have to get me anything,” I gently say.

      “You’re my girlfriend, so yeah I did,” he tells me. To be honest, I would be happy with the cake as he really didn’t need to get me anything. Quinton works part-time to afford food for himself, his sister, and his mum, as she can’t work. Not by choice, but her love of alcohol gets her fired from every job she has ever had, and the moment Quinton could work to help them, she didn’t stop him.

      “Meet you at school in an hour, yeah?” he asks. I look at the box on my bed, knowing I might as well open it and then escape to school to see Quin.

      “Sure,” I reply to him, yawning loudly. Maybe I could take a nap today as well.

      “Oh, and Sleepy?” he says, using that damn nickname that he and only four other people made up once and it stuck.

      “Yes, Quin?” I reply, trying not to yawn to prove the nickname’s point as I’m still tired.

      “Actually, it doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you later. Bye, Sleepy,” he says, his tone a little off. I frown as the line cuts off before I can reply to him. I wonder why he is being weird? I shake my head, sliding my phone into my back pocket as I walk back over to the box. I pick it up and sit on the bed before undoing the ribbon. I lift the lid off the box, and inside is an old gold book. That is certainly not a car. The book has a symbol on the front that is a half-moon in a circle with flowers and swirls inside the moon. There’s a cat drawn sitting on the moon, its head looking up at the top of the moon. Why the hell would they give me an old book with a cat on it, when I’m allergic to cats? Actually, I’m more than just allergic. Cats have a habit of going crazy when I’m near them and trying to bite or chase me. Cats are my enemies…and my parents know this.

      I reach my hands in and pick the book up, surprised by how heavy it is as I place it on my lap after pushing the box onto the bed. I open the cover slowly; the pages are made of thick, soft material that I don’t really recognize. The moment I look down at the first page, it starts to glow a soft gold colour, and my hands suddenly feel locked onto the book as the gold glow starts travelling over my hands. I scream in a panic, trying to let the damn book go, but it doesn’t work; my hands feel tied to the book no matter what I do. I stand up, trying to shake the book away, but that doesn’t work. I hear a strange, sweet noise as I run to the door then look down at the open book as I realise the book is making the sound. The book starts to get blurry only seconds before I feel myself falling back while hearing a deep voice shouting words so fast I can just barely catch them:

      Two hundred years since the last descendant rose, and a beauty that only sleeps is found. For sleep makes beauty possible, and sleep is needed to break the curse. Only her heart can save us from the curse. Only a Sleeping Beauty descendant can stop what is to come.

      I snap my eyes open and drop the book, moving back until I fall onto my bed and stare down at the book on the floor. What the hell is wrong with it?

      When I move my arm to wrap it around myself, I realise it hurts slightly. Looking down, I see the half-moon in a circle tattooed in the middle of my wrist, the one off the cover of that book—and the damn cat on it. I have a cat tattoo when cats hate me…flipping brilliant. Quin is going to laugh his head off or think I’m crazy when I explain how I got it. I’ve always wanted a tattoo, but not this way…or of a bloody cat of all things. I get off the bed, keeping my eyes on the creepy book until I get to the door, and I only look away to open it. When I glance back at the book, it disappears into gold dust. I try not to scream as I run out the door like the book itself is chasing me. I jog down the stairs as fast as I can and into the kitchen where my mum is cutting a big chocolate cake on the counter.

      “Oh my god, she is a descendant!” my mum exclaims as her eyes lock on me, and she runs over, pulling me into her arms. I look over at dad sat on the stool, reading his newspaper like he does every morning. Like nothing just happened. What the flipping hell is a descendant?

      “What is going on, mum? What is that possessed book that gave me a tattoo and disappeared into dust?” I ask, pulling away from her. “Wait, that makes me sound crazy…but that book is not right!” My mum lets me go a little, squeezing my shoulders, and she looks over to my dad, clearly giving him a look that suggests he answer.

      “It’s our family book, and it is not possessed. The book is just full of ancient magic from the first of our kind. It appears on the birthday of every descendant in our line and disappears when they have opened it,” he says and then turns the page in his newspaper like he is explaining an everyday event.

      “That makes a lot of sense,” I say drily, and he laughs loudly, finally putting the paper down.

      “So, what is the damn cat and moon tattoo on my wrist? Is someone going to explain the tattoo with another crazy story?” I ask, holding out my wrist, and my parents look at each other with a small smile.

      “Yes, we will,” my mum states, sounding proud and glancing at my wrist. “Your grandmother is going to be so happy, she thought that you might get the powers one day,” mum says with a massive smile.

      “No, we will never hear the end of how your mother was right again, you mean,” Dad groans.

      “What powers? Can someone just explain what the hell is going on?” I snap, placing my hands on my hips, and mum puts an arm around my shoulders in comfort. Even with how freaked out I am, my parents just instantly calm me somehow.

      “Let’s go and sit down. It’s a long story and one I have waited so long to tell you, Madi,” she says gently. I have a feeling whatever this story is might change everything.
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