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        I’m Anastasia Noble, and after becoming a familiar, I thought I’d found my home.

        I was wrong.

      

      

      

      
        
        The famous Familiar Empire is full of secrets but none as deadly as my own past that is slowly creeping up on me.

        Alexander, Liam and Mason made a vow that means they cannot help me now.

        No matter what they promised.

        But can my angel in the shadows guide my way?

      

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to the world of the Familiars...where no one has seen the worst yet to come.
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The previous autumn…
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      My freshly painted red nails dig into the soil under my hands as I watch in pure horror as my little sister is picked up and placed into the back of a police van like some criminal. Her blonde hair flows around her in a wave of blonde and purple as her head knocks to the side, and the police officer shoves her to the side of the van. Tears fall down my cheeks as everything happening in the world seems to disappear other than this moment where I lose my sister for good. The large black wolf—no, her wolf—is carried and placed at her side before the police slam the door shut and dozens of locks click into place.

      They are scared of her and the wolf. My innocent sister who loves movie nights and Grandma Pop’s cookies is a monster to them.

      But not to me. Never to me.

      I know I won’t see my sister again, or at least not without one hell of a fight. Luckily, we Noble girls know how to put up a fight. Never in my life have I hated people…humans like me, until right now. Until I can see with my own eyes how clouded they are in their hate and fear. How they didn’t even let me say goodbye to my sister.

      The thought makes more tears fall from my eyes as a sob gets caught in my throat, which I refuse to let out. I can’t be weak in front of them. Not now, not ever. I remember the second I gave up screaming at the police when I realised that they didn’t care and that no one here will help us.

      Familiars are nothing but a problem to mankind. A joke whispered in the halls of my university.

      Familiars are another race which are small and helpless, and why would people fear them and treat them right? People don’t help those in need; they simply admire the rich and those in control.

      It’s just like when our parents died, when we needed help the most. Helpless orphans that everyone looked the other way from because our family was struggling, we were at the lowest point of our lives.

      No one helps the weak and pitiful.

      Today, they saw Ana as a threat, as a familiar, a magical race of people who became more than any science book could ever, ever explain. But Ana would never hurt anyone; I know that in my soul. My sister is good at heart. She is the one who helps the sick and those in need.

      And I’m the one who gets angry and threatens to burn the world down.

      Phoebe is always stuck in the middle, even when really she should be the little sister and not acting like the middle one.

      “Miss…” someone pauses to clear his throat. I briefly eye the police officer who is speaking, and it makes me so mad that my teeth clatter for a second and I see nothing but red. “Today has been traumatic for you, and we have counsellors that can help. How did you know the new familiar?”

      “Her name is Anastasia Noble, not just some familiar nobody, and no counsellor is going to make me okay with the fact you stole my sister!” I snap, pushing his hand away and getting myself up. I stare at the van driving my sister away in the distance, the dozen or so police cars surrounding it, and my heart feels like it’s breaking into a million tiny pieces. I’ve waited for over a year to see my sister here at my side, to have her come to university, and for us to have a future as a family. We planned out that we would work hard and get an apartment, and then we could have Phoebe move in with us.

      Phoebe. I have to tell her about Ana and then…I don’t know. What do I do next? How will I get to see my sister when she is heading to the famous Familiar Empire, where no one ever sees their relatives again. I know she will be safe…but that’s it.

      Happy is another matter entirely.

      I’ve never known much about familiars, but now is the best time to learn, it seems. The police officer is still talking, like a dumbass, and I hold a hand up in his face, not caring how disrespectful it is in this moment.

      “What is your name?” He pauses in his no doubt rehearsed speech to ask me.

      “Bethany Noble, and I’m going home. Don’t try to stop me,” I coldly tell him, and he nods, stepping aside. This is a job for him, and he really doesn’t give a shit, and we both know it. I am the strong one of our family; I had to be when we lost our parents, and my sisters needed someone to look up to. Being strong is in my blood, in my soul.

      The university is a blur as I run to my room, shoving the door open and trying not to cry when I see wine and the red dress I had left out for Ana. I had this great night planned for us, and now I don’t even know when I’m going to see my sister again, let alone show her the world. Thick tears fall without my permission as I pick the wine bottle up and throw it across the room. It smashes into the wall above my bed, cracking into pieces, and the red wine drips down the white walls.

      “Bethany, open up!” Damon’s deep voice shouts as he bangs the door a few times. Fuck, this is the last thing I need. Damon is a one-night stand that somehow turned into my best friend in the space of two weeks, but he is a mystery to me. Cold and collected, attractive and full of secrets…he is every girl’s wet dream. Damon is a teaching assistant, which makes him forbidden, and I love that. It helps that he is good in bed too.

      I just don’t want to see him right now with everything that just happened. My head feels like a million thoughts are swirling around inside it, and god knows not all of the thoughts are good. I wipe some of the tears away as he continues to bang the door, and I pull it open, glaring at him. His black hair is wavy, strands flickering in every direction like he just rolled out of bed. Wearing his black leather jacket, black denim jeans and a white tee with his sunglasses held in it, he looks like a bad guy from a movie set.

      And this is exactly why I ended up in his bed.

      “Was that your sister? Did she become a familiar today?” Damon asks, and I nod once. In seconds I’m in his arms, pressed tightly against his chest as I cry some more. Eventually I push him away, and he steps back. “Fuck, it will be okay, Beth.”

      “How could it be okay? My sister is a fucking familiar, and I will never see her again. Ana and Phoebe are all I have in this world, and I’ve just lost part of my small family I can’t get back,” I blurt out. “I’m so mad at them! How could they just take her away from me? Why couldn’t I get a chance to say goodbye?”

      “Look, get some sleep, and I will call my uncle. He is a familiar and might know how you could see Ana again,” he suggests, brushing some of my hair from my eyes. “I’m going to fix this, trust me.”

      For a second, hope bangs in my heart. “Really? You’d do that for me?”

      “There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for you, Beth,” he replies with a cheeky grin before he leaves my apartment. I change into joggers and a vest top before cleaning up my room and eventually just sitting on the bed, staring at nothing until someone knocks my door. I go to answer it just as a strange feeling shoots down my arm. Pain hits me like a brick, and I scream as my hand burns and I fall to the floor.
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The truth.

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The shaking of a car, followed by the drone of an engine, wakes me up, and I blink, feeling my hand sore and burning as I realise I’m in the back of a large van. Above me, bright lights shine down the side of windowless van, and soft music hums from the front where a small window is shut, so I can’t see the driver. My burning hand distracts me, and I lift it up, gazing at the mark on the back. A white wolf with glowing blue eyes fills the back of my hand down to my wrist, the image so vivid it looks real. A huff gets my attention, and I freeze, realising I’m not alone. Very slowly I turn around and come face to face with a white wolf. She is huge, as big as Ana’s familiar but white instead. Before I realise what I’m doing, my hand rests on the middle of the wolf’s forehead, and the name Dawn floats into my mind.

      Suddenly I’m anything but frightened of the wolf…instead, I feel like she is my safety net.

      “Dawn is your name, huh, sweetie?” I ask as I continue to stroke her. I guess I will see Ana after all, and we can live together in the Familiar Empire. Someone must have found me in my room and reported me to the police. I rest back against the wall and close my eyes for a moment as there is only one part of the human world I want to keep.

      Phoebe.

      I’m not going to be able to see Phoebe for a long time, and I promised I would always look after her and Ana. I guess I’m keeping my promise to Ana, even when it breaks my promise to Phoebe. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’m the one stuck in the middle.

      The van comes to a screeching halt, knocking me out of my head, and Dawn growls low, curling around me like she wants to fight my battles for me.

      “Don’t worry, girl, we can fight together,” I whisper to her. I rush to stand up at her side as the doors are pulled open and the cold night air blasts against my skin. Slowly Damon comes into view, and he grins at me as he holds a hand out for me to take.

      “What is going on?” I demand as I take his hand and let him help me down from the van into the empty field. Dawn jumps out after me, staying close to my back as Damon watches her for a second.

      “I can’t tell you more, but keep an open mind. I promise we aren’t the bad guys,” he warns me.

      “I’m a familiar now. Shouldn’t I be going to the Familiar Empire?” I ask.

      “The city waits for you, not the town in Scotland. You are the Dawn, and you don’t belong there,” he tells me, and my face falls. Either, Damon the hottie is crazy or telling the truth, which means I won’t get to see Ana anytime soon.

      The heavy sound of a helicopter fills my ears, and I look up to see an army type helicopter flying around us in a circle. After a while, it lands on the other side of the field, the air harshly blowing our way. As the helicopter dies down, the doors slide open, and I hold my hand over my eyes until the helicopter stops, so I can’t see who is walking across the field. When I eventually do see, I pause in shock.

      Phoebe, with her hair in one plait over her left shoulder and wearing a pink dress with a swan on it and bright purple leggings underneath, skips happily over to me while holding the hand of a woman I don’t know. How is she here? Deciding to push that thought to the back of my head for now, I focus on the woman. She must be in her thirties, with long blonde hair that is held up high in a ponytail, yet the end still falls to her knees. She is stern on approach, but her dark blue eyes seem so familiar.

      Phoebe lets the woman’s hand go and runs to me, wrapping her arms around my neck as I squeeze her tight.

      “Are you okay?” I whisper to her, breathing in how she smells of strawberries and vanilla. If they have hurt one hair on her head, I will burn the helicopter down with this woman inside it.

      And Damon too for good measure.

      “I’m so happy!” Phoebe shouts at me, hurting my ears a tad. She sees Dawn behind me, and rather than being scared, she scoots out of my arms and steps closer to her. She starts to stroke her fur, and she purrs at her touch.

      “Bethany Noble, I’ve waited what seems a long time to meet you,” the woman says, but her eyes are running over me a mile a minute, looking like she is searching for something.

      “How do you have my sister, and who are you?” I demand. “Where is our foster parent, Grandma Pops?”

      “My name is Courtney Violeta, and I am the current leader of the royal house of familiars. It’s time you came home with me,” she answers, and completely ignores my question.

      Crossing my arms, I tilt my head to the side. “Why?”

      “I’m your aunt, Bethany Noble. My younger sister was and is missed dearly. I promise every answer you seek is with me. With your family,” she replies, and I all but shake at the shock. I have other family? An aunt?

      I glance back at Damon, who winks.

      “I have family who stayed with me when my parents died. I.e. my sisters!” I all but shout. “Where were you when we needed an aunt?”

      She smiles and takes another step closer. “Continuing our heritage that will make sure no one has to run away and die as your parents did. Come and help me win, Bethany Noble and your Dawn.”

      She holds out her small hand, and I look back at Phoebe, knowing I can’t defend her like this. I can’t help Ana if I’m dead. Closing my eyes, I take my aunt’s hand in mine, and for a second, I close my eyes.

      I’m going to save you, Anastasia, because you are my family.
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My dreams have nothing on this reality…
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        I watch a woman in a light, almost glowing, purple dress dance around with a little girl. The girl must only be three, if that, and stumbles on every step in the heavy dark purple dress she has on. Her little silver shoes glitter in the lights of the ballroom, and laughter fills the air.

        Everyone is so happy.

        And when that little girl suddenly stops, turning her head to me, I freeze.

        Her light blue eyes, soft features, and pouty lips only belong to one person that I know.

        Bethany.

      

      

      

      I wake up with a gasp, jolting myself as my dry throat makes me gulp in cold air. My lips are cracked as I run my tongue over them and sit up off the light silver tiles I’m sat on. The room is cold, the kind of cold that fills a place when there is no one living here for a long time, or at least no one has been in here. I can’t help but freeze as I realise I’ve seen this room before in my dreams, everything about it is so familiar. The tall stained purple glass walls, the silver tiles on the floor, and the massive crystal and glass chandelier that hangs in the middle of the room. It’s all too familiar, too haunting, and fear crawls into my chest, making itself at home. I mentally search for Shadow, relieved to feel him close to me and calm. He must be sleeping or knocked out to be this calm. I remember all the events before I passed out. The white wolf called Dawn fighting with Shadow.

      I remember Bethany, my sister, who looked nothing like my sister at all. Her features were cold, drawn back, and she was a familiar.

      Bethany is a familiar...like me.

      And she hurt me.

      Likely kidnapped me…and my guys don’t know where I am. How could they? I need to get to Alex, Liam and Mason. They can make sense of all this and what exactly we do next.

      “Don’t be afraid. It is not in our blood to fear anything.” I sharply turn my head to see a woman walk down the steps from a glass door. Every step gives me a second to actually look at her. High cheekbones, taut, tight lips, ridiculously long blonde hair, and she is stick-thin, almost in a sickly way. Her purple dress fits her like a glove, stopping at her knees, and the long sleeves cover most of her up.

      “Our blood?” I question as I force myself to stand despite how dizzy I still feel. I touch the side of my neck where it still hurts. Whatever Bethany knocked me out with is not out of my system yet. The woman just circles me, her eyes taking in every part of me she can, I suspect. I grit my teeth, my words laced with anger and annoyance. “I asked you a question.”

      “That’s more like it. Your father’s temper is inside you after all,” she all but laughs. “I was concerned only Bethany had it, as Phoebe is too much like your mother.”

      That makes me pause. “What do you know about my sisters?”

      “Everything.” The word is simply spoken, but it means a lot more. “They will live with me, and so shall you, Anastasia Noble. I’m your aunt, Courtney Violeta, and I am the current leader of the royal house of familiars, one of only three royal houses who have survived the many years since our creation.”

      “I don’t believe you. My parents had no sisters or brothers,” I snap, crossing my arms. “And what are the royal houses of familiars?”

      “Many would die or hand their children over to be in your shoes, Anastasia. The royal houses of familiars are the leading, the most powerful and richest houses in the familiar empire,” she claims and nods her head to the side. “Follow me.” I don’t exactly have any other option as she walks to the glass window and pushes it gently. It turns to the side, letting in the cold air, and it feels like waking up as it hits my cheeks. I force my tired legs to the window and outside onto the small glass-walled balcony. Roses in pots line the pathway to the edge of the balcony, where Courtney stops and rests her hands on the thick glass edge. I walk to her side, and I’m speechless as I see the sight in front of me.

      It’s a city in the forest, surrounded by mountains tall enough to touch the sky. The trees are tall and thick, stretching like a wave in and out of the chubby wooden cabins, buildings and roads below. In the centre of the city is dozens of high-rise flats, covered in moss and ivy that wraps around them so they almost look like something natural in the forest. The distant sound of people talking and the noise of a city fills my ears as I look up at the dozens of different birds flying in the sky.

      Familiars.

      “Where are we?” I demand.

      “North America, the biggest city of the familiars on earth,” she answers but that makes no sense. I was just in Scotland…how long was I sleeping? “And before you ask, we kept drugging you for a few days. I did not want you waking up without me there to explain everything.”

      Holy gods.

      I notice everything in the Familiar Empire city looks like it is made out of wood and stone, all natural, as I stare at the breath-taking view. I hardly hear Courtney speak at first, and if I’m honest with myself, I almost forgot she was here. “There are over five hundred different houses, which is a word we use for families here, and nearly every single one of them is in debt to our house in some kind of way. We control the empire as much as the House of Dawn does, and you are part of that now that I found you.”

      “Bethany found me,” I gripe. “And what is the House of Dawn? Another rich and crazy family?” Her hand shocks me as she slaps me hard and quick. I stumble back, tears pricking my eyes as she glares at me, wiping her hand on the side of her dress. I taste blood, and it reminds me who I am and where I am.

      This isn’t a family reunion full of happy memories…no, this is one crazy woman with some kind of claim to be my aunt, and a city full of secrets.

      Aunt Courtney, the bitch, smiles at me as she crosses her arms. “I am your aunt, and we never speak a bad word about our house. The Violeta House has been through too much, become too powerful to be spoken about like you just did. Learn some respect, or I will kill you myself rather than let you be an embarrassment to us all.”

      “Where is Shadow?” I demand as I’ve had enough of this crap.

      “Safe in your room below. I swear on my own familiar that he has not been hurt,” she counters, and I look around for her familiar, not seeing any animal. Suddenly a small blue lizard peeps out of her hair that sways in the breeze before disappearing again.

      “Where were you when my parents died?” I spit out. “You want to play the family card, but where were you when we needed you? Hiding in your glass palace?”

      She softly smiles at me, taking me by surprise for a brief second. “I loved my sister like you love yours, but we did not get along all of the time. When it came to men, especially. I wanted to marry the oldest son of the House of Dawn, but when it came down to it, he loved someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “Your mother. It was a scandal here, and our parents would not allow it. Then your mother found out she was pregnant with Bethany, and the story changed. They got married, uniting our houses, and I knew one day I would find the love of my life, and we would get married. If I wanted that, at least. We were all happy, I swear it,” she promises.

      “But?” I question, my heart pounding from learning all this about my family. Everything I knew was lies.

      “I don’t know,” she honestly tells me. “One second everything was fine, and the next your parents were gone. Just vanished from the familiar world, and we looked for years. The familiars’ best detective passed away three years ago, and no one else here would take the job as it was a dead case. I went to the humans, and they searched. I only found out this year that my sister is gone from the humans’ records. I looked for Bethany next, knowing she had to be out there alone, and I just found you three.”

      “Three for the price of one. Not expected, huh?” I say.

      “No, but I am glad you are both familiars. I would be surprised if you weren’t at this age; your bloodline is so pure,” she replies with a large smile. “If your parents were here, they would be so proud of you.”

      “We both changed...but why weren’t we born familiars?” I ask, gulping down any emotion her comment brings.

      “It’s common, do not worry.” She waves a hand and steps closer to me all at the same time. “I want you to embrace your family and make a home here. Phoebe is here, and so is Bethany. We can start over with our family.”

      I almost smile at her, lulled into the deep desires I have and long for, but then I remember the truth. My aunt is poison hidden in candy. The sting of my cheek reminds me of that.

      “Why did Bethany knock me out and force me here?” I ask.

      “Bethany is working for your father’s family...and they found you first. I have Phoebe, and they have Bethany,” she sighs. “I did find you three first, but by the time I brought Phoebe and Bethany back to the empire, the House of Dawn had their lawyers ready when we landed.”

      “The court of some kind decided one child each?” I question.

      “Exactly...and you are stuck in the middle, Anastasia,” she says with a smile, though her calculating eyes give her away. “The agreement was made to let you choose which family to side with. For now, you will spend a week with me and then a week at the House of Dawn until you make a decision.”

      “That’s why you want me in your family. It’s to win one over on them for taking Bethany,” I counter. “And why exactly would our foster grandmother just let Phoebe go?”

      “Your three uncles are not a good family for you. They are cruel and act as a company in every decision they make. They are the house that does the most for the familiar empire, but until you see what they do, you won’t understand,” she replies. “I know you think I am evil and cold, but time has made me this way. Everything I do is for our home, our family and legacy. As for your foster parent, she was happy to let Phoebe go, and I gave her enough money to buy her own cruise ship if she wanted.”

      “I will make my own decisions, but for now, I want to go home,” I demand. “I want to see—”

      “You are home!” Aunt Courtney shouts.

      “No, not without…” My words drift off. Alexander, Mason and Liam…I need them.

      “Who?” she asks with a taunting smile. I doubt there is little this woman doesn’t know about me at this point.

      “Without us. Her real family.”
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My knight in armour has dark hair and even darker eyes…
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      I sharply spin around to see Alexander standing by the glass, the sunlight reflecting off his eyes that only watch me like there is no one else in the world.

      That’s how my Alex looks at me.

      And I’ve been a fool to never see it before. A cold hand wraps tightly around my wrist when I inch closer to him on instinct. His eyes never leave mine as a cold smirk intended for my aunt crosses over his eyes.

      “Alexander George...are you here to beg at my feet once more?” Aunt Courtney asks, her voice like a schoolchild asking for candy. The words make me pause, thinking back to the dream I had just before the fire...I saw Alex on his knees. He was begging my aunt.

      How could I possibly have seen that?

      Does it make all the other dreams real?

      “I will never beg or kneel to anyone again,” he growls, his eyes fixed on my aunt’s hand on my wrist. “You cannot hold Anastasia here against her will, and she is over eighteen, so you have no custody of her. It breaks the familiar law you made yourself not so long ago if you try to keep her here. The House of Violeta wouldn’t want to be seen as lawbreakers, would they?”

      “Leave and I will never let you see Phoebe again. She is under eighteen and in my custody,” Aunt Courtney whispers to me, and I’m not sure if Alex could have heard her. “Is a boy worth more than your sister?”

      We both know there isn’t a decision to be made other than what she wants right now.

      “Can Alex and I speak alone for a moment?” I ask Aunt Courtney with a smile, and she smiles back like she has won. For now, she might have won a battle, but the war is just beginning.

      She leans down, pressing a sickly kiss on my cheek. “Anything for you, my niece.” I stay silent as Courtney leaves through one of the glass panels, and the second she is gone, I’m in Alex’s arms. He presses me to his chest, and I can only breathe him in like he isn’t real.

      Like I’m trapped in one of my many dreams.

      “We aren’t alone, so be careful what you say. Remember the secrets I told you never to tell?” he whispers to me. “Tassie, remember us. Remember what is real.”

      “Like how you want to kiss me, Alex?” I whisper back, joking a little bit to distract whoever might be listening. I know he means the way I can make Shadow shapeshift into other creatures. “I promise I won’t tell them.”

      He chuckles against my neck, his hot breath making me shiver. “I wish I could put you over my shoulder and drag you out of here before you learn the truth.”

      “Tell me, Alex. Tell me all your lies,” I whisper back. “Tell me what I don’t know but always wanted to. Don’t you think I knew how many secrets you were keeping from me? I knew, and I’ve always waited for you tell me the truth.”

      He sighs, and it’s more than just a normal sound. It’s him finally giving in and telling me their secrets. I wish Mason and Liam were here.

      “I work for the House of Violeta, and I am in debt to the House of Dawn for my birth. I am basically a slave to these houses because they each have one of my sisters. My youngest sister lives here, and my oldest is married to one of your uncles,” he tells me, but not a lot of that makes sense to me. Why would his sister live here? Why would he be in debt for his birth?

      “I don’t understand,” I say, shaking my head.

      “You will soon. Mason and Liam want to be here, but they aren’t allowed in the gates like I am. I am only allowed once a month to see Skye, but I needed to see you. We have an apartment here, and Shadow could track our scents. You just need to find a way to make her let you leave or figure something out,” he whispers to me. “Or we will come for you, and it won’t be pretty.”

      “You can’t cause trouble with both our sisters here. I go to the Dawn for a week soon. Maybe they will let me see you,” I suggest, but his face suggests otherwise. “Bethany acted like I was a stranger to her. What have my uncles done to my sister these last couple months?”

      “They destroy everything, and you cannot trust them, Tassie,” he tells me.

      “Then who do I trust?” I ask around a humourless laugh. “Why were you in Scotland anyway and not in this city?”

      “The House of Violeta sent us there to find Dawn and to take over so they had control there,” he tells me.

      “Why is Dawn important?” I ask, confused about why my sister’s wolf is something they would have been looking for. He goes to speak, but the glass doors swing open and five men in dark purple army gear come out and stand in a line, their hands on the guns on their side. Behind each one of them stands a bear that makes me gulp. Hands cup my cheeks, and I look back at Alex just before he kisses me. The kiss is brief, not long enough for me to really feel him, and he lets me go. He walks to the line of guards and looks back at me once, a playful twinkle in his eyes even as I feel like falling through the floor right now. Everything inside me is numb, and I don’t know who to trust anymore.

      He turns back, and the guards step forward, but his words make me grin. “Be my pain in the ass, Tassie. Fight, because giving up and being docile doesn’t suit you. You’re Anastasia Noble, remember that!”

      Alexander is right; it doesn’t suit me to just roll over and accept my life.

      And I won’t let myself fall under my aunt’s boot because there happen to be secrets that want to swallow me even when I need to know them. As Alexander is led out, I keep my head high, my blonde hair moving around my shoulders in the breeze.

      I’m Anastasia Noble, and the Familiar Empire will not break me. I step through the glass after Alex and the guards are gone, into the ballroom from my dreams. I saw a man shot with an arrow...was that real? He died, I’m sure of it, and I don’t think they were my parents. I still remember what my mum and dad looked like, and that wasn’t them.

      So who died in here, on these silver tiles?

      Who was the woman in the dress?

      “Annie!” Phoebe shouts in joy as she runs into the room, her blonde hair all curly like it was just taken out of braids. She throws herself into my arms, and I hold her as close as I can, breathing how she smells like candy and roses as I meet Courtney’s eyes above Phoebe’s head. I smile at her to put her at ease, and she smiles back like this is a normal family reunion.

      But it can never be, because my mum and dad ran away from this world for a reason.

      And I’m damn sure going to find out what that reason is before saving my sisters and taking them home to Scotland with my real family.

      The ones I know will fight for me no matter what.

      This isn’t my home, it’s my nightmare.
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For our family, the world can wait…
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      “How is she?” I ask Alex the second he steps out the gates of the mansion, and I hate how we can’t get in there. The glass palace, or place of horrors to most in the Familiar Empire, now holds our girl.

      “You were right; she is a daughter of the House of Dawn and Violeta. As fucked up as that parentage can make anyone, she is okay,” he answers, and I suck in a deep breath, whereas Mason looks like he is breathing for the first time since we got back here thanks to a favour from a friend. Anastasia couldn’t have been be more than a few hours here before us and hopefully her crazy family hasn’t talked to her yet. My mind is still in shock at the news of who Ana really is and we only know because of our spies in the big houses. They found out who Bethany was and sent us a note. Funny enough we got the note an hour too late. The fires were just under control and we were worn out, but the second we got the note, we searched for Ana. I knew she was gone before we got home. I sensed it.

      We walk down the road that leads to the city and to our home, all of us lost in thought. I know my mum is going to be happy to see me back, but maybe not when I explain why we are home. “I’ve bribed three guards who will watch her and let us know what is going on. Her aunt is playing the long-lost niece card, and I don’t think she is in any danger right this second.”

      “Every part of me wants to go in there, punch and kill anyone that gets between me and her,” Mason growls.

      “And she might get hurt. So could her little sister and Skye,” Alex points out, always the smart one and usually the angry one. I’m not sure why he is the voice of reason in our group right at this moment. “And Skye is going to sneak Ana out later. We can tell her everything then.”

      “Everything?” Mason asks.

      “Might as well. She will find out soon. Lies will make it harder for her to trust us,” I say, and they both nod at me. Ana is going to find out about the world she was born into…and realise at the same time we aren’t going anywhere.

      She may have just found out where she came from, but she found her family in a cabin months ago.
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Memories become whispers over time.
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      “I missed you,” Phoebe whispers to me, her head resting on my arm and her tiny hand tightly gripped in my own. We follow our not so lovely aunt out of the ballroom and into another large glass room. This one has several large paintings that hang on the gaps between the glass, and I all but freeze when I see the one so close to us.

      Mum, dad and a small baby I would guess is Bethany are holding each other. Mum and dad look at each other like there is no one else in the world, and Bethany sleeps peacefully in their arms. A pang of sadness fills me, almost taking my breath away at the same time I feel oddly jealous that I won’t find a painting or picture of me with my parents.

      Bethany and I have memories but they are fading with every day. Like the painting is in my head and every day it blurs a little more until I can hardly remember how my mum used to laugh. How my dad played guitar and loved football.

      “And then Skye said that they do ride horses here if someone has a horse as a familiar. It’s so unfair that Skye has a familiar and I don’t, but Auntie Courtney said I would get a familiar when I’m older just like you and Bethany. I really want a horse!” Phoebe goes on and on, explaining her entire life story in a matter of moments, and I smile at her because it is so good to have her close, even when we are in a lion’s den. I pause and place both my hands on her cheeks, watching her bright blue eyes.

      “I love your rambling, Pheebs,” I say, and she giggles as I kiss her forehead.

      “This way, children,” Courtney gently suggests, and she holds a glass door open for me. I guess there is no throwing pebbles in this house. We follow Courtney up a staircase and to another corridor where she shows me the door to Phoebe’s room, then we stop outside mine two doors down.

      “My room is on the next floor up if you need me. The kitchen has twenty-four-hour staff, and you will find a phone in your room to call them if you need anything at all,” she informs me like a damn robot.

      “They make the best cupcakes with stars on them,” Phoebe whispers to me, and Courtney grins at her for a second before cooling her expression back to normal. I’m not sure if it is sweet or scary how she smiles.

      I’m going with scary for now.

      “I’m afraid I am out tonight for work, but the guards know to keep the doors locked. We wouldn’t want anyone coming in here and hurting you, would we?” she says so sweetly. More like escaping. Locked doors and guards are not going to stop me getting out of here and finding Mason, Liam and Alex later.

      “Of course,” I reply. “How kind of them.”

      Courtney ignores my jab. “In the morning, a dress fitter will be here at six a.m. sharp. I expect you to let her measure you and choose a suitable dress for a party tomorrow night.”

      “Party?” I echo.

      “Yes. The Violeta house is finally restored and has a glowing future with you both under my wing. Plus we haven’t used the ballroom and back of the mansion in a long time. I expect you to show the other houses how respectful your parents made you,” she states, but her comment is more for me than Phoebe.

      “Will you tell me more stories about mum if I behave?” Phoebe asks, and my heart hurts as she looks at Courtney like she is the answer to all her prayers. The real-life Santa Claus.

      Courtney rests her hand on Phoebe’s shoulder, and I swallow the urge to knock it off. “I will tell you any stories you like. Now, why don’t you go and find your maid?”

      Phoebe looks between me and Courtney. I don’t want her to go, but it sounds like neither of us have a choice. “But Annie...”

      “Is tired from a long trip here and wants to see her familiar in her room, I’m sure,” she replies to Phoebe.

      “We will catch up, alone, later,” I softly tell her, running my hand over her hair. “I will come in and tell you a fairy tale to get you to sleep like I used to.”

      “Deal!” she squeals before tightly hugging me once and running off down the stairs.

      “Whatever you must think of me, I do love and care for you both,” Courtney tells me and shakes her head, clearing her throat. “Family is everything in the Familiar Empire. Remember that when you meet your uncles tomorrow.”

      “Why? Because they are my family too, if I’m not mistaken and you’re not lying,” I reply, and I can tell my words piss her off, as her cheek twitches.

      “We all wish they weren’t, but yes, they are. Your father was a good egg in a basket of rotting ones,” she states with a cold gaze. Without another word, she leaves me in the corridor and heads down the stairs, her heels clicking against the wood. I open the door to my new bedroom and immediately see Shadow sleeping on a blue stitched rug on the floor. A dark-skinned little girl is lying next to him, stroking his face gently, and on her head of black curls sits a tiny bluebird, almost nested in her messy bun of dark curls. She has on skinny black jeans and a small white crop top over a long-sleeved purple tee shirt. Pen marks and dirt litter her clothes like she ran through a mud puddle while drawing.

      “Hello?” I say, stepping further into the room, and the girl jumps, making the bird fly off her and land on the double bed.

      “I’m Skye...you must be Anastasia,” the girl says, holding out a firm hand and I take it without a second thought. Skye...Alex’s sister. I see him in her brown eyes and the slight curve of her bow lips. “My brother came here for a second, and he told me I could trust you. That makes us friends.”

      “Does it now?” I ask with a slight chuckle as I walk into the room. I sit on the floor next to Shadow, sinking my hands into his fur as Skye sits down next to me. The little bird flies back on top of her head. “What’s your familiar’s name?”

      “Loops,” she proudly states, and I see she has the same proud nature as Alex. “And I sneak out of here every night. Want me to show you how later?”

      “Definitely,” I whisper back to my new mischievous friend. “I have a feeling you and I are going to be best friends.” My thoughts drift to Raine and how I might not see her for a long time. I hope she is okay and building back the town after the fire. I don’t even know if anyone was hurt, and the very thought makes me shiver with guilt. I should be there helping them, not sitting in a rich house with no clue how I’m going to escape with my sisters.

      Especially considering Bethany is clearly playing into this life like she was born here.

      “Most certainly,” she agrees, and it makes me laugh despite everything. “I can’t wait to see Alex and my uncles, Liam and Mason.”

      “I lived with them for a while, and I can’t wait to see them too. We should make our way together once Shadow wakes up,” I suggest as I’m so done with this place.

      “Together,” she nods in agreement as Shadow wakes up. He huffs at me before knocking me onto my back and lying on my stomach. I stroke his face as he whines a little, and I close my eyes. I know, boy.

      “Be ready in two hours. They change the guards around then, and it means we can use my secret exit. Though the guards are stupid, and it’s too easy to escape here. We have four hours out there before we have to be back because they do a room check,” she groans. “And I’ve learnt that if you’re not back in time and not in your room, they go mental.”

      “Two hours,” I nod at the serious little girl who talks like she is a teenager. She can’t be older than eight, and she is the opposite of my younger, very trusting sister. I wonder if they get along at all? Skye runs out of my room, her bird flying after her as I rest my head back on the hard wood. The room is cold, sterile almost, with white walls, a black leather bed and white sheets. The blue rug is the only bit of colour in here, and immediately I miss the cabin.

      That was my home...and one day I’m going to get us back there.

      All of us.
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A first kiss to never forget…
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      “Shadow, you need to stay here. You’re too big to sneak out,” I say seconds after Skye walks into my room and shuts the door behind her. I’ve changed into skinny jeans, a white tee and a black coat that ties in the middle. My blonde hair is down and messy, but I couldn’t find a hairband anywhere, so it will have to do.

      “Actually, Shadow is allowed to walk past the guards. He can just meet us outside,” Skye says, hands on her tiny hips. “The familiars are all free, unlike us.” Over the last few hours, I’ve learnt that Skye and Phoebe are best friends, and they get along like a house on fire because Skye is good at acting and Phoebe doesn’t actually seem to care. After Courtney took over at story time with Phoebe, Skye pretended to be fast asleep in her pink sheeted bed. In fact, the girls’ room is nothing but pink princess crap touching everything, and I get a funny feeling Skye isn’t into princesses. I eye Skye’s black clothes, mud-covered black jeans and scruffy boots.

      “Did Courtney buy you those clothes?” I ask as Shadow leaves the room, not without brushing against Skye’s side in a loving way.

      “Yes, but the top and jeans were light purple.” She scrunches her nose up, and it makes me laugh. “It took me ages in the kitchen to dye them black,” she informs me. Smart kid. Though that isn’t shocking, considering who she is related to. “Come on.” I follow her out of the room and down two flights of stairs where she soon comes to a halt, whacking her arm into my chest to stop me. “Hold on, blondie. Two guards walk past in three minutes.”

      “Did you just call me blondie?” I whisper, trying not to chuckle. A clock chimes somewhere in the distance, and with that, we are moving once again. We pass what I think is a spare dining room with furniture covered up by white sheets all around. We head through a door at the back of the room leading to a small kitchen, which is also empty. Skye grabs a pair of keys off the wall by the large wooden door at the back and unlocks the door. I help her push the heavy door open, and we both slide out into the cold night air. Skye locks the door and hangs the key on a nail in the stone before running off. I jog fast to keep up with her as she jumps between trees and rocks, clearly knowing her way like the back of her hand. Eventually, we come to a dirt road lit up by dim streetlights.

      “We need to head down this path for about half an hour to get into the city,” she tells me.

      “Is it safe?” I ask, stepping on some fallen branches and tiny stones.

      “Are you scared of the forest?” she asks without a hint of judgement on her part. Damn, this kid is old for her age. I almost feel sorry for her, but she reminds me of, well, me. Bethany and I had to grow up quickly, but I can’t say it didn’t mess us up in the long term. The last time I saw my sister, she knocked me out, and then it seems like she disappeared. Bethany, where the hell are you? I raise my head, looking up as Skye’s bird flies between the tall trees, doing loops. Ah, her name makes some sense now. I lower my gaze to the darkness of the forest ahead of us, the deep shadows that lie in between them and the wolf eyes I catch flashing in the darkness.

      My Shadow.

      “It’s smart to be scared. It’s a normal emotion for humans and familiars. We can’t let the fear control us though,” I answer her, more for myself. Her tiny hand finds mine, and she only squeezes it once before letting go and walking ahead. The walk is silent for a long time, only the sound of our feet crunching over the branches and leaves with every step. “How long have you lived with Courtney for?”

      “I was three when she took me from my sister and brother,” she answers, her voice full of spite. “Everyone knows she takes children because she couldn’t have one of her own, no matter how much she tried. Some people say she was pregnant when your mum and dad ran away, and lost the baby because of the stress. But who actually knows?”

      I ponder on that for a moment. “Is she cruel to you?”

      “I’m mostly ignored now Phoebe is here, and she actually loves the attention and pink crap, so it’s okay,” she tells me. “But I want to be with my real family, no matter how much Courtney is nice to me.”

      “Are there other kids?” I ask.

      “No, just us, but there are plenty of rich houses around here with kids that aren’t theirs. That’s why the House of Violeta is so powerful. They give the poor money for medicine and in exchange, they give the House of Violeta a debt. My mum, before she died, made a debt with your house to save my life,” she pauses in the middle of her story, her voice dropping. “I was born sick with a heart condition, just like Alex, and the House of Violeta or the House of Dawn were the only choices my parents had. They already owed the House of Dawn for saving Alex…so there was no choice in the end.”

      “What would the House of Dawn have taken in return?” I ask. “What did they take for Alex?”

      “Things far worse than just having your kid taken,” she whispers, like a ghost story around a bonfire in the middle of the deep dark night. Only this ghost story might have something to do with why my parents ran away with Bethany, and I need to know more.

      “Like what?”

      “Well, I don’t know for sure. I can’t get an adult to actually tell me because they say I’m too young and I’d get scared.” She rolls her eyes, and it makes my lips twitch. “But they are scientists who want to further the familiar race...no matter what. I guess it must be bad if people would rather give their kids away than accept their help.”

      “Must be,” I whisper back, a shiver travelling down my spine. “So why is Alexander in debt to my aunt?”

      “Courtney wanted to take me as a baby, but Alexander offered to be in debt to her as long as I could live with my parents until I was five. But then my parents both died when I was three, and it all went wrong,”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I lost my parents young too.”

      “I can’t remember them much,” she tells me with wide eyes. “But I have a photo of them. I will show you when we go back.”

      “I’d love that,” I tell her, and she grins. A few more questions litter around my head, but I’m saving them for Alex. He should tell me the real truth if he wants to, and I don’t want to upset my little get-out-of-jail-free kid anymore. The forest here is refreshing as we head through it, following the long path which makes sharp turns as it takes us down the hill. Eventually, we come out of the forest and right smack bang into a crowd of people. My eyes must look like saucers as I stare at the tall high rises of flats that have actual flowers and green moss climbing all the way around them to the top, with hundreds of birds flying around. In between the flats are dozens of market stalls where people flitter in and out, all of them different ages. There is so much to look at that I’m frozen for a second, just taking in all the bright colours and the animals running around the streets with the people. Their familiars.

      The peace of the city. Skye’s hand slides into mine, and she drags me through the crowd, and I hang on for dear life as I bump into several people, mumbling sorry as we go. The next ten minutes are chaos as we head through the crowd until we get to one of the entrances of the flat. Skye types in a code, but the door swings open before she finishes it.

      “Mason.” I barely get his name out or a second to really look at him before he kisses me. His lips find mine as we have always known each other, and the rest of the world around us blurs away.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t want him to kiss me since the moment we met.

      I don’t care that we aren’t alone or that our lives are messed up. Mason and me? It’s been us since the beginning, since I opened my bedroom door and my builder was there with secrets in his eyes and a big heart full of kindness despite everything.

      I don’t hear the crowds of people; I don’t care where we are when Mason’s lips are on mine. He takes it all away with each kiss, drawing out pleasure from my body and soul. My legs are shaky as he breaks the kiss, but he doesn’t let me go. His warm hands stay on my hips, holding me to him.

      “Miss me?” I ask, and he laughs as I finally get to look at him. Other than the blue, nearly purple, bags under his eyes, Mason hasn’t changed much, but it still feels like ages since I saw him last. His white hair is somehow brighter and softer to touch, falling down the one side of his head. The other side needs shaving, and his beard is scruffier than I’ve ever seen it. Dressed in only a black tee shirt and jeans, he still looks like a supermodel that’s escaped a mountain rescue magazine.

      “More than anything, but we have a lot to explain. Will you come in?” he asks me.

      “Hello, Uncle Mason!” Skye huffs, crossing her arms as Mason lets me go. “You could say thank you for bringing your girlfriend here.”

      Mason picks her up in a bear hug, and she squeals until he lets her go, both of them laughing. The moment is so sweet it hurts my heart. “Thanks, kid. Are you off to see Alex?”

      “Is he at the old house?” she asks with a grin.

      “As always,” Mason replies, and Skye nods, turning her gaze to me.

      “I will be back in three hours, and then we got to leave for the ice palace. I.e. home,” she tells me and fist bumps Mason. “See ya!” We watch her run off and disappear into the crowd, leaving Mason and me alone. I look up, meeting his pale green eyes that say a million different things in one.

      “Tell me everything.”
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A whole lot of truth.

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mason’s hand never leaves mine as we head up the worn-down stairs, passing a few men and women sitting on the steps who flash me hostile gazes and smiles just for Mason. A few of the younger women run their eyes over him, and a deep gutted feeling of jealousy makes me want to inch closer to Mason. The inside of the building is old with cracks in the walls, but overall it’s clean, and clearly the people living here are trying to make it nice. A few kids run past us, singing an unfamiliar song about familiars, but the lull of the song soothes my nerves for a second until they are gone.

      “Is this where you grew up then?” I ask, and Mason shakes his head.

      “I didn’t lie about my upbringing and what I told you,” he quietly answers me. “I came to the empire when I turned into a familiar. I was ten. I met Liam on my second day here, and his mum offered me a room that was better than any of the other houses. They all wanted Hex, the ancient familiar, and not me.”

      He pauses, both of us stepping aside to let an older lady with two young guys go past. “Turns out my grandmother was a familiar, and my blood line is from the House of George, but more a bastard, half human line. My grandmother was a secret, but nonetheless, it led to me becoming a familiar in the end.”

      “The House of George…as in Alexander George? So you and Alex are cousins, kind of?” I ask, and he nods, lowering his voice as we pass through a landing to another set of stairs.

      “Yeah. Liam’s family have a similar background to us, but their family was a royal house once, generations back. No one knows what happened, but his house is no longer a royal, more of an outsider,” he softly tells me. “Basically, we are no one in this world, but our blood and familiars make us something.”

      I disagree with that statement, but I know there is no point arguing with him. “Why did you three never tell me the truth?” I question as we come to a stop outside a yellow wooden door.

      His eyes seem to swamp me, luring me into his angry world. “Why tell nightmares to the person you want to know and keep in your life?”

      I look away as he lightly knocks the door. I hear the sound of several locks clicking open from the other side. “Because I would have embraced your nightmares without a second thought.”

      “Then I’m sorry, because we have a lot to tell you,” he replies. “And none of it is a fairy tale.”

      “I know you do, and I’m not going anywhere. I made my mind up a while back about whose side I am on,” I softly reply, still feeling a little hurt by all the information as the door swings open and a woman with aged curly red hair smiles at me. Her hair is held in a messy bun by pencils, I think, and wrinkles mar her pretty, freckle-covered complexion. She has on a simple blue, albeit tattered, dress that falls to her ankles, and a white apron is tied to her waist.

      “You must be Anastasia Noble, or Dawn, or Violeta. Which name do you prefer?” she asks, cutting right to the chase. I like this woman.

      “The one my parents chose for me. Noble,” I answer, and it makes her smile. “My friends call me Ana.”

      “Then you best come in, Ana. We all have a lot to discuss, it seems,” she says, holding the door open for me. I walk into the apartment, which is more homey and sweet than I expected it to be. Large plants fill the corners of the rectangle-shaped room, with three sofas which are a mixture of patchwork colours. Huge yellow rugs that look handmade cover the wooden floor, and a desk rests against the wall at the back, a lamp sitting on top of it. Behind me are three doors, and I turn around, feeling eyes on me. Liam stands in the frame of the last door, his eyes running up and down my body in a way that makes me blush.

      We kissed.

      He lied.

      And now I’ve kissed his two best friends.

      What exactly does that make us now?

      Liam’s curly blond hair is cut shorter, making the seductive lines and dimples on his face ever so much more noticeable, even from here. He fills out the dark green tee shirt he has on, and I feel in a trance as I make my eyes drift up to his own. The swirling bright green eyes I’ve always liked from the first moment I’ve seen them have a million emotions in them now.

      I’m clueless which emotion to face first.

      “Hi,” I lamely say, and my hand itches to wave at him. Don’t be more of a dork, Ana.

      “Come here,” he gruffly suggests, holding a hand out. My feet are moving before he even finishes the sentence, and the next thing I know, I’m in his arms, his scent and everything about Liam suffocating me in the best way.

      In the way I know I never want to let him go. No matter how much this city is full of secrets, no matter how much I want to run away.

      “Let the poor girl sit down. Ana must want a drink after such a long walk,” Liam’s mum chastises, but she has a smile on her lips when I break away from Liam. Mason is already sitting on one of the couches, looking tense.

      “I’d love anything to drink, Miss—”

      “Call me Dorothy,” she answers. “Is iced tea okay?”

      “Yes, thank you, Dorothy,” I answer as Liam guides me to the sofa, and I sit next to Mason with Liam on my other side.

      “Which one of you is going to start the story off?” I quietly ask. “And did you know who my parents were? Did you all lie to me the entire time as I told you my story?”

      “No,” Liam quickly answers, and a tad bit of relief fills me. “If we had any clue you were the daughter of Clive Dawn and Diana Violeta, we would have hidden you from your aunt and uncles. In fact, this entire shit show of a world you have just dived into.”

      “Bethany was the one that took me, and she acted so cold. Like I wasn’t her sister,” I whisper, nearly coughing on pain and hiding the tears that threaten to fall. “I’ve been so excited to see her all this time, and she hurt me. I don’t get it.”

      “Bethany is being brainwashed by your uncles, I’m sure of it,” Mason tells me, leaning back in his seat. “The Dawn are master manipulators. It’s the only reason they get away with so much without being challenged. The same can be said of your aunt.”

      Dorothy comes back in, settling a tray of iced tea in a jug and several full glasses on the coffee table before sitting down. The room drops into a tense silence as I drink some of the tea from the yellow mug. “Tell me why you three are working for the House of Dawn?”

      No one answers me for a moment before Liam talks first.

      “My older sister and her fiancé are held hostages of the House of Dawn for breaking one of the familiar laws of stealing,” Liam growls as I watch him become angrier than I’ve ever seen him. “They didn’t do it, and there is no proof, but your uncles don’t care about that. They made it plain and simple for me. Work for them and become family of the House of Dawn or they die. I agreed, and on the same day, my mum was stabbed. The medical bills were huge for saving her life, and that’s when your aunt stepped in. She paid for them, and in return, I was to work for her, doing anything she demanded.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened to your family,” I whisper to Liam, turning my gaze to Mason. “Tell me. No more secrets.”

      “I work for the House of Dawn and Violeta to make sure they don’t do to my family what they did to Liam’s. I got a letter with photos of my mum and sister, and that is enough. I know they will kill them if I ever betray them. We all have too much to lose,” he explains to me. “My little sister, Heldi, is only nine. My parents do work at high school, and they believe everything is okay. I want a normal life for them.”

      “I get the need to protect your family, and I’m not judging you for your choices that have gotten us all here. It’s messy, but whose life isn’t?” I ask, and both of them look relieved. Dorothy smiles at me before sipping her drink. “Any chance you guys know why we four have ancient familiars?” I ask. “Why were there wolves going missing in the town? Did you know who was doing it?”

      Liam and Mason look between each other, but surprisingly, it’s Dorothy who talks first. “The wolves, like many familiars here, are taken by the House of Dawn. They take what they want, when they want, and no one in their right mind would stand in the way of your extended family. There are no wolves left in the city, they took them all. We don’t know why.”

      “So they started taking them from the town and killing them?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      “I doubt the plan was to kill them. We knew teams, like ours, were coming in, but we only cared about protecting you,” Mason answers.

      I sip the rest of my tea in silence before a nagging question escapes my lips. “What about who protects them? Our people?”

      “No one can protect anyone from your families. They are powerful beyond anything we can explain to you. They control the world, secretly, but nonetheless, it is theirs. The only one who could fight the two houses is each other, and right now they are fighting over you and your sisters,” Liam states.

      “Courtney wants me to choose a side, but she has Phoebe. The House of Dawn have Bethany...how can I choose?” I ask, putting my mug down.

      “Don’t,” Mason simply states. “Beside you have never belonged to either of them...you belong to us.”

      “Mason,” Liam warns, and he glares at him.

      “What? It’s true!” Mason snaps. “The second Ana walked into our lives, she belonged to us, and I don’t care if we have to burn the damn empire down to save her!”

      “Guys, stop,” I ask, my voice far too quiet for the moment. Everyone is silent for a long time as I just process all this information that I’m not sure how to cope with.

      Mason is right, they are my family. I’ve known it for a long time, if not from the second we met.

      They’re my family.

      My liars.

      But most of all, they are simply mine.

      “Mason, will you come with me to the market? I need to get us some food, and I would prefer not to go alone,” Dorothy asks, and I don’t know how she knows I need a moment, but I am thankful for getting one.

      “Of course,” Mason answers, pausing in front of me. I gently slide my hand into his, but I don’t look up as he leans down, kissing the top of my head. “Ana.” He says my name like a whispered prayer that is only meant to be heard by us. I can’t reply as he leaves with Dorothy, and the small apartment seems that much smaller with just me and Liam. I stand up and walk to the window, then pull back the grey, white flower-covered curtains and look out at the city. The poor city, that much is clear. While Courtney and no doubt the rich live up in the trees of the mountain, the city down here is struggling to exist. I wonder if many people run away to the human world, or back home for people like me.

      Here they make deals with the devil, and their children are taken or far worse if they choose another evil.

      Dawn or Violeta.

      Funny how a few days ago, those words would have meant nothing to me. Now they control my life.

      “I am going to find out why my parents ran away and what happened. Then we are going to leave and run like they did. We are taking my sisters, your mum and Skye with us,” I firmly state, turning around and crossing my arms. “You are my family, my house and the only people I am loyal to. Blood doesn’t mean loyalty or love.”

      “Anastasia Noble, you have my support on our next mission,” Liam comments with a big smile, though his eyes are serious as he stands up off the sofa and walks to me. Each step closer makes my heart pound in my chest, makes my throat feel dry and palms sweaty.

      Liam doesn’t stop until our bodies are lined up, and he sinks one of his hands into my hair before gripping the back of my neck, arching my head to look up at him. I get lost in his eyes, completely lost in Liam.

      “Because you are mine. Our Anastasia, and we will never lie or keep secrets from you again. You run with us now, Ana. You run with your family.”

      His lips find mine as my heart beats fast from his words. In seconds my legs are wrapped around his waist as he presses me into the window, kissing me as if the world depends on it. I moan as he grinds into me and his hands find my ass, tugging me as close as he can. Pleasure courses through me until I can think of nothing but Liam stripping me of all my clothes and his own, and finally making me his.

      But that’s a lie.

      I’ve always been his...the problem is the fact I think I belong to his best friends too.
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      “Thank you for the dinner, and it was lovely meeting you,” I say as Dorothy hugs me goodbye, and her tiny beetle familiar peeps out from her hair bun. What is with familiars here hiding their animals in their hair?

      I chuckle at the thought of shoving Shadow into my hair and his horrified face. I would have more chance of hiding in his fur than him in my hair. Liam and Mason walk me and Skye down to the front door and to the edge of the forest. I feel Shadow in the treeline before I even look around and see him there.

      “Where are Hex and Silver?” I ask the guys.

      “In the woods here, trying not to freak people out,” Mason answers, tugging me into his arms. “But always failing as they are a little big and creepy.” He laughs and I join him.

      “Hey, Silver is beautiful,” Liam protests, squeezing my hand once before letting go.

      “Should I be jealous of a fox?” I ask.

      Liam grins before winking at me. “Always.”

      “I miss our cabin full of our familiars,” I whisper to them as Mason kisses the side of my forehead.

      “Me too. We will get back there.”

      “Ew, guys. We have to go!” Skye grabs my hand, pulling me towards the forest. The guys laugh as I hastily wave goodbye to them and follow Skye into the forest, tugging her to a stop. She turns around, letting my hand go and placing her hands on her hips with a bossy face I know all too well. “We will be late and then we will be caught.”

      “One, you have your brother’s bossy face. Two, I have a quicker way to travel back if you’re game?” I ask her.

      “What do you mean quicker?” she asks, scrunching up her pretty face.

      “Shadow,” I whisper his name, knowing he could hear me anywhere because it’s not my voice that calls him, it’s my soul. Shadow runs out of the trees a second later, and Skye smiles. Shadow doesn’t stop until he is seconds away from me and somehow he stops himself. I rest my forehead against his, enjoying the contact for a moment. “I know you guys haven’t formally met, so Skye, this is my familiar, Shadow. He wouldn’t hurt you; he is just scary looking at times. I see him as a big wolf teddy bear.”

      Skye peeps her head around my back, and she carefully steps to my side. I take her hand in mine, and she lets me rest her hand on Shadow’s neck before I let go.

      “He is super soft,” she comments, and Shadow huffs.

      “And we are going for a ride. Trust me, it’s fun, and Shadow is fast,” I say, and she eyes me suspiciously before thinking on it. After a moment, she nods in agreement and Shadow leans down. I get on his back first and offer Skye my hand. I can see she is nervous as she climbs on behind me and wraps her small arms around my waist, gripping my jacket tightly.

      “Alex is going to think you’re the bravest sister ever,” I say as Shadow stands up and I hear her gasp. “Take us back, Shadow.” I lean down, whispering to him. In seconds he runs off, and the wind whips past us.

      This is what being alive really feels like.

      Freedom. Pure freedom.

      My laugh echoes around the forest, and soon Skye’s sweet laugh follows mine. I can’t keep the smile from dropping from my lips when we get to the road, and the giant, modern castle of a house appears in front of us. Bright lights shine from the house, almost making it look inviting, but I know what it really is for me.

      Prison.

      And I’m going right back in without looking back.

      It’s the opposite of riding Shadow through the forest, being in that place.

      The opposite of freedom. This place is a trap, a prison, and one day soon I’m going to figure out how to escape it.

      “Thanks, Shadow. Meet you in our room?” I ask him as he leans down, and I get the sense he is agreeing with me as I help Skye off after me.

      “That was amazing!” Skye says with bright, flushed cheeks from the cold night air and the joy burning in her eyes.

      “One day we will be free, you know that?” I ask her, holding out my hand. She happily takes my hand as Shadow runs off into the forest, and I follow him with my eyes until I can’t see him anymore. I turn to look back at the castle, but I freeze, seeing him in the middle of two trees.

      His dark cloak almost blends in with the night.

      His presence gives me a blinding fear, and at the same time, I don’t want to run away. I want to run to him and find out who he is.

      He saved my life. My nameless stranger.

      “We need to go.” Skye tugs my hand, and I look away for a second, but when I look back, he is gone and the forest is empty once more.

      “Yes, we do,” I answer, letting Skye guide me through the forest and across the road. Sneaking back into the house is easy, and I hug Skye goodbye outside my room before opening the door. I almost scream when I see Courtney sitting on my bed, her arms crossed and her ridiculously long hair pooling over my sheets. In her lap rests a laptop, and she stands up.

      “I couldn’t find you,” she points out.

      “I went to explore my new home and got lost,” I lie.

      “Well, it is a big place,” she replies with a tight smile that screams bullshit. “Your mum and I used to love the attic. Your mother more so when she got older.”

      “I will have to check it out then,” I say, my voice shaky. I’m desperate for any information on my mother, and Courtney knows it. She knows I will accept any knowledge about my mum, even from a snake’s mouth.

      “I have a laptop for you, and I made a connection with your old home. A bossy girl named Raine is waiting for you to FaceTime her back,” she informs me, leaving the laptop on my bed as she heads for the door. She stops right next to me, eyeing me up and down for a long moment. “You are the image of my mother, the same face, but everything else about you is your father.”

      “Where is she?” I quietly ask.

      “Dead. The House of George murdered my mother and father,” she coldly tells me and I hate that I can’t scream at her for talking about Alex’s family like that. “That is why their granddaughter lives in my house, under my command.”

      “It’s not her fault,” I spit out.

      I eye my aunt carefully, wondering if it was when my parents left that she became so cold and empty. I never want to be like her. “No, but it is her price to pay. The House of Violeta always gets revenge, and no one ever, ever gets away with betraying us.”

      “Not even my parents when they ran away?” I ask, and I see the fury bubbling behind her eyes. “Was that a betrayal to the House of Violeta?”

      She walks out of my room, shutting the door behind her, and the second it shuts, I finally breathe. Mum, dad, why did you run away? Why did you make her like this? Or was she always this way?

      Tears prick my eyes as I sit on my bed and open the laptop. It’s already set up so I only have to click the call button to ring Raine. Her face bursts onto the screen, and I smile.

      “The long-haired, bitchy woman said you’re okay, but I wanna hear it from you,” Raine commands. “If long-haired chick is there, blink twice, and I will come and save your ass.”

      “I’m about fifty percent okay,” I answer around a chuckle, and she laughs, shaking her head. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Me too. Turns out you are a city girl after all, which might be a good thing, considering half the town is gone and we have no money or people to rebuild it,” she sadly tells me, and my heart hurts for my true home.

      We will fix it...somehow.

      “No,” I whisper. “I belong anywhere that isn’t here. This is not my home, but they have my sisters.”

      “Bethany? Phoebe?” she asks, furrowing her brow. “You might need to start explaining yourself.”

      As I tell Raine the story I’ve just found out I play a part in, for a moment I allow myself to just forget where I am.

      And pretend I’m safe instead.

      For a second, it works.
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Oh god, not dresses. Anything but a pretty dress…
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      “What do you think, Annie?” Phoebe asks as she swirls around in a sparkling purple dress that has layers upon layers of lace and silk making up the dress. Tiny pink flowers rim the edges of the dress and around her waist. Her hair has been curled into ringlets that fall around her shoulders, and I can’t help but smile at her as she giggles. This is the life Phoebe clearly wants, even when I know it’s no good for her. I haven’t even seen her miss home or talk about Grandma Pops once.

      “You look like a princess,” I answer her, making her look happier than ever. The door is knocked twice before Courtney walks in with two other young women and Skye walking behind them, tugging at her lovely, elegant lilac dress. Skye’s hair has been styled into a tight bun, and she looks beautiful but very uncomfortable.

      “Girls, please leave us. The ball starts in an hour, and I expect neither of you to look any different than how you do now,” Courtney demands, clicking her fingers. “That means you, Skye. If you accidently fall into a mud puddle like that time at the last party, you will be in trouble.”

      Skye’s smirk says it all. That was no accident.

      “Thank you for my dress, auntie Courtney!” Phoebe says, running to her and hugging her tightly. Courtney smiles down at her as Phoebe lets go and leaves the room with Skye grumbling behind her. Courtney turns her gaze back to me, a sour look of contempt in her eyes as she notices I’m not in the dress she left on my bed. I turn my head back to the white dress. It will be tight, and no doubt will fit me perfectly with its long V-neck lacy top. The bottom half is purple underneath layers of lace and satin.

      It looks like a wedding dress.

      And I’m certain Courtney is playing some game with this dress, which I really, really don’t want to wear despite how beautiful it is. Dresses aren’t my thing, and I doubt that will ever change.

      “Why aren’t you dressed?” Courtney asks with an overdramatic sigh. “Never mind, do sit down so Isabella and Daniella can sort your hair out.”

      “I can do my own hair, thanks,” I grit out, crossing my arms.

      “Leave us for a moment!” Courtney shouts, and the two women practically run out of the room. Courtney waits until the door slams behind them before she walks up to me and grabs my arm. “I have been nice to you so far, but you are pushing your luck with me. Your mum was always the same, always breaking the rules, always doing what she wanted and damn the consequences!”

      “Then she lived, didn’t she?” I growl out, pulling my arm from hers. “Have you lived, Courtney? Stuck in this cold, empty castle with nothing but children you stole, who will never truly love you!”

      “What could you know about my life, Anastasia? You are a child just like Bethany!” she sneers at me and grabs my chin, turning my gaze to hers. “And what did living a wild life get your mum? I will tell you what, it got her an early death and her children thrown into the human foster care system! It was reckless and dangerous!”

      “Their death was an accident, not caused by how they lived their lives,” I reply, but my voice wobbles.

      “Nothing about your parents’ death was an accident, Anastasia,” she says, her tone far softer this time. “Now sit down and let me keep you alive.”

      “What does that mean?” I question, and her eyes are locked with mine.

      “Did you ever see your parents’ familiars?” she asks me, and I pause…no, I didn’t. I can’t remember, but I don’t think so. “Your mother had a black cat, raggedy little thing that was fiercely protective of her. Your father was born with a dove, the bird of peace, ironically. I don’t know why the car your parents were in crashed, but I read the report. It was like they just died in their seats and the car drove straight off the road into a truck. The only way we die like that is if our familiar is killed.”

      “So you think someone killed them?” I ask. “Someone who knew what their familiars were?”

      “Yes, and I want revenge for you,” she tells me, and I actually think she means that.

      “Why do you want that?” I ask, placing my hand on the chair. “Why exactly do you care so much?”

      “Sit down, and I will tell you,” she asks, and reluctantly I sit down. Her hands run through my hair, grabbing a bunch of it before she grabs scissors off the side. I try to get up, but she rests her hand on my shoulder, making me pause as I meet her eyes in the reflection. “I am only cutting the purple tips of your hair off. The House of Dawn’s colour is red, and our family colour is purple. They will see your hair as you siding with me, and that isn’t your choice...yet.”

      “Fine,” I nod in agreement, and she slowly cuts off the purple tips until my hair finishes at my shoulders.

      “I wasn’t there when you were born, but I was there for Bethany’s birth,” she says, a small smile on her lips as she brushes my hair. “Your mum loved her so much, and so did I. I held her for hours whenever I could, singing her songs and loving her. My sister was always so irresponsible and wild that it surprised me to see how she cared for Bethany, how she changed everything about herself to make sure Bethany was happy. See, if my sister is watching down on us from wherever she is, I want to make sure she knows I am trying to care for her daughters like she did.”

      We both stay silent for a long pause as I try to work out how to feel about this. I know my mum and dad were good parents, at least before all of this. We had a small, but filled with love, house in a tiny village. We never had much money, or that’s what Bethany told me, but it didn’t matter. We had love, and that was worth more than money. I glance at my aunt, and for a second I realise she must have been so hurt when my mum left with Bethany, especially if she cared for Bethany like she said she did.

      “Why is Bethany not with you? What happened when she first became a familiar?” I ask.

      “I have an adopted son called Damon Violeta. His parents died when he was three, and I took him in not long after your parents left. Damon and I were close, and I never would have expected him to betray me, but he did. I sent Damon to watch Bethany at university, to wait for the best time to meet her and tell her about our world. The same for you and Phoebe, as well,” she explains, and there is pain in her voice.

      “I’m sure Bethany spoke to me about sleeping with...” I drift off, and she tensely smiles at me in the mirror.

      “I didn’t think they would get that close, but it happened. When Bethany changed and Dawn appeared, Damon drove them in a van to me. In the meantime, I went and got Phoebe, who I had been visiting for weeks to form a bond with. Your foster mother was happy to let me take her once I showed proof of our relationship and only asked for her back for a day around Christmas. I believe you saw a video recording, and I made sure Phoebe didn’t say anything because it wasn’t the right time. Everything was going as well as could be expected until we landed back in the empire, and the House of Dawn was waiting. Damon...well, he changed houses and loyalty, and Bethany chose to go with him because of whatever your uncle whispered in her ear,” she explains to me. I wish I could believe her, but I’m not sure. I’m really not sure who to believe in this crazy world.

      “You do know it’s impossible for me to know who to trust?” I ask, looking down at my lap. “If anything in this city can be trusted, that is.”

      Except for my guys. I need them here to help me. To guide me.

      “I don’t want your trust or love. I want your respect and desire to not let our house fall, Anastasia,” she softly tells me and walks to the door. She pauses, her hand on the handle and looks back. “Did you know my middle name is Anastasia?”

      My eyes widen in shock as she opens the door and lets the stylists in, who get to work on my hair as my thoughts swirl around. My mum and dad named me after Courtney...but why would they do that if they were running away from her?

      There is only one simple answer: they wouldn’t.

      And if my parents didn’t run away from this house, that means they ran from something else. Maybe the House of Dawn.

      And they have my sister.
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Party of my dreams. Not.
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      I slowly walk down the corridor, smelling cooked food mixed with perfume and flowers. The chitter-chatter of people’s voices and shoes against the stone drift to my ears over the sound of soulful music. Occasionally someone laughs loudly, the sound so out of place in this cold castle. How did my mum live here and be so happy? I come across the painting of my mum, dad and Bethany again. Just staring at it haunts me and fills me with a million questions I know can never be answered by staring at a painting. Maybe my uncles know the answers? Or they might know more lies.

      I’m not sure if I can believe a single word anyone here says. The shiny glass in front of the painting reflects my own image in the light, and I hardly recognise myself. The dress fits me to a T and is surprisingly comfy, even though I’m not a fan of it. My hair is tucked into a messy bun with curls and braids complicatedly pushed throughout it. Light makeup hides my pale skin, but my eyes haven’t changed.

      I still look as lost as ever. I wonder what it will take to find myself, and if ever I will find anything in this place other than a past full of secrets. Someone clears their throat near me, and I nearly jump, turning around to find three men in suits. All three of them have grey hair, but that’s really all that is alike about them. The man in the middle has a long nose, curt cheeks and a willowy build. The other two at his side stand a little back, and they are both average builds with longer hair than the one in front. Their suits are all black, but what catches my attention is the pin clipped to the breast pocket. It’s a sun inside a circle with dozens of swirls around the edges.

      “The House of Dawn, I guess?” I ask, crossing my arms and standing straighter. The man in the middle drifts his gaze up and down me in a scrutinising way before looking up at the painting.

      “Bethany and Phoebe look like your mother, but you?” he pauses and smiles. But it’s like a cat smiling as it’s about to eat a rat. “You have your father’s face and his soul. I sense it.”

      “Anastasia Noble,” I hold my hand out, trying to brush off his words. “I believe you three are my uncles. Any chance you’ve seen my older sister about?”

      The one in the middle grips my hand tight and tugs me closer, and I nearly stumble into him before holding myself up. He is stronger than he looks. My little wince of fear must have been sensed by Shadow, as in seconds he is at my side and growling. The two step back, but the one holding my hand never moves as he looks at me alone.

      “My name is Archibald Dawn, Junior, and I am your uncle,” he finally states, and I tug my hand away. Archibald points at his brother on his left. “This is Gerald, and on my right is Stewart. We are honoured to meet you.”

      “I can’t say the same with everything I’ve heard,” I sourly reply.

      He laughs, but the sound is uncomfortable. “Which little bird has been tweeting in your ear, dear Anastasia?”

      “Who said it was a bird?” I say with a large smile to hide how I’m feeling inside. “Now excuse me, my aunt is waiting for me downstairs.” I nod once to them and try to step around, but Archibald roughly grabs my arm. I bite down on my lip so I don’t make a sound as he leans close.

      “We are watching you, and we do not let our family go. Make sure you figure out where your home is quick, because I will get impatient, and I will find a way to make sure you join the House of Dawn. It is what your father would have wanted for you,” he growls.

      “What about my mother?” I ask, tugging my arm out of his. He simply smiles and shakes his head. I make sure to keep my head high so no tears fall as I go down the stairs, where two waiters offer me a drink. I decline them and head through the large wooden doors to the ballroom of my dreams. Literally.

      The room is jam packed with people, all of them in small groups or dancing at the back of the room where a piano and singer are playing music. The singer has black hair that matches her long black dress, and a white, lacy mask covers her face. Feeling overwhelmed, my feet stay rooted to the floor until a voice whispers in my ear and a warm hand rests on my back.

      “Smile and walk. You aren’t alone. You never are.” I swiftly turn my head, and my eyes clash with Alex’s.

      Relief and the urge to wrap my arms around him battle within me at the same time. Thank god he is here with me.

      “Always saving the day, it seems,” I reply, and he laughs as he guides me into the room. I run my eyes over his black tuxedo that fits him like a glove, outlining his amazing body underneath. When I trace my eyes up to his, I find him staring right back at me as he sips on a glass of champagne.

      “Alexander George, I did not remember your invite being sent out,” Courtney drones as she steps in front of us. Dressed in a stupidly silly, tight, dark purple dress that is just about held up by her chest and drops to the floor, she frowns at us. On her wrists, bracelets that are likely worth more than twenty cars sparkle in the light, and around her neck lies a necklace with a giant amethyst stone that is really beautiful, but still over the top.

      “The George home may be burnt down, but I still stand, and so does my house,” he tightly answers her. “And while you may have no respect for me, you will for my house name and how I deserve to be here for my girlfriend and my sister.”

      “Girlfriend?” Courtney asks at the same time I shout the word in my head, knowing I can’t ask Alex about that now.

      “Do you want an explanation about what a girlfriend is next?” Alex sarcastically asks. “It involves my tongue—”

      “Enough!” Courtney whisper shouts, and Alex smiles. “Just go, and do not make a show of yourself tonight.”

      “Of course, Miss Violeta. Why would we ever do such a thing?” Alex drones, tugging me away with him. He places his empty champagne glass on a passing waiter’s tray before tugging me again into the dancers, twirling me around to the music before pulling me back to his chest.

      “So I’m your girlfriend now?” I quietly question, and he smirks down at me.

      “From the second I saw you, I knew you’d be something to me, and it pissed me off,” he whispers to me, and I frown at him, which only makes him smile. “But, Tassie, you wore me down and now you have me. Aren’t you lucky?”

      “You’re an asshole, Alex,” I chuckle, but all my laughter disappears when he leans closer, his lips inches from mine.

      “But I’m yours,” he replies just as the song ends, and I want to kiss him. Only Courtney and a young guy stop right next to us, and Alex lets me go a little but not a lot.

      “Anastasia, I never knew you were such a good dancer,” Courtney claps, and a few other people around her join in. “This is Cairim from the House of Kavran, and he would love to dance with you. You will agree, won’t you, sweet niece?” I briefly gaze at the pretty blond guy around my age at her side before nodding. It was never a question.

      “I will get us some drinks,” Alex murmurs and kisses the side of my head, lowering his voice. “If he puts his hand too low, I will cut it off.” Alex makes sure to say that loud enough for Cairim to hear, and he gulps. Alex stares him down for a moment, and I squeeze his hand. “I will need three to see him dancing with you.” Alex glares at Cairim as he takes my hand and leads me further into the dancers. He doesn’t talk for the first part of the dance, and I’m grateful right up till he decides to talk after all. What happened to enjoying silence?

      “Our families think we will be a perfect match, but honestly?” He tilts his head to the side, and I notice how bright green his eyes are. “I have no interest in the middle sister of a rich family. Everyone knows the oldest will inherit the lot, and you want to run away.”

      “Good thing you never stood a chance with me. I’d rather jump off that cliff over there than entertain this idea,” I reply with a sweet voice. He laughs like I said something enchanting, and I now know he is good at keeping up appearances.

      “Either way, we should smile and pretend to be friends. Our families are both as important as each other,” he remarks, sounding as bored as I feel. The dance seems to drone on for a long time, whereas Alex’s dance seemed like seconds. I guess when you are dancing with someone you like, possibly love, then time just disappears. Thankfully, the song ends and people clap as Cairim bows to me and leaves. I turn around, expecting to see Alex, but instead Bethany is there, looking nothing like the sister I left at university, the sister I’ve been so desperate to see. Bethany’s long hair has been cut shorter, and the one side is completely braided and clipped back. Her blue eyes cut into mine with every second we stare at each other. Her dress is similar to mine, but hers is black at the top, dropping down into a blood-red skirt. The whole dress is covered in small crystals that match the ruby necklace hanging from her neck.

      “Did you know this house, the House of Dawn and the House of George were the homes of the first familiars and their animals?” Bethany asks, and it really wasn’t what I was expecting her to say or do. “Funny how we have all three of their descendants in this room.” She nods her head to the side, where Alex is talking with a black-haired man, but Alex’s eyes are on me.

      “Since when do you care about history, Beth?” I ask, stepping closer to her. Her eyes betray her cold stance as she looks in pain for a brief second, but she hides it well.

      “When the history and prophecies of our ancestors are so important. You would do well to ask our kidnapping aunt to show you the real history of this house,” she suggests with a cold smirk. “You were always reading books as a kid. Did you lose the habit?”

      I step closer once more and reach up, placing my hand on her arm. “I miss my sister who loved blueberry cupcakes, and I loved stealing her clothes even when she got so mad at me. I miss Bethany Noble, whose life mission was to get her sister in a dress, and look at me now. I’m in a dress, and you’ve not even commented once. Has this place and all its secrets taken the real you from me?”

      Bethany smiles and covers my hand with hers. “I will always be your sister, but we have to grow up and accept who we are. Mum and dad might have run away from here, but it doesn’t mean I want to. I don’t want to die in the human world with my kids having a shit life in foster care. I want everything the Familiar Empire owes us.”

      “They ran away for a reason, and if—”

      “That reason was more about you than me. Haven’t you worked out the dates, little sister?” She leans in closer, her eyes burning with hate, and it scares me. What has this place done to my sister? “Mum must have been pregnant with you when she ran away, so who’s fault is that?”

      I nervously laugh to hide my pain. “You think it’s mine?”

      “It wasn’t me, after all. I was living here, happily. You were the problem, just like the prophecy says you are,” she sneers and steps back. Tears fill my eyes, and I shake my head.

      “Bitter doesn’t suit you, Bethany,” I snap. “Neither does being a total bitch.”

      “Takes one to know one, sis,” Bethany replies with a cruel smile. I spin around and rush through the crowd and out of the room. I only get to the stairs before the tears fall and make the corridor blurry as I head back. With a shaky hand, I open my bedroom door and step in, only someone closes the door behind me. I turn, and I’m in Alex’s arms in seconds, and he simply holds me as I let out all the tears I’ve been holding back. For my parents, for my past, for Bethany. All of it, until I can cry no more. Alex picks me up and takes me to my bed, sitting us both down. He kicks off his shoes, and I slide mine off as he lifts a sheet over us and I lie on his chest. I soon drift asleep with Alex softly running his fingers down my spine and his heartbeat under my ear.
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Miss Trouble. Times double.
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      “Hello, Miss Trouble. I need a favour,” I say, popping my head into Skye’s room after I’ve spent the day wandering around the castle and finding out that most of the doors are locked. The attic got my attention, being as it’s not locked, and it’s full of old boxes. If I didn’t want to escape tonight, I would be going through them.

      Skye looks up from her desk where she is making something with mud and sticks. I don’t want to know, so I pretend she is playing with toys instead. “I helped you two days ago when Alex snuck out of your room and I made a distraction. Do you know how embarrassing it is to pretend cry?”

      “Your pretend crying made Phoebe really cry,” I tease, and she rolls her eyes at me.

      “What do you want?” she asks, wiping her muddy hands on her trousers. I grin at her, and she groans. “Another distraction or a way to sneak out?”

      “Sneak out,” I answer, and she mutters under her breath as she walks to me, glancing at the clock. Sometimes I forget Skye is eight years old and not the same age as me, she sure as hell has the sarcasm of an adult.

      “I’m coming too; I want to see Dorothy and ask for her help on my project,” she informs me, grabbing her coat off the back of her chair and slipping it on.

      “Can’t you ask Courtney?” I ask, wondering if she is close to her at all. For all Courtney’s many, many faults, she did bring Skye up since she was a toddler.

      “No, because she would buy a new one or have someone make it for me,” she tells me, her opinion not giving me a slight bit of information on how she feels about Courtney. “And I want to do it myself. I need to do it myself.”

      “What is it?” I question.

      “A secret,” she smirks, just like her brother. I ruffle her hair as we head down the stairs and into the ballroom. Skye leads me to the back of the room and pushes on a glass door to let us outside, and we quickly run down the hill into the treeline. Skye grabs my hand and tugs me behind a tree just as three armed guards walk past. We wait in silence until they are gone, and then start running through the forest, towards where I can feel Shadow waiting. We come out of the dark trees and find him sitting in the road with Skye’s bird on his head. I guess they are friends now. I stare at Shadow’s eyes as I step closer, feeling our bond so alive under my fingertips. In my soul. Shadow joins us as we head through the forest, and I breathe in the pine scent surrounding me.

      Just as we come out of the forest, I pause, hearing a familiar hawk’s cry. As I look up at the moon, a shadow of a massive hawk fills the light and is heading right in our direction. Skye’s hand slides into mine as Hex lands right in front of us in the clearing, the gust of his land kicking branches and dust in a cloud around him. Mason effortlessly slides off Hex and walks over to us. He bows his head at Shadow before smirking at me.

      “Want to go for a fly?” he asks, nodding at Hex.

      Skye clears her throat. “What about me? I’m a tiny girl, and you’re going to leave me in the forest all alone?”

      “You’re a little girl who has two daggers in her boots and is more badass than any girl I know,” Mason points out.

      “You have daggers in your boots?” I question Skye, and she winks at me.

      “Maybe.”

      “But…how…why?” I blurt out as she walks away into the trees, her bird flying off after her.

      “Ask my brother!” she shouts back before she disappears. The second she is gone, Mason’s hand finds mine, and he links our fingers.

      “Are you going to explain her?” I ask Mason. “And should I be scared of an eight-year-old now?”

      “Your aunt should be,” Mason replies, tugging me towards Hex. I dig my feet into the ground when we get closer, and the reality of flying on a giant hawk comes to mind.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Let Hex fly us into the city. He won’t drop us, and maybe one day you can change Shadow into a bird of some kind,” he suggests, and I’m shocked he will talk about that with me at all, let alone so openly.

      “You know about that?” I ask.

      “I can do the same thing, and I’m glad you don’t talk about it. It’s dangerous here,” he warns.

      “But how can we do that?” I ask.

      “How do we have ancient familiars when only the original five familiars had them?” Mason counters. “How is there now five of us, and two of them wolves like the originals, who were also sisters?”

      “The original five familiars?” I question as he somehow tugs me along. Sneaky boy. His hands wrap around my waist as he distracts me with his answer.

      “There isn’t much history of our race or where we really came from except for this place. In the city, there is a museum with some things on show, but I’m sure there is more hidden. The things they show us are a painting of two women and three men, with their ancient familiars,” he explains. I gasp as he lifts me on Hex, and I try to trust Mason as he jumps on behind me, and I feel Hex move under my hands. Mason wraps his one arm around my waist and his other hand into Hex’s feathers just before Hex runs, flapping his wings. I close my eyes, even as my stomach fills with butterflies and the air gets colder.

      “Open your eyes, Ana.” I don’t for a long moment until it feels like I have no choice but to look. Stars and the night sky welcome me, looking closer than ever as I look and stare at the sight around me. Hex glides through the sky, keeping us steady as I take in the view. The stars almost seem close enough to touch, and the moon lights up everything so brightly up here that I almost miss how we are flying and how scary that is. “The original familiars were said to climb over that mountain there.” He points his finger at the tall mountains that cut into the sky in the distance. “And they found this hidden paradise where no one would judge them, and their children could be free. In time more people came to the familiars with small animals and marks on their hands. They became an empire with the five leaders who founded this place. Their five houses lived on for generations, as did many others, but after thousands of years, there aren’t many houses left from that time. You might know the three that are left…even if one was nearly destroyed.”

      Dawn, Violeta and George.

      “What is the prophecy?” I question, turning my head back and pausing as I search Mason’s eyes like I can find the answer there when I know I can’t.

      “No one can tell you it. You have to see it for yourself, and only your aunt or uncles can show you,” he informs me.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” I sigh.

      “Yet it is true,” he whispers to me almost in a teasing manner and clicks his fingers. A scream clogs my throat as Hex dives down to the city and flies effortlessly through the high-rises. People stop and stare, some wave and others look in awe until Hex gets to the back of the city and to a clearing in the middle of trees which are the base of the tall mountains.

      “Why are we on the other side of the city?” I ask as Mason helps me slide off Hex and jumps off himself. Hex bows his head at Mason and me, and I do the same back before he takes off and flies away, leaving us in the silent forest. Mason wraps an arm around my waist and guides me down a small stone path towards the treeline, where I can hear something now and see distant lights.

      “I’m taking you to your first familiar party,” Mason answers me as the music finally registers in my ears, and I smell the thick scent of smoke. “We used to host most these parties when we were young teenagers, and then they just became a regular thing.”

      “What about the party in the basement of the library where we danced?” I reply. “That was my first party with familiars.”

      “I have to admit that was a good dance, but that wasn’t a party. This is,” he answers me just as we get to the edge of a small cliff and see what is at the bottom of a big crater with a river through the middle of it. Hundreds of people dance around five bonfires on the stones, and others are in the river which is lit up by tiny blue lights with animals sleeping or running around the edges. So many different types of animals from small foxes to bunnies to alligators by the water’s edge, and they are each at peace with one another. Two waterfalls end the river at either side and snake off into the forest, and steps wrap around the crater, with people sat on them. The mixture of colours of the people’s clothes, the lights, the music played from somewhere and the cold air of the forest are amazing. “We are young and trapped, but it doesn’t mean we can’t be free.”

      My lips tilt up as I look up at him, his eyes shining in the light of the fires. “Let’s be free then, Mason.”

      His laugh fills me as he takes my hand and we run around the crater to the steps, but we pass them, and I flash Mason a questioning glance as he leads me to the slow stream of the river that leads to one of the waterfalls. He lets go of my hand and steps back, kicking off his shoes. He grabs the edge of his blue shirt and very slowly—or at least I see it slowly,—he pulls his shirt off and chucks it on the floor. He keeps his shorts on as he walks to the edge of the water, and my eyes trace his muscular back, the tense way he holds his arms at his side and his tanned skin. This man is too perfect for me, and I don’t even care. I want him more than I’ve wanted anything in my life…and he is right. We are young, trapped and slightly lost, but we have each other.

      And sometimes that simply is enough.

      He looks back, meeting my eyes. “Freedom is better when you jump in rather than simply walk.”

      I can barely move as he runs down the river and jumps right off the edge into the waterfall.

      Holy shit.

      I kick my shoes off without thinking of it and pull my hoodie over my head with my shaky hands. I peel off my skinny jeans, leaving my tank top, panties and bra on as I walk into the water. The cold water trickles under my feet, getting higher with every step as I get closer to the edge of the waterfall, and I stand there, looking at the moon hanging above the forest.

      I’ve never lived, not really. My life has been about responsibility for Phoebe and keeping Bethany sane when she was always close to breaking. I have always been the middle sister who did what was needed and never second questioned it.

      But right now?

      I want to be myself and jump into the waterfall and let a guy I’m sure I’m in love with catch me under it.

      “So that’s what I’m going to do,” I whisper to myself as I push my feet off the rocks and jump into the waterfall. The heavy water pushes me down, and I close my eyes as I crash underwater, trying not to gulp in the cold water. Warm hands wrap around my waist and tug me against a hard body as I blink my eyes open just as Mason kisses me, letting dozens of air bubbles float up around us. We break out of the water, still kissing, still with our arms wrapped around each other, and Mason’s hands grab my ass, lifting me in his arms. My back hits a cold wall of stone, and Mason presses his hard cock into my core, and I moan into his mouth. In seconds he has lifted me onto the stone before pulling himself out of the water. He picks me up, wrapping my body around his as he devours my mouth, and I can’t think straight.

      Suddenly I open my eyes to see we are at the back of the cave, hidden in darkness under the waterfall. This place is perfect, and I know what I want. The little light in here reflects against Mason’s eyes as he hovers his body over me.

      “Are you sure you want this?” he softly asks me. I don’t have to think about my answer for more than a second, and I give him his answer by leaning up and pressing my lips to his. He answers me with a groan, lowering his body over mine. He tugs the rest of my clothes off and pushes down his jeans before he starts to kiss down my body. His lips tug and tease both my nipples, and my senses are on overdrive as his hand cups me. He slowly rubs my clit as he slides a finger inside me, his forehead resting against my stomach.

      “Fuck, you feel amazing,” he groans against the skin on my stomach, and it makes me shiver. Pleasure builds up and up until I can hardly take anymore, and suddenly an orgasm crashes into me. In seconds Mason is climbing up my body, and he kisses me as he slides his hard cock deep inside me in one go. Pain mixed with pleasure makes me gasp against his mouth, and he groans like being inside me is everything he ever wanted. He slowly pulls out before thrusting back into me, and the pain soon disappears as I arch my back, and his hands sink into my hair as he thrusts into me. I don’t know how long it lasts, I only know it’s perfect and everything I could ever want.

      Unexpected pleasure starts building in my core every time he thrusts, and soon I feel an orgasm coming along. Mason grunts against my lips, and I cry out as pleasure blasts through me and I tighten around Mason as he groans and comes with me. We both lie in together, and I imagine he has a smile on his lips even when I can’t exactly see him in the dark cave. He slides out of me and pulls me onto his chest. I listen to his heartbeat for a long time, watching the waterfall at the entrance to the cave.

      “We didn’t use protection,” I randomly blurt out, feeling stupid. We should have, and I hardly doubt I’m going to find a chemist that will give me a morning after pill here. God help me if I have to ask Courtney for help.

      “Shit, sorry, I should have mentioned that I took a pill when I was a teenager that made pregnancy impossible. Everyone here takes it, and there is a tablet to reverse it if need be,” he softly explains, and I sigh in relief. “I know Liam and Alex had the tablet at the same time as me. I’m sorry I worried you; I would never put you through a pregnancy without both of us making that decision.”

      “While we are on the subject, how many girls came before me?” I quietly ask, feeling stupidly jealous.

      He sighs and runs his hand down my back. “Before you, there were odd one-night stands, but I don’t even remember what they look like now. I remember nothing before you, if I’m being honest.”

      “I’m sorry I asked that,” I admit, thankful the darkness hides my burning cheeks.

      “I’m not. I don’t want any secrets between us…I love you, Anastasia Noble, and if you want me, Mason Olesen, I’m forever yours,” he whispers, and my heart pounds hard in my chest. I softly kiss his chest, right above his heart.

      “I love you too, Mason Olesen.”
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A not so fun family day out…
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      I push the cornflakes around in the bowl in front of me on the glass table we sit at every morning, my mind completely focused on the party two nights ago and Mason. A smile pulls at my lips when I think of everything we did and how good it felt. We both said we loved each other before having sex again, and then we joined in the party. A few drinks later and roughly ten minutes of dancing was all Mason could take before he chucked me over his shoulder and took me back into the waterfall cave, where he showed me cool and sexy skills with his tongue.

      I should have told him I love him one more time before we had to leave, considering any time we get together is limited right now. The same can be said of Liam and Alex. I miss our cosy cabin, the fire and homely kitchen. I miss the way the cabin always smelt like home cooked food from the boys cooking all the time. How it was simply my home. I know deep down anything else isn’t going to be enough anymore. I lift my gaze as Phoebe laughs at something Skye said. The two of them are complete opposites of each other but somehow perfectly good friends.

      “I’m taking you out somewhere today before you go to your uncles’ tomorrow,” Courtney states, reminding me there is a wicked witch at our table and everything isn’t all great. I tighten my lips as I turn to look at her at the head of the table. Her long blonde hair is all curly today, falling down her shoulders, and that lizard familiar is making her hair move every so often.

      Clearing my throat, I put my spoon down. Funny enough, the idea of spending a day alone with my crazy aunt isn’t appealing. Though the thought I will be spending more time with brainwashed Bethany and my uncles isn’t all that better. God, I’ve got to get my sister alone and figure out what happened to her. Our family was everything to Bethany once...and I hope it still is. “Where?”

      “I believe it’s time you learn about your history and what it means to have an ancient familiar. God knows the rubbish your uncles are going to tell you, so you must see the truth for yourself,” she replies, standing up. I follow suit as she kisses Skye and Phoebe on top of their heads, telling them the nanny will be watching them today. She pauses at the other side of the table, inches from me, and runs her eyes over my ripped jeans, black silk tee shirt and a black cardigan that stops at my waist, done up in the middle. I can’t read her expression as she speaks. “Come.”

      “Are you driving?” I ask with a tad bit of humour. I doubt very much she drives herself anywhere, and she turns to give me a disapproving frown as we head out the main doors to the courtyard, where a driver stands holding a door to a limo open for us. Courtney gets in first, and I follow in after her, sitting on the heated leather seat opposite Courtney. We are silent as the driver gets in the limo and we start driving off. I don’t make a move as I watch out the window while we climb up the mountain, following the winding roads. We pass a driveway entrance with a half-burnt sign that gets my attention.

      The House of George.

      That must be where Alex came from, and I make a mental note to sneak out soon to explore what is left of his home. I haven’t seen Alex since the party, and I miss his snarky comments, his training with Shadow and even the grumpy attitude to the life he has.

      “Have you travelled out of here much?” I ask Courtney, stumbling for anything to ask her.

      “The world is beautiful but tarnished by human touch. So no.” Her curt reply makes the limo seem that much smaller. Dammit.

      “I’ve always wanted to travel...to see everything the world has left,” I tell her, and I don’t know why I keep talking. “I want to help people and be a good nurse. Maybe even a doctor if I can pass the exams.”

      “You are a Violeta, and you will not work,” she sourly replies. I ignore her response and look out of the window as we get to the top of the mountain, where a large glass building sits in the middle of gardens and car parks. At the edges are rows of little shops, and people walk between them with their familiars. I spot three white tigers following a group of red-haired girls, and above them, two pigeons with purple feathers fly.

      “Why is the city so poor and yet all up here it is rich?”

      Courtney doesn’t answer me for a second, and when she does, I guess I already knew the answer she would give. One born of no respect for life. “The world needs the poor and downtrodden. If we elevated them into our lives, they could never handle the lives we have to live. The rich, as you put it, run on power, money and manipulation. The poor have lives and freedom, which they should be thankful for.”

      “How can you possibly know what they might do if they had a chance at equality?” I ask her, and she pauses just before she gets out of the limo after the door is opened. Her dark crystal blue eyes, the only thing about her that reminds me we are related, stare at me.

      “And your precious humans treat us equally?” she asks with a hollow laugh. “They lock us up, drag us away from our homes and banish us to corners of the same planet we all share. Do not judge us here when where you were brought up has forced us this way.” She gets out without another word, and I follow after her, blinking at the bright sunlight shining down on us for a second before the deep, thick clouds hide it once more. I sense Shadow near me just before he runs to my side, and I turn to him, pressing my hand into his thick fur for a second.

      “We can face whatever secrets she is going to show us, right?” I whisper to Shadow as we watch Courtney walk down the stone path, her high heels clicking against the rough stone. Shadow, of course, doesn’t reply, but he nudges my side, encouraging me to walk, and that’s enough. My feet seem to drag across the stone as I follow my aunt, occasionally looking around at the people near us. Most are staring but in a casual way, and others are looking at the various plants out here in the gardens. The glass building looks new, and the electric doors slide open when Courtney gets near. I notice the closed sign on the wall when we step in, and three armed guards with three brown bears crouched down at their sides greet us.

      “Miss Violeta, the museum is yours, and all doors are open for you and your niece,” the guard to the left comments in a bored voice. “Please call for us if there are any issues.”

      “Thank you, and tell your mother I will see her for tea later this week,” Courtney sweet talks.

      “Yes, Madam,” he replies and nods his head to his friends. They all walk out, the bears bowing to Shadow as they pass, and he sits as the doors slide shut behind them. Courtney nods her head to the left, and I look around the square-shaped room and the many things in glass boxes inside of it. We pass a tree in a glass box, and I pause to read the description which claims this tree was the first tree planted by the first familiars. Everything else gets more ridiculous from that point. We pass broken pots, rusty swords, a crown with no jewels in it and even a rug which apparently an ancient familiar once sat on.

      “Everything we allow the public to see is pointless. The real treasures and truth lie underground,” Courtney explains as she leads me to an elevator and presses the button which shines blue. We wait in silence as the lift comes up, and Shadow is forced to wait up here as we step into the small space. I rub the mark on my hand as the doors slam shut and start heading down.

      “What is the prophecy?”

      “Who exactly have you been speaking to, dear niece?” she replies with a curt smile. “I do hope Alexander hasn’t been whispering secrets.”

      “Will you excuse his debt if I side with you and join the House of Violeta?” I ask her, and she smiles at me.

      A snake’s smile full of lies if I’ve ever seen one before.

      “I will set Alexander, Mason and Liam free if you join my house, but first go to your uncles. They will make you hate them without me saying a word,” she counters. “I will even let you choose one of those boys to marry and have sweet children with. Your life will be lovely, filled with riches and respect.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Did I ever tell you that your mother was engaged to the second eldest son of the House of Dawn?” she asks me, and I shake my head, even though we are both aware she never told me. “It was a marriage set up by our parents. It was arranged, and your mother never, ever had feelings for Gerald. She only had eyes for your father, so it was decided that I would marry the second eldest son,” she carries on. “But I did not want marriage, and I never loved him either. He is a cold man, as you well know from one meeting.”

      “Did he accept that?” I enquire.

      “He was obsessed with your mother, and one day he snuck into the house after a party, drunk, and shot who he thought was his brother, with an arrow as he danced. It was my father, and he died, and my mother all but gave up on life until she passed away from sickness and grief not long after. Your uncle was locked up for ten years due to our laws and his family’s money, and I was allowed sweet revenge,” she tells me.

      Shock freezes me as I realise the dream I had was about my grandparents and how my grandad died. How could I have seen that? “What did you do?” I ask, well aware the lift is taking ages.

      “I killed their parents. Fair is fair,” she answers, and the lift finally stops. Turns out my aunt is a cold-blooded, crazy killer as much as my uncle clearly is.

      “Why is Bethany on their side?” I ask we step out into the massive room, and my answer is right in front of me.

      “Read the prophecy,” Courtney suggests. The long room has eight table-sized aged cloths hanging in glass in a line. The aged cloth has a scene painted onto each section, telling me a story. The first one on the left is five people in a river. Two women, three men, and each has a large animal behind them. Two wolves stand at the women’s sides, one light and one who looks like Shadow. Behind the men is a giant dragon lizard, a polar bear and a leopard. The second picture shows dozens, if not hundreds, of people cheering at the five crowned people and their animals nearby. This time the two dark-haired girls are smiling at each other. The next one is different, and I almost jolt.

      The three men are dead on the floor, their familiars gone, and the woman with the black wolf stands covered in blood, and in the distance, the light wolf runs away with a girl on her back. The last painting shows one girl with an army around her as she sits on the back of her wolf, her head held high. Several of the other paintings are random, just paintings of the mountains and sunrises but the last one isn’t.

      The last painting is simple: a black painting with a rising sun above mountains in the middle and many words underneath it that I can’t read.

      “What does that say?” I shakily ask.

      “When Dawn arrives, she will bring freedom. Beware her shadow of a heart, for in it lies death.”

      “Bethany and Dawn are some kind of saviours, and I’m the bad guy?” I ask, shaking my head and stepping back. “No, that isn’t true.”

      “It is the prophecy given to us before the last Dawn left this world and the familiars behind. It will happen, just as your lives were predicted. This was painted thousands of years ago,” she tells me with a frown. “And I want you in my house because I must be on the winning side of this war. You have four large ancient familiars on your side, and Bethany has nothing with the House of Dawn.”

      “What war?” I whisper.

      “You will see, and you will fight. You can leave if you wish, Anastasia,” she suggests, but I’m already in the elevator, and thankfully the doors slam shut before she can see the panic in my eyes. I hardly blink as the elevator goes up, and I feel like it gets harder to breathe by the second.

      I need fresh air.

      I rush out the doors the second they open, and I rush out of the building. I gasp in fresh air as the sunlight shines down on me. For some reason it makes me calm down a moment and remember that I’m safe, that nothing some stupid prophecy said is going to come true.

      Then I remember the first dream I ever had where there was a white wolf, and I was riding Shadow. We were in the middle of a familiar war…and it could be true.

      My dreams are true…somehow.

      God, I need to talk to my guys about this. I blink as I straighten up, my mind made up, and I freeze all over again as I see my hooded stranger in a crowd of people in the distance. He stares at me for a long time as people move around him like he isn’t there. They don’t see him, that much is clear.

      “Only you do.” I hear his voice in my head, and then three people step in front of him, and when they walk past, he is gone.
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When dreams sneak into reality…
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        “They won’t stop! It will be every single child of mine!” a woman shouts as I open my eyes, well aware I’m in a dream as I stare at my mother. Her blonde hair is curly as she faces away from me, and I inch forward, reaching a hand out just in case I can touch her.

        “You are being ridiculous, sister,” Courtney replies just as I get closer to my mother and see Courtney right in front of her. Courtney looks different, so much more relaxed and younger. She actually smiles at my sister, and it’s not in a condescending way at all. It’s just a look of love. “They haven’t done anything to Bethany or you.”

        “They did, and I’m not lying!” my mother’s hysterical plea makes me shiver. My mother storms out of the room, slamming the door shut behind her, and Aunt Courtney breaks into tears, repeating one sentence again and again.

        “What have I done? What have I done?”

      

      

      

      “What?” I shout in a daze as I sit right up in bed, and only silence greets me as I suck in air. Dammit. How am I seeing these things in my dreams that I know are real? I shake my head and swing my legs out the quilt that is all but stuck to me. I head straight to the bathroom, quickly using the shower and throwing on some skinny jeans and an oversized black hoodie. I brush my hair as I open my laptop, seeing it’s two in the morning and wondering if Raine might be awake for a call. I press the call button before I think about it a second longer, and I’m surprised when she answers a few rings later. Dressed in bright yellow pyjamas, her hair a fuzzy mess, and a big smile, Raine is who I needed to see right at this moment.

      “You had sex!” Raine shouts instead of hello, and I shake my head. How the hell did she know? “Which one of the lucky guys was it?”

      “Mason,” I answer, and she squeals, jumping in her spot on her bed.

      “Damn, I bet he was good!” she replies with a dreamy sigh. Any other girl I might be jealous and condescending, and I know it, but not with Raine. Raine is loyal, and I completely trust her, which makes being away from her hard at the moment. If anything, I’m jealous that she gets to live back at our home while I’m stuck here. “Tell me everything!” For the next half an hour, I tell Raine everything that’s happened recently, from Mason to the dance with Alex and missing Liam. I tell her about the prophecy and my sister, and in the end, I feel tired again.

      “Holy shit, Ana. You have had a rough time of it,” she says with a sympathetic smile. “And you could never be the bad guy in any story. You’re too good.”

      “Thanks,” I whisper, not having a clue if she is right. “I’m going to my uncles’ in the morning and staying there for a week. Being here made me realise a week is a long time when you hate where you are.”

      “Stay there and you will live forever then,” she jokes, but we are both too worried to really laugh and mess around. “It will be okay. If not, you have the sexy three to get your ass out of trouble.”

      “How are your dad and boyfriends?” I ask, and she smiles.

      “They asked me to marry them, and I’ve not decided on my answer yet, but guess what?” she pauses as that sinks in. Raine, married? “The bastards somehow got my father’s permission to marry me. His blessing actually.”

      “Jesus, what drugs did they spike his tea with?”

      “I asked the same thing, but apparently nothing,” she laughs but looks down at something I can’t see in the screen. “I do love them both, and I can’t imagine my life without them. I know my answer, and I know I want my best friend there as my maid of honour, so you need to escape.”

      “I would never miss out on your wedding, and I would be honoured,” I tell her, and she grins around a yawn.

      “I’m going to love you and leave, I’m afraid. I have to get some sleep, Ana,” she says.

      “Same,” I lie, and she nods. We say our goodbyes before she goes, and I leave the bed, slipping on my shoes. I wander around the house aimlessly for a long time until I find myself at the door for the attic once again. I open the door and head up the small stairs to another door at the top. I have to turn the key in the lock to open this one, and then I push the door open. The usual smell of cobwebs and dust attacks me right away, just as beams of light push through the cracks in the roof. Oddly, it’s beautiful up here. I walk over to the tiny window at the back of the room and sit down, wrapping my arms around my legs as I watch the trees and the city in the distance. I feel Shadow in the forest, and I know he is as worried as I am.

      In a few hours, everything is going to change.
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      A white limo is parked out the front of the house as I step out with my backpack in my one hand and everything I want to keep inside. My life fits into a backpack right now, and that’s a scary thought.

      Almost as scary as the dagger hidden well in my bag.

      “I will see you in a week,” Courtney comments, her hands resting on Phoebe’s shoulders, and the way they stand reminds me of Grandma Pops holding onto Phoebe when I got on the train to go to university.

      That seems like years ago now, but in reality, it’s not been that long.

      “Bye, sis! Come back!” Phoebe cheerily says, but I see the pain in her eyes. Bethany went and didn’t come back for her, and now she thinks I will do the same.

      “I will see you soon,” I reply, making sure to lock my eyes with hers before I walk to the limo. The driver offers to take my bag, but I decline and get into the back seat. He shuts the door, and I look through the glass, staring at the old mansion. Skye waves from a high up window, and I wave back until I realise she can’t see me through the tinted glass.

      But she waved anyway, just in case I saw her. Alex has the best sister. The limo doesn’t take more than a few minutes to arrive at the House of Dawn, and I guess I should have known they would be close together. The mansion here is very similar to Courtney’s home, the same light stone walls, glass extensions to the sides and large roofs. I’m willing to bet all of the houses up here look like this, look old and rich from just one glance.

      One of my uncles waits at the entrance of the house, and I struggle to remember his name for a moment.

      Stewart Dawn.

      “Anastasia, welcome to our home. I’m afraid it’s simply me today, as my brothers are at work,” he says.

      “And what exactly do rich men need to work for?” I sweetly ask, and he smiles at me.

      “Our work is of no concern to you, young girl,” he replies and waves a hand into his home. “Now follow me, and I will give you a brief tour. I’m afraid the house is far too large for a long extended tour.”

      I don’t reply to him, and he doesn’t wait for one as he turns around, placing his linked hands behind his back and walks into the entrance hall. Right in the centre of the room is an enormous white statue of a wolf, howling up, and spiral stairs wrap around the wolf, going to at least three floors that I can see. Light blasts down from the large glass windows at the back of the room, and two corridors lead off in different directions. Steward shows me the kitchen, living areas, game rooms, and the private meeting rooms before we get back to the staircase.

      “Behind here is the training room. As a family, we love to exercise, and self-defence is a good way to do just that and learn valuable skills,” he explains to me as he pushes the door open, and we step inside. Right in the centre is my sister and a young guy fighting on mats. He pins her down, and she laughs right before he kisses her, and I feel awkward watching, so I clear my throat to let her know we are here. Her head snaps up, and they both look to us with guarded gazes.

      “Anastasia has arrived. Do come and introduce yourself, Damon,” Stewart suggests. Bethany and Damon share a look before they walk over, hand in hand. Damon has thick black hair, very deeply tanned skin and excessive muscles under his tight black shirt. He looks like a model, and I can see why Bethany would be into him.

      “Anastasia, lovely to meet you,” Damon offers me a hand to shake, but before I can accept it, Bethany lowers his hand and steps closer to me, her resting bitch face in full working order.

      “Walk with me, sister,” she says so coldly that I almost flinch.

      “I think Anastasia is tired and needs to rest in her room,” Stewart replies, his curt tone leaving no way for Bethany to argue with him, and Bethany smiles.

      “Okay,” she says and holds her hand out to me. “How about a truce, little sister? We might not be on the same page, but we came from the same book after all.” Not knowing what else to do, I slide my hand into hers, and I feel a small piece of paper in her grip. “See you around.” She lets my hand go, giving me the note, and I close my hand into a fist as she walks away.

      “Can I use the bathroom quickly?” I ask Stewart as we head out of the training room.

      “Of course,” he replies and shows me to a small toilet. I shut the door and run the tap as I read the note, relief coursing through me.

      

      
        
        Annie,

        They believe the prophecy means more than family.

        But I don’t.

        You are my sister, and we are getting the hell out of here the moment we can with Phoebe. It’s us against the world, as it always has been.

        Don’t choose a house.

        We will rule this world, and I have a plan that is going to work. Be ready.

        Fight for your family.

        Love, your sister forever, Bethany.
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My knight needs a princess to save his broken heart…
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      “Alexander, did you draw on your father’s new car?” a woman with dark skin, curly brown hair and eyes the very same as Alex’s demands as I stare at her. We are in a greenhouse of some kind, and in the middle is a large swimming pool which moves softly like waves. A boy, no older than twelve, is sitting on the edge of the pool with his sock-covered feet inside the water. “Alexander George, don’t you dare ignore your mother!”

      “I’m not ignoring you,” he replies, and I stare in shock at the dark-haired boy. That’s Alex, and that must be his mother. How am I seeing this? I chuckle. That’s where Alex got his short temper from then.

      “You could have fooled me,” the woman sighs and sits down next to Alexander. “I know what this is all really about.”

      Alex just huffs in response, kicking the water. “Did you overhear my conversation with Diana on the phone?” she asks. It hurts my heart to know she was friends with my mother, and now they are both gone. Judging by Alex’s age, that means my mother kept in touch with Diana even after she left here. In another world we would have grown up with each other. Alex and I are all that is left now, and yet so apart in every sense. This world around us is making it impossible for us to be together and find out who we are.

      This world is drenched in pain and loss for us, and where exactly is the hope? Alex doesn’t answer her, and she places her arm around his shoulders. He leans onto her arm, and she kisses the top of his head. “My angry little boy who wants to fix the whole world, I do love you. Nothing about us will change because you were born in my sister’s tummy. You know you have two older sisters but they passed away years ago, the empire turned them different and your birth mother died in childbirth. You were mine from the second I saw your sweet face.”

      “So Skye isn’t my sister?” Alex enquires with such vulnerability in voice.

      “Skye may be your niece by blood but she is your sister in every single way that counts. You will protect her, won’t you?” she asks, and he nods.

      “As long as there is the sun in the sky,” he replies, and she grins at him. I get a feeling that is a sentence they share. It means more than I can understand.

      “Now you know why I called her Skye. Because you are my sun and you will always protect her,” she softly replies, and he smiles at her, both of them hugging as the dream fades from my eyes, and for once I never wanted the dream to stop.

      

      The silk sheets under my hands feel too soft, too unusual and unfamiliar as I wake up and blink up at the white ceilings. I sit up and look at my room in the House of Dawn and how it is simply boring. White everything from the walls to the floors, and other than the bed and a white glass coffee table in front of the window, there isn’t anything else in here. My dream stays in my mind as I shower and get dressed in the walk-in closet. I ignore the eighteen odd dresses with designer labels attached to them and find a chest of drawers at the back with one pair of jeans in them. In another drawer, well hidden, I find a mint blue jumper that is slightly too big on me and hangs off my one shoulder. It will do. I find my way back to the kitchen after leaving my room, and I make myself toast and find some strawberries in the fridge. I sit at the counter, eating away as uncle Archibald walks in, coming to a stop.

      “In the dining room, there is a buffet table full of food. You do not make your own in this house,” he commands, and I huff around a smile.

      “Sorry, I can’t be sure there is no poison in anything you feed me,” I sarcastically reply, and he stares at me like I’m the devil.

      “You are not like your sister in manners, it seems,” he growls.

      “No, I’m not,” I curtly reply. He opens the fridge and gets a bottle of water before leaving the room without another word. I look around the kitchen as I finish off my food and get myself a bottle of water, pausing when I see the keys hanging on a hook by the fridge.

      Well, they never said I had to stay here all of the time, and after that dream, I want to see Alex. I unhook three of the car keys, just in case, and head out the back door of the kitchen, sipping on my water. The cars are all lined up by the back entrance, and luckily the first key I press is the nearest car to me, a red mini. I slide into the car, putting my bottle of water on the passenger seat and doing up my seatbelt. It’s almost funny how no one looks or checks who is in the car as I get to the gates and they open for me.

      I drive straight out and head back down the road, right to where I saw that burnt out sign. The gates hang loose at the sides, ivy growing over the metal bars which look like dozens of snakes wound together. The driveway is hardly there as I drive down the outline of a road under the grass and weeds until I come around a sharp corner and see what is left of the House of George. The mansion must have been impressive once. The frame is hardly there, but I can just about see the outline of the huge oval shaped building. Brown bricks lie scattered like the wind around the base of the house, and with weeds covering them, I can’t see where the entrance to the house must be. I stop the car a good distance away and get out, leaving my keys in the car as I wrap my arms around myself. It’s silent here, not a sound to be heard, not even birds like I’d expect. When I hear a massive rustle of branches and leaves, I turn just in time to see Ki-Ki knocking over a tree as she slides over to me, her snake eyes a very concerning, sharpened colour. I don’t move as she gets closer and closer until she stops right in front of me, and her snake tongue hisses, the edge of it just missing my cheek.

      “Ki-Ki doesn’t like it here, does she?” I ask out loud, knowing he is close. I can feel it in my blood, in my soul.

      His low chuckle answers me, and I almost smile as he steps out of the treeline, only I can’t. We are standing on a gravesite for his family, and it was my family who caused this.

      “Come with me, Tassie,” he suggests and turns around, not waiting for my answer. Ki-Ki slides off into the forest in the other direction of Alex, and my feet are following him without a second thought. The small walk through the forest ends when we come to a tiny cabin, and Alex pushes the door open, and I follow him in. The tiny cabin has only one other door, most likely to a bathroom, and everything else is crammed into a long room. One side has a kitchen with two counters, a sink and a small fridge. A cooker rests in the corner, and a tiny table with one chair is pressed against the wall. A double bed takes up the other side of the room with a single sofa chair next to it, facing the grey stone fireplace that is lit up and flooding the room with heat. None of those things are important though, it’s the random items littered on shelves and everywhere that catch my eye. Statues of snakes, an ancient painting of an old couple which is burnt in the corner, and one wall has about ten gold necklaces with bright yellow gemstones hanging from them. Alex sees where my attention is, and without me asking, he explains.

      “Each female born into the House of George is given a new necklace, a token of affection for her birth,” he mutters. “The rumour is that our very first ancestor was so in love with his new daughter that he wanted to give her the stars. Only the stars were impossible to capture, so he found a stone that looks very much like a star and decreed every time the earth was blessed with a woman in the House of George that they would be given a star crystal.”

      “And what do the males get?” I enquire.

      “The privilege of being a male heir to an important house, that is what,” he answers with a smile, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes that drift back to the necklaces. “Those are my family’s, and I found them in the rubble of the house years ago. Someone has to keep them for my family.”

      “Does Skye have one?”

      “Yes, and it is wrapped around her favourite dagger,” he remarks with a big grin, and I shake my head. George women are crazy, it seems.

      No wonder I like Skye.

      “Why does she have a dagger in the first place?” I ask him as he sits on the edge of the bed.

      “I once promised my mother I would always protect Skye. I can’t do that all the time when she is in that house, so I taught Skye how to fight. How to protect herself, and for now, a dagger is better than nothing,” he tells me, and I see his breath hitch as I move closer and sit down next to him on the bed. I think I saw that moment…but how do I tell him that? Alex, my angry man who I saw as an angry little boy who loved his mum. I look around the cabin, realising this small place is full of more ghosts than I could ever understand.

      “Have you lived here all alone, all these years?” I ask him, and his eyes darken.

      “Not at first…I was adopted by a rich house called the Treasurens,” he starts a story I know he doesn’t want to tell me, or anyone, about. I hold my breath, waiting for whatever he needs me to know. “They were a lonely couple who desperately wanted a child, and there I was, an angry teenager with royal house blood and no parents left. Only the wife wanted more than a son, and it soon became clear she wanted me in her bed when I was too young. I flipped out and left, and to make sure I never told her dirty secret, she keeps the fact I live here silent. I found my second mum in Liam’s mum. I even call her mum these days, and I would do anything to protect her.”

      “She should die,” I firmly say, and he chuckles, his lost and dark eyes on me. I don’t move as he cups my cheek, his hot breath fanning over my lips.

      “This is why you’re mine. You’re like me. Passion and destruction all laced together until no one can ever tell the difference,” he gruffly says.

      “I can. I can tell who you are even when you hide it from the world,” I whisper back, the cabin seeming ever so much smaller now.

      “Maybe you’re wrong,” he replies with a smirk I might once have seen as cruel, but now it’s nothing but taunting.

      Daring.

      “Maybe I’m not. If you really wanted to destroy everything you touch, then why am I so alive when you hold me?” I ask, tilting my head to the side. “In another life, we would have grown up together, and no doubt we would be together. In every single version of our lives I can imagine, you would be in my life.”

      “You’re trouble, Miss Noble, and fuck, I love it.” His lips crash into mine with a fevered passion that makes my toes curl in my boots. His hands rip at my clothes at the same pace I pull his off before he pushes me down onto the bed, kneeling between my legs. His lips leave mine to trace down my jaw as his hands touch and caress every part of me before his lips find where I want them. As his lips circle my nipple, his hand slides between my legs, and his thumb finds my clit. I gasp, my back arching against him, and his dark chuckle only turns me on more. He rolls onto his back and pulls me on top of him, my legs parting around his thighs as his swollen cock lines up at my entrance. His hand cups my jaw as I close my eyes.

      “No, your eyes stay on mine as you ride me,” he demands, and my eyes bang open as I slowly lower myself onto his cock, and he fills me like he has always meant to have. He pulls my head down to his lips as I roll my hips back and forth, loving how he feels inside of me. His teeth bite into my lower lip until I slightly taste my blood, and for some reason the tiny bit of pain makes the pleasure so much more. He grabs my hips and takes control, pounding into me as our foreheads rest against each other’s, our eyes locked together like we could never look apart even if we tried. I cry out in pleasure as I come, and he crashes with me, his eyes never leaving mine as he finishes.

      “Where do we go from here?” I breathlessly ask him, and he rolls us over on the bed, holding himself above me.

      “Wherever the fuck we want as long as we are together. You and me, baby, we can destroy the world if it gets in our way.” He kisses me once more, his cock hard once again as he slides inside me.

      Alexander George is my world, and one way or the other, we will crash together, that I’m sure of.

      And the world better watch out.
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Words are a smart mans toys in a game.
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      “Did you know your father loved chess?” Archibald comments as he comes into the conservatory I was hiding out in. I lower my book on the bench, admiring the many roses that live in here, before looking to my uncle. I thought I’d found a good hiding place but perhaps not. It seems I can’t hide anywhere in this mansion without someone finding me. Yet somehow Bethany escapes me at every turn. I won’t answer him right away; I get the feeling he is a man that is used to getting his own way, and nothing else matters to him. Shadow runs pasts the window at the same second I turn around on the bench, placing my feet on the ground and standing up. My uncle’s hand rests on one of the wooden chairs surrounding a stone chess table that is all set up.

      “Did he play here?” I ask, waving a hand at the set, and he nods.

      “What do you think his favourite character was?”

      “The queen, of course. Everyone knows the queen is the key to victory; she simply has to be protected at all costs,” I answer. I’ve never been good at chess, that was Bethany. I wonder if dad taught her and she remembers.

      “As much as the king needs his queen to protect her,” he counters, but I don’t change my expression, keeping everything to myself, because trusting this man is similar to trusting a starving dog not to bite you.

      “What do you need, uncle?”

      “To show you our work. It’s time you understood your family legacy and why you should stay here,” he replies and turns away, not asking me to follow as he knows I have no choice and need to. I bite my tongue and head after him through the main house, my eyes always searching for a glimpse of my elusive sister but never finding her. We get to a lift by the kitchens, and he presses a button to call it up. The atmosphere is tense as the lift opens up and we go inside, neither one of us saying a word as a bright blue light scans us and the doors close.

      “Welcome to Dawn, Archibald and Anastasia.” A robotic voice speaks as the lift goes down. My uncle looks at me, I see his head turn in the corner of my eye, and for a moment, I realise I could be in danger. I don’t know anything about my uncles’ work, and yes, they might need me, but they could just as easily kill me and try to get Phoebe.

      “When you crashed your car, we took a blood sample from you. Or should I say a team did,” he randomly tells me.

      “You sent that team to crash a car into me for some blood?” I demand, and he narrows his eyes.

      A cold smirk stretches across his lips. “That team was sent to collect blood samples from every familiar with a wolf so we could be sure they were not you. The teams before them were sent to collect the wolves, but they had trouble, so blood samples were easier. I never allowed them to hurt you and risk your life, that was not in the plan.”

      “Why did they then?” I enquire.

      “Who knows?” he darkly chuckles as the doors open. “The moment I heard about the crash, I killed them both.”

      A gulp down the disgust as we step out into a big laboratory filled with people in white cloaks, running around, and they don’t notice we are here. Or they don’t care. The room stinks of bleach with a slightly metallic tang to it, and all I can hear is glass clanging and low whispers.

      “Welcome to your family’s legacy, Anastasia Dawn,” he states with a proud smile.

      “My last name is Noble,” I remind him, and he only laughs as his shiny shoes walk across the even shinier floor.

      “Why your parents chose that last name, I will never understand. Running away isn’t noble, neither were any of their actions and choices they made for you. They cut you three girls off from your true family, your heritage, your lives,” he spits out, anger burning in his eyes. “My brother was as reckless as your mother. The two of them were peas in a pod, and I hope to god you are different than they were.”

      “Reckless is a trait I admire in them. It meant they were brave,” I counter.

      “And stupid.” His reply is curt and cruel, and it makes him look more stupid than my parents ever did. He holds his hands behind his back as he walks down the corridor, past more and more machines and scientists working on them until he comes to a stop. I follow his gaze into a room with two babies in glass cribs, and next to them in the cribs are tiny baby polar bears, curled up at their feet. A strange blue glow covers the animals and babies who are fast asleep and can be no older than a few weeks.

      “These two are the first in a new race,” he proudly states. “Meet the twins of a new era.”

      “They are familiars,” I point out, not understanding his point. Familiars are not new.

      He smiles down at me. “Their mother was human, and we changed her children into familiars inside her womb when they were simply embryos.”

      “How?” I whisper in horror. “Where is their mother?”

      “The scientists finally figured it out. The babies kept dying before, or the mother did before the children could be born, effectively killing the children. Some babies were born half human and half animal, others missing limbs or worse. It took a lot of work to get here, to get to them. Shame we lost the mother in childbirth as she could have birthed so many more just like the twins,” he tells me, but the world slows down as I’m filled with utter horror and disgust. Bile rises in my throat, and I turn, throwing up all over the floor as I gasp for air, wrapping an arm around my stomach. I cough through the sick as my uncle leans next to me. “This is the Dawn’s legacy. We will turn all the humans’ children into familiars, and once our race is bigger, stronger, we will rule this planet. Your family will rule; don’t you want to be part of that?”

      I look up, meeting his gaze.

      “Never.” The one word is all I need to say, and he slaps me hard out of nowhere, taking me by surprise. I stumble back, tripping and falling to the floor, as my hand cups my cheek and I taste my own blood in my mouth. I don’t cower to him, and in this moment, I know he could beat me to within an inch of my life and I will never, ever agree to be on his side. To be part of his house. I glance at the babies who didn’t do anything wrong…and I know I will save them.

      “You will change your mind,” he states. I crawl until I can walk and run to the lift, running through the door the moment it opens. I leave the lab full of horrors with one thought in mind.

      I have to save those twins and burn this damn House of Dawn to the ground.
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I need more dreams like I need more curly, uncontrollable hair…
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        “You are out of your mind! Some things are wrong and cannot be changed!” a man shouts from behind me. I spin around, seeing a man in a purple cloak, his face hidden from me. On the floor behind him is a man with long blond hair covering his bow shaped face, all his chest and front, but I can still see that he is naked. Long chains spread his arms up into the air, and blood that looks purple trickles down his arms.

        “There must be sacrifices for a better future!” Archibald demands. The man with the cloak lowers the hood, and I stare at my father. My handsome father with kind eyes, who right now looks so angry. “You would understand this if you ever left that woman’s side!”

        “That woman is my wife, and be very careful with your words, brother,” he growls, and Archibald nods in agreement.

        “Your wife and soon to be child will be safe…only if you leave here,” he replies, kindly, but it’s a threat. My father looks back at the chained-up man.

        “I’m so sorry.” The words fall from my father’s mouth before he walks away, and for once I’m not proud of my father.

        He just left.

      

      

      

      I wake up gasping for air in the dim room, tears effortlessly falling from my cheeks into the scrunched up bedsheets in my hands. It was just a dream, but it wasn’t all the same.

      The man chained up wasn’t real…and my father didn’t walk away. He wouldn’t do that. I shake my head, knowing my own thoughts are as unbelievable as the notion that my dreams aren’t real in some messed up way. I crawl out of bed, wrapping a white cotton dressing gown around myself before tiptoeing out into the corridor. I make my way down to the locked kitchen and turn the key before letting myself inside. I lock the door just as the dim lights under the over top counters all turn on. I swiftly turn my head to the left where thee light switches are and find Liam right in front of me. My frown instantly turns into a smile, and I throw myself into his arms, letting him twirl me around, holding me so closely.

      “I missed you, Ana,” he whispers to me, his hot breath blowing the hair from my neck.

      I smile against his shoulder. “I missed you too. It’s been too crazy here to get to you…how did you get in?”

      “Paid a guard to look the other way,” he replies, and I grin. He brushes some wayward strands of my hair away from my face. “How are you doing?”

      “Homesick and wondering how I have a trace of good in me with how crazy and cruel my family seem,” I honestly answer.

      “People aren’t born evil, but life corrupts the weak.” His words make me feel a little better but not by much. For some reason, the man in the cloak, my own personal ghost, comes into my head, and I know I need to tell Liam about him. Tell any one of my family, my chosen family, that is.

      “There’s a man in a hood that’s been following me since before I became a familiar. I needed to tell you,” I say, and he frowns as he pulls back, locking his eyes on mine.

      “What does he look like?” he asks. “Sound like? How close has he gotten to you?”

      “Tall, but I’ve not seen his face, and he sounds posh…and old. He can’t have grown up anywhere I know,” I say, and Liam nods. “And since he pulled me out of the burning car at the crash, he is closer than before. Like a shadow.”

      “He saved you?” Liam furrows his brow.

      “And he told me not to trust you three. He said something along the lines of that you three came from the same place he did,” I explain.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Liam counters. “Mason, Alex and I may come from this city but not really. Mason didn’t move here for years, and he is from London. The only other thing he could mean is our ancient familiars. Maybe he meant they all came from the same place as him?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, and he leans back. He seems lost in thought for a moment before he snaps out of it, reaching behind him and handing me a plate covered in foil. I smell the contents before I rip it open and find a plate of brownies.

      “My mum made them for you,” he says, rubbing his neck. “Seems you have charmed her like the rest of us. Wanna share?”

      “Always with you,” I reply, placing the plate on the counter. I jump up next to the plate, crossing my legs on the counter and picking up a brownie. I eat two before I’ve even blinked and looked at Liam, who finishes a brownie off before smiling at me. He chuckles and steps closer, reaching his hand up to the corner of my mouth.

      “You have a little chocolate here.” He wipes the corner of my mouth and runs the chocolate across my bottom lip, his eyes locked onto my lips. Within seconds he is kissing me, sliding his hands around my hips and pulling me to the edge of the counter.

      “Wait,” I whisper against his lips, and he freezes, pulling back but still holding me in his arms.

      “I don’t want to ruin this, but I have to be honest. I’ve slept with Alex and Mason, and I feel the same way about them as I do you. I don’t know what that means for us or how we are going to work this out, but I feel guilty.”

      “Don’t,” he simply answers, and I frown at him. It isn’t that simple. He leans closer, brushing his lips against mine. “Don’t feel guilty for what feels right. Mason, Alex and I will sort out our differences, but I know for sure that we all agree keeping you in our life is worth anything. We want you, you’re our home, and our home is everything to us.”

      “You three are my home too,” I whisper, and he grins, lifting me off the counter. “I’m glad you agree. Now where is your room?” I slide down his hard body, clearing my throat as he takes my hand. The lust in his eyes is enough to make my knees weak, let alone my heart, as we quietly leave the kitchen, leaving it unlocked for Liam to escape later. The house is eerily quiet as we head up the stairs and to my room.

      The second my bedroom door closes, I kiss Liam, and he picks me up, kissing me back just as passionately. I gasp as he throws me onto the bed, and he leans up, tugging his grey shirt over his head and then throwing it onto the floor. The moonlight is shining right through the window, bright enough to light up the entire room as I undo my dressing gown, revealing only a tiny tank top and my yellow lacy panties I’m wearing underneath. His hands work their way from my ankles to my thighs, his thumb tracing against my core as he goes past and to my stomach, pushing up my tank top. I lean up and tug it off as his hands trail up my breasts, and his thumbs flicker across my hard nipples. His lips fall onto my stomach as he tugs and teases my nipples, driving me crazy with every movement.

      I’m breathless as his teeth pull my panties down my legs, and just as I help him kick them off, his tongue slides into my core, and I moan loudly. His hands continue to play with my nipples as he swirls his tongue around my clit, and my orgasm builds and builds until it crashes into me like nothing else. I’m barely aware of Liam rolling me over and pulling my hips up in the air or the sound of his zipper being lowered. Liam slams his cock into me with no warning, and he fills me perfectly with every thrust. This position is too much, too pleasurable, and before I know it, a second orgasm is building and our moans are filling the once cold bedroom.

      “Liam!” I moan his name as I come around him, and he finishes with me, spilling inside me. He tugs me down onto the bed, and I curl myself around him as he stares at me, stroking my hair.

      “My home,” he whispers, and I don’t have to say anything else. He is right. We are each other’s home, and that will never change.
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Love can be found in the coldest room in the world if you find the right person…
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      I roll over in bed, a happy smile on my face before I’ve even opened my eyes. There were no dreams to haunt me, and falling asleep in Liam’s arms was beyond perfect in every sense. I look to his pillow, disappointed to see it empty until I spot the little white note. I pick it up and read it.

      

      
        
        My Ana,

        I had to leave before the sun came up, but I will see you again soon.

        Eternally missing you and your homemade cookies,

        Yours,

        Liam.

      

      

      

      I grin as I tuck the note under my pillow and stand up. After a quick shower, I dress in a pink tee shirt that has the word obsession written on it dozens of times, faded and crossed over each other, and black skinny jeans with my pink Converse trainers. I brush my hair, leaving it a little damp before heading out of my room and down the stairs. I come to a halt when I see all three of my uncles, Damon and Bethany waiting at the bottom. They are laughing between themselves and only notice me when I take another step.

      “Perfect timing, sister,” Bethany calls up to me and holds her hand in the air. On her wedding finger is a diamond ring, the rock so big you can hardly miss it.

      “You’re getting married?” I question as I walk down to the bottom step. She smiles so brightly, but it doesn’t seem real to me.

      Bethany looks to Damon, and whatever he sees on her face makes him smile brightly. I’m sure he actually loves her…but Bethany? I don’t think so somehow. “Yes. Want to see the bridesmaid dress I chose for you this morning?”

      “Sure,” I answer, hoping that means we get some time alone. No one stops Bethany as she walks to me on the stairs and nods her head up. I turn and follow her up and then down the corridor past my room. She opens a door, and I head into what I’m sure is her bedroom, and she closes the door behind me.

      “Here we are,” Bethany says, waving at the dress hanging up on her mirror. The purple dress is sexy as anything, made of one piece of silk that starts as a dark purple at the bottom and fades in colour until the top is a light lilac colour. It has a long slit up the one side of the leg and a halter top which is going to be very revealing for me.

      “I’m surprised it isn’t red,” I muse. I can’t imagine our uncles will be happy about my dress being the colour of the house they want to steal me from. Bethany, being the smart sister she is, did this on purpose, and we both know it.

      If I had my way, there would be no dress to start with, and Bethany knows that. She knows I hate dresses, she knows I love her. Yet for some reason, she is pretending neither of these things mean anything when they mean everything.

      “We both know which house you will choose, Annie,” she smoothly replies. “Purple was always your colour after all. I remember you had a purple blanket as a kid that mum made you. It got lost at some point, and so did the red one I had. I never knew why we had different colours, but I do now. Our parents were making the choice for us even as babies.”

      “Don’t call me an affectionate name when you are nothing close to affectionate towards me,” I counter with an arched eyebrow, and she shrugs. I don’t even know if I can believe her story about the blankets. My sister has become a born liar, it seems.

      “Fine, sister,” she retorts, curling her lip.

      “Do you really love him? Is he really what you want?” I ask, and she nods once, crossing her arms.

      “Damon and I are something special, that’s for sure,” she replies.

      “He isn’t right for you, because I can see you don’t love him,” I counter.

      “And you would be the expert on love, right?” she laughs. “Being that you have three boyfriends on the go. I’m sure they keep you busy and you have no time to worry about family anyway. Why don’t you focus on making your choice, sister?”

      “I only worry about family, Bethany. Have you seen the twins?” I demand, ignoring her jab about my guys. She couldn’t possibly understand what we have, even I don’t all of the time. “Do you know what our uncles are planning?”

      “Of course I know, and I was there for their birth. You are the late one to the party, sister,” she almost laughs, and it shocks me. How can she be so cruel and empty?

      “Bethany, this is wrong, and you know that. What has happened to you?” I demand. “Did you knock your head and become a monster overnight? Is there any way to return your humanity?”

      “I grew up!” she shouts at me. “And you need to as well. We are not humans anymore, and what our uncles are doing may be hard to swallow, but hard things make perfect endings.”

      “Mum and dad took you from this world to save you from it,” I remind her. “And you’re losing yourself. Don’t you see it?”

      “They made a mistake,” she replies with a sneer and walks out of the room as I try not to cry.

      I feel like I’ve lost Bethany…and I’m not sure how to save her anymore.
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Home is where your true family is.
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      “Honey, I’m home,” I shout when I step into Courtney’s mansion, leaving one prison for another. My suitcase is taken from me in an instant and carried up the stairs by a guard just as Skye and Phoebe coming running down them. I’m tackled by them both, and I laugh as they squeeze me tightly. I kiss the tops of both their heads, and Phoebe immediately starts rambling about missing me while Skye waits for her to finish. When Phoebe finally comes up for air, she hugs me once more.

      “Courtney has gone away for the day and said she will be back in the morning. The guards are light, so I think we should take Phoebe out. If she wants,” Skye suggests with a big smile.

      “No! Aunt Courtney said I could have a new princess dress if I stayed good while she was gone. You two go!” Phoebe huffs and frowns at us as she lets me go. Wow, Courtney knows how to buy Phoebe’s love and good behaviour. At least for now. I think us Noble women learn a few skills as we get older and wiser.

      Like how to make our own decisions.

      I take Skye’s hand and walk to the front door, waving goodbye to Phoebe who looks mad.

      “See you later, sis.”

      Skye tugs on my hand as we step out the front door and head across the driveway. The three guards look up, staring at us with blank expressions. “What are you doing? They won’t let us leave!”

      “I’d like to see them stop us,” I counter, arching an eyebrow just as Shadow jumps over a wall. I stop and climb onto his back, offering a hand to Skye. She laughs as she takes my hand, and I lift her behind me before Shadow calmly walks up to the guards. They lift their guns, and Shadow growls once.

      The warning is enough to make them gulp and look between each other.

      “Is stopping me leaving worth having your head bitten off?” I ask them, and they don’t answer me, but they do look rattled as Shadow growls once more. “Let us out and this will be our secret. Boss woman isn’t home, and we will back before she is. Now move, or Shadow will make you.”

      “Come back tonight,” the guard on the right gruffly commands, and I nod once at him. He rubs his face and looks to his friends, who step aside. Shadow runs out of the gate and straight down the road as Skye laughs behind me. I chuckle along with her. We head straight to the edge of the city before getting off Shadow, and he runs back into the forest. Skye takes my hand, and we head into the chaos of the crowd, pushing through until we get to my guys’ home and head inside. Skye all but skips all the way up the stairs, and the people all say hello to her and ignore me completely. I don’t blame them; I’m an outsider who now lives in one of the rich houses.

      I would hate me as well, in their position. Skye doesn’t knock when she gets to the guys’ door and heads in, and I trail after her, closing the door behind me.

      “Skye Banana, what are you doing here so early?” Alex asks, sounding so playful that it shocks me for a moment, and I’m more shocked when I see Alex hugging Skye as she laughs.

      “Stop calling me that! I’m all grown up now, and I brought you a present,” Skye says, waving a hand at me, and I arch an eyebrow at her.

      “You’re still a kid, short stuff. Get over it,” Alex states and ruffles her hair as he lets go and steps up to me, his arm going around my waist. He kisses me once before letting go just as the door behind me opens. I turn back to see Mason and Liam walk in, followed by Dorothy. Liam pauses, his eyes on Alex’s hand on my waist, and Mason does the same, but he looks even madder. Thankfully, the moment is broken as Dorothy pulls me into a hug and leads me into the living room. The next few hours, we have dinner, and it’s nice to be in a family unit with a mom cooking and us cleaning up after dinner.

      It feels normal…in what is not a typical world.

      “On the roof, they have new plants. Want to help me pick some for the flat, Skye? I might even have some sweets hidden up there we can eat before the boys find them,” Dorothy asks as Skye and I finish off the drying up of the plates.

      “Yes!” Skye says with a child’s excitement in her eyes, reminding me of how young she really is. Dorothy winks at me as she takes Skye’s hand and they head out of the room, and I carry on with the washing up as Alex comes into the room. He moves to stand right behind me as I dry a plate, his hard body perfectly pressed against mine.

      “You are so beautiful, Tassie,” he tells me, brushing some of my hair away from my neck. His lips drift up my neck as his hand slides under my tee shirt and up to my breast. I hold in a moan as he tugs my bra down, and his fingers tug on my nipple, flicking and teasing. His other hand undoes my jean button, and in one expert move, he slides his hand into my panties and his finger inside me. I throw my head back as he rubs my clit, his finger sliding in and out of me as his other hand teases my nipple. It doesn’t take long before I’m crashing into an orgasm, a long moan escaping my lips even when I’m trying to be quiet.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect, Tassie,” Alex whispers into my ear as he removes his hands. A throat clears, and Alex lets me go just as Mason punches him hard in the cheek. Liam is in the middle of them in seconds, pushing them apart as Alex tries to hit him back.

      “Fuck, Ana is mine! You never wanted her, you said so yourself!” Mason growls, and my eyes flicker to Alex.

      “I was lying to myself before I lied to you both,” he admits, rubbing his cheek.

      “Do you love her then?” Mason demands. “Promise not to hurt her?”

      “That is something Anastasia can ask, but not you,” Alex growls, pushing Liam’s hand away to shove Mason in the chest.

      “Both of you stop being fuckheads, and let’s just talk,” Liam counters.

      Mason laughs, shaking his head. “He will break her heart. Alex has never loved anyone but himself, and we all know that.”

      “Enough!” I shout, and all three of them turn to me. “You all need to figure this out, because I will not be a toy you share and argue about. This isn’t normal, I know that. I know normal is wife, husband and two point five kids…but we will never have that. We are familiars, and our normal has to be something different. I never planned this any more than you three did, but I will not live without any of you!”

      “Ana—” Mason starts, but I cut him off.

      “I am going home, and don’t you dare follow me. Figure something out and then talk to me, okay?” I don’t wait for their answer before walking as calmly as I can out of the room, even as my heart beats fast in my chest. I don’t remember the walk to the forest or Shadow coming to my side and walking with me. Everything seems dull about the once alive forest as I get to the gates to the mansion, and in shock, I stare at Aunt Courtney in the middle of the gate. Behind her are three dead guards, the ones that helped me, and sickness climbs up my throat.

      “Y-you ki-ll-ed them?” I question, and she doesn’t even look back at them.

      “I will kill Skye and your boys if you dare to leave my house without my permission again. Are we understood?” she coldly asks.

      “Yes,” I reply, biting down on my lip so I don’t scream at her. They didn’t deserve to die.

      “You are what humans call grounded until the wedding. Don’t test me. I know exactly what you’ve been doing when you sneak out of my house. Your mother was a slut; it does not surprise me her daughter is just the same,” she sneers. Before I’ve thought about it, I’m walking to her, and I slap her hard across the face. She cries out and stumbles back, and two guards come to my side, roughly grabbing my upper arms. Courtney straightens up, narrowing her eyes on me as she comes closer. She grabs my chin, looking right into my eyes.

      “I’m going to make you regret that.”

      I laugh. “And I’m going to leave, just like your sister did, and you will be all alone in the end, Courtney. Alone and cold and forgotten. That is your future.”

      I’m not surprised when she punches me, and in seconds I pass out, hopefully with a smile on my face.
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Love needs peace like the heart needs love.
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      “It’s been over a week since she left, and not even Skye has come back. Something is wrong,” I growl out, tugging on my hair. I’m sure half my hair is going to be pulled out by the time we leave this damn apartment.

      “And what do you think we can do about it?” Liam asks, arching an eyebrow at me. Go and get Alex to help us is what he wants to say. Ever since I watched Alex make Ana come in that kitchen, I haven’t been able to think straight, let alone be around the fucker. It was the hottest thing I’ve seen since being inside Ana, and I don’t know what to do about that. I’m in love with her, and my main problem is I have no clue what Alex is thinking or if he loves her just as much as I do. Sharing Ana was something I got used to quickly, and it’s not like I haven’t shared girls with Liam in the past just for one night. But never with Alex. He is possessive and takes anything he wants, when he wants it.

      If it’s just sex with Alex, I might be able to understand it, but Alex doesn’t share. Hell, he nearly bit my hand off over sharing a brownie once.

      “Get out of your head, and let’s go. Alex knows the royal houses and bribes half the guards at all the houses. If anyone knows what is going on, it’s him,” Liam growls at me and throws my coat at my head. I tug it on and head to the door, knowing I need to face this rather than be a pansy and hide up here.

      “Have you not gone and seen him? Or do you not care now you have Ana?” I ask Liam, and Liam stops. In seconds he shoves me against the wall, his forearm pressing on my throat. I’ve never seen Liam this mad before, and it’s a shocking turn of events.

      “Yes, and the fucker plays games like you. He told me Ana is fine but nothing more until I get your sorry ass to his cabin. Don’t you dare question my loyalty to all of our family. Now get the fuck down those stairs because the girl we both love is in danger, and if I lose her, I’m personally going to fucking murder you both for leaving the last memory in her head of us fighting like teenagers. We have been through enough shit in our lives; we don’t need to fight against each other when the world wants us dead already,” he pulls away, but his glare is still in full force. “So grow up and move on.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, and he nods, rubbing the back of his head as we both leave the apartment. We use Hex and fly to Alex’s cabin by his old home, and I don’t bother knocking as I head inside.

      “About time, fucker,” Alex growls, his black eye making me feel a little better. He stands up and walks right to me, and neither of us have to say a word. I tug him in for a manly hug, patting his back before letting him go.

      “How is our girl?” I ask, sitting on his bed.

      “Locked away like a princess by her psychotic aunt. The wedding is at the end of this month, and I have a plan. Are you in?” Alex asks, and Liam laughs as he sits next to me. I nod, and Alex starts explaining his plan, which includes stealing a helicopter and poison.

      They say only the mad plans work after all…
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Trapped no more…
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      I eye the guard outside my room, who stands in the doorframe with the door now missing thanks to Courtney. Apparently, she can’t trust me to stay in my room alone, so I don’t need a door. I should be thankful for the bathroom door, considering that’s the only place I get to be alone these days. I close my book I wasn’t really reading and walk to the window, looking outside even when I can’t go out. The balconies are all locked now—trust me, I’ve tried opening each one, and Skye can’t even figure out a way to escape anymore. Shadow is allowed in and out of the house, so that’s one bonus, but I know my guys must be getting worried now.

      Then I remember how we left things…maybe they need space. Maybe we have all made a big mistake and fucked up.

      Maybe I need to get the hell out of this house before I lose my mind.

      I walk to the guard, who steps aside for me without a single question and follows me as I head to the only room I like in this house. The attic. The guard waits at the bottom of the second staircase, not bothering to come up as he knows there is no way to escape in this room. I unlock the top door and shut it behind me. Everything is how I left it before, the box of my mother’s old things I was going through in front of the window that lets me see out of my prison.

      My escape from this mad life. I sit down on my blanket and pull the box closer. There are two statues for best runner and dancer in the empire, which make me smile. I find two scarves, a watch and three notebooks full of drawings in the box, which I go through, memorizing each and every one like a lifeline to my mother. I reach the bottom of the box and push it aside, but I pause as I hear the floorboard creak under the box. I push it further away and slowly slip my fingers between the boards, finding a groove and picking the loose board up with it. Under the floorboard is a little purple box, and I pick it up, admiring the small detail that has gone into its build. Dozens of animals are cast in silver on the purple stone box, all running around, all in peace. I flip the catch and open up the box to find a necklace inside that looks familiar. I pick up the silver chain and pull out the purple violet stone made of purple crystal. It shines, almost glows in the sunlight, and the second I touch the stone, a mixture of scenes flashes into my head like a movie I can’t escape.

      

      A woman is unconscious, her long blonde hair stroking the ground as four men carry one of her limbs as they move her to a bed. I move closer, my breath hitching as I see it’s my mum, and the necklace catches my eye straight away. The necklace in my hand is the same one my mum wears in this…vision? Dream? I’m not sure what is going on. Three men I don’t know in lab coats come over and push my mum’s top up, revealing her stomach. The other man holds her arms down even though she is passed out, and the third man lifts a massive needle.

      “NO!” my mum screams as they inject her stomach with something, and she screams and screams.

      

      Thankfully, the vision ends in darkness, and then suddenly another place appears before me.

      

      This time my mum is in front of a fireplace, watching the flames flicker in silence. Her hands rest on her stomach, and she is softly speaking, but I can’t hear her. I walk closer and closer until I’m at her side, hearing her soft voice.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “I have the fake IDs, and we need to leave. Now,” my father commands, although kinder than I’ve heard him in other dreams. I turn around to see him holding Bethany’s hand, and my mum simply replies.

      “For the baby, we leave and never come back.”

      

      In seconds, that vision is gone, and I think I see the attic just before another place is in front of me.

      

      This time I recognise the blonde-haired baby with bright blue eyes and a face so similar to mine even this young. I might have grown up, but I still have the same cheekbones, the same chin and dimples. I’m lying in my mum’s arms as she sings a lullaby to me, one I remember even though I wasn’t sure how before. Suddenly my little chubby hands start to glow purple, and I laugh.

      But my mum doesn’t.

      Her face fills with horror, and tears escape her eyes, falling onto my purple cotton blanket.

      “I’m sorry, my Anastasia. I’m so sorry, I should have never let you exist.”

      

      I gasp, coughing on air as I realise I’m back in the attic, and I wipe my wet mouth only to realise my nose is bleeding. A tissue appears in front of me, and I crawl away when I see my cloaked man right next to me.

      “I’m the reason this all happened. Let me explain, Anastasia Noble.”
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What in the…god?
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      My cloaked man drops the tissue onto the floor between us, and I carefully pick it up as he sits down and pushes the cloak back. I’m stunned into silence at the blond man in front of me, his long hair like a wave covering his shoulders and muscular arms. His eyes remind me of the forest, so green and almost frost like. I feel trapped in his gaze for a long time before he speaks.

      “I am what humans call a god, and I made the familiar race by accident.” His statement hangs between us, and I’m speechless as I hold the tissue to my nose.

      “You made a race of people by accident?” I question, making sure I heard him right.

      “I had a brother, many years ago, and we fought, destroying the world around us until I almost killed him and ran away to here. To the mortal realm. I fell into the river that surrounds this place, and my blood mixed with the water just as four lost mortals swam in the river. They changed into familiars, local animals bonding with their souls in a way I’ve never seen before.” He pauses to grunt, and the movement makes him wince. Is he hurt? “They found me, helped me, and we made a home here. I even befriended an animal to be more like them, but soon another issue came up. Years passed, they had children, a life and so on, but we didn’t age. I knew I couldn’t age, but whatever my blood had done to them had made it so they couldn’t age either.”

      “You’re immortal?” I ask, a sinking feeling appearing in my gut.

      “Yes, and so are you. So are the other four that have been reborn here because of my blood. They trapped me for years, taking blood and trying to create new versions of me, but it didn’t work until, recently, it did. All the children and adults died until they decided injecting pregnant women was the way forward. The first was Bethany, then they tried a human and made Mason. Liam randomly survived when hundreds like him died. Alex and you were one of many rich and noble families to be tested without permission. Most lost their babies and became infertile…but the George and Violeta babies survived. Then there were five, once again…” he whispers. I shake my head, not believing it, but he is lost in his story. He doesn’t notice me freaking out one bit.

      “Immortality was difficult, especially when we had issues in our group as it was. See, we had two sisters, and one was everything to me. Along with the males of the group, we loved and shared her. I never had a child with her due to my injuries, but she had three children, and I loved them all the same. In time, her sister became jealous, and one night she killed Emory in cold blood. I killed her in revenge, and one of our group couldn’t live without her, so he killed himself. There were only two of us left, and we couldn’t be near each other, so we both left the empire and the people. Our children were old enough to lead the people by that point.”

      “Why are you back then?” I ask quietly. I don’t know if I believe him or what to think anymore.

      “Before I left, I saw a vision, just like your visions. I don’t know why you get the visons like me, but when I die, that will be the end of them. They are linked to me, much like your soul seems to be, Anastasia,” he murmurs.

      “What did you see?” I ask.

      “I painted my vision, like I always did, and you have seen it,” he replies, and I look down at the ground.

      “Did you see me as a monster in a war?” I ask, trying not to imagine the painting in mind. “Some shadow who will destroy everything?”

      A finger lifts my chin up, and I look right into the eyes of a god.

      “I saw you as the shadow which destroyed the Dawn. That is not a bad thing…the Dawn only bring war,” he whispers, and suddenly he falls to his knees and onto the floor. I lean down, panicking as he rolls onto his back.

      “Are you okay?” I stupidly ask when it’s clear he is not. He lifts his other hand, and I see purple blood covering it.

      “Years ago, your father saved my life and risked his family doing so. I promised to help his family in the future, and here I am as I die. I was injured weeks ago, but I’ve held on for you,” he croaks out. “Anastasia, listen to me closely. I need to place a map into your mind, and you must go there soon. It’s the only place you will find help in the war to come.”

      “O-okay,” I nervously whisper as his hand finds mine and grips it tightly. Images flash through my mind so quickly I can’t focus on any of them, but when they stop, I know where I need to go, just like he said. His hand loosens on mine as he coughs, and purple blood leaks from his mouth. “Don’t die on me. I mean, we don’t know each other, and I’m trapped in here. You’ve always been there, haven’t you? I don’t even know your name.”

      “My name should be lost and forgotten, like the blood I carry which has caused so many problems,” he whispers back to me. He lifts his hand, placing it on my cheek. “Protect yourself, Anastasia, and the baby inside of you. I sense he will be the future of the Familiar Empire.”

      As I stare in shock, knowing in my heart his words are true and I’m pregnant…a god dies with his hand in mine.
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A secret hidden within.
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      My hand falls to my stomach, like it has done for the last month since the god told me the truth and died seconds later. I don’t know how I am pregnant, not with what Mason told me, and I believe him. He wouldn’t lie to me…so perhaps it’s an ancient familiar-immortal thing? Maybe conception just doesn’t work for us. My mind flashes back to hiding the god’s body in the attic as it wasn’t an easy job, but I couldn’t risk anyone finding him and using his blood like he said. Thank god for Google…and hopefully no one is tracking my internet searches as “how to hide a body and make sure it doesn’t smell” is something the police would turn up for.

      Maybe not in the Familiar Empire though.

      I stand at my aunt’s side, my hand resting in Skye’s as we watch my sister get married. Phoebe walks down the aisle as the little flower girl, sprinkling rose petals everywhere as I search for any of my men.

      I need to see them, to tell them I’m pregnant, and then we can figure out the rest later. The massive dome room is made of glass with flowers all wrapped around the pillars that hold it up. Sunlight beams through the glass, making it bright and warm in here but still empty for the reason it’s a wedding that doesn’t make sense.

      I know my sister…and this isn’t what she wants, but I can’t figure out what exactly. The little bit of information about how we are immortal stays firmly in my mind, begging me not to tell anyone, because the idea of living forever sounds insane.

      Forever.

      With my guys? Well, that doesn’t sound too bad now I think about it. But forever with Bethany? My sister who I can’t predict or begin to understand at all? I don’t know how to process that little fact. What about Phoebe? Is she like us, or will she be mortal and die? There is so much to understand.

      The music changes, and I look back with everyone else as my sister appears on Archibald’s skinny little arm. I will admit she looks amazing in her wedding dress, and some deep part of me wishes mum could see Bethany now. Her wedding dress is true Bethany style, flared out like a princess gown at the bottom while being tight and low cut at the top. Her veil covers her face and falls around her in a wave of silk as she walks down the aisle. Her long hair is up in a bun with a literal crown made of red crystals holding the veil on her head as she gets to Damon at the end of the aisle under a handmade archway full of red and white roses.

      The priest starts the ceremony, and I blank out as they both say, “I do,” and whatever else they declare as I still search around for my guys, but it becomes clear they aren’t here right now. Skye squeezes my hand tightly, and I look down at her, seeing my mother’s necklace hidden under her purple dress. I knew exactly the best place to hide the necklace, and I couldn’t leave it in the attic. I wink at Skye just as one of my uncles starts to cough. Archibald coughs and coughs, spitting out blood as the room fills with chatter. I step into the aisle just as he collapses onto the floor with a thud. I look up just as my other two uncles fall onto the floor, blood spilling out of their mouths and their eyes wide open as their bodies twitch.

      “AAAGH!” Damon screams, drawing my attention up to see Bethany stabbing Damon with a long dagger. I rush to her, pushing the people who are running away out of my way until I come out of the crowd and stand between the bodies of my dead uncles. Damon falls slowly, and Bethany kneels with him.

      “Did you think I was clueless?” she asks in a mocking tone. “I knew they trusted you with everything, far more than me. I was to look pretty at your side and never, ever rule. But I don’t want that, and I certainly don’t want you. Good luck in Hell, Damon Dawn.” He falls to the ground, and I look out the window just in time to see his animal fall onto the grass, dying together.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask Bethany, practically shouting as she stands up, looking pleased with herself.

      “I did it for us,” she replies with a sweet smile, even as the blood of a man she claimed to love drips onto her wedding dress. “I poisoned our genius uncles and then got rid of the last heir, their precious Damon. Now it’s just us and the Empire we can rule. Together.”

      “Rule and do what?” I growl, and Shadow crashes through the door behind me, with Dawn jumping through the glass window behind Bethany at the same time. Shadow gets close to my side as I realise the room is empty other than Bethany and me.

      And our wolves.

      “Rule the world, of course,” she replies like it’s just that simple. “We are immortal, Ana. We are, you have to believe me, and that means we need to make our castle our home, and the humans will never let us have that. I realise it now; I did the second they took you from me.”

      “This isn’t the way, Bethany,” I say, shaking my head.

      She grits her teeth, getting angry as guards flood the room. Like they know Bethany is in charge, they stay around the side of the dome, waiting and watching for her order. God, she planned this well. “We will have war, a war the familiars will win. Any humans that survive can have their children turned into familiars, like the twins. My uncles made this plan for war, and it’s flawless, but they didn’t see me watching and waiting for the right moment.”

      “I won’t be part of this.”

      “If you stand in my way, you become the prophecy. You will be the end of the Familiar Empire, and I can’t have that!” she shouts.

      “Side with us, Anastasia,” Aunt Courtney pleads, and I slowly turn around, seeing her holding Phoebe’s and Skye’s hands. They both look scared out of their minds, but Courtney looks happier than ever.

      This was all planned. Bethany never left Courtney for my uncles, she simply became the perfect spy. Shadow senses my answer way before I even speak it, and he growls low, the sound filling the room.

      “Never.” My one word makes the room drop into silence, and it’s the calm before the storm. Within seconds, Dawn is running at me, wide teeth looking ready to bite, and Bethany screams. Shadow jumps to knock Dawn out of the way, both of them crashing chairs and glass, and smacking into a pillar. Worry fills me as Shadow bites Dawn’s leg, but Dawn is the same size and just as strong, giving Shadow one hell of a fight.

      I can’t lose him.

      The guards all rush towards me, and I freeze, having no idea what to do next, just as Ki-Ki slams through the glass, falling into the room. Glass cuts into my skin as it falls around me, and I cover my head with my arms. Ki-Ki knocks the guards out the way before curling around me in a protective way as I turn to see where Phoebe and Skye are.

      “Ana!” Skye screams as Courtney pulls her and a crying Phoebe out of the room. Liam and Mason are suddenly there, more welcome than I could ever admit, and I smile for the first time despite everything. Courtney looks back at me with so much venom in her gaze, but Liam takes one step closer, and she wisely lets them go before running away, out of one of the doors as Silver jumps into the room.

      “Get them on Silver and out of here!” I shout, and my guys do just that as Alex jumps over Ki-Ki’s huge tail and tugs me into his arms.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, but I shake my head. I don’t have time be okay.

      “Alex, get to the basement and find a pair of twins—babies with polar bear familiars—and get them all out of here…I’m going to deal with my sister,” I firmly say, and he goes to disagree with me, but I kiss him before he can. “Do this for me. Trust me and do not come back.”

      “Always a pain in my ass, Tassie,” he grumbles but nods at Ki-Ki. “Don’t you fucking die.”

      “Not happening,” I grin, and he nods, no smile back for me, but he climbs on Ki-Ki as she slides around me and out of the way, leaving me alone with my sister. Something explodes nearby, and I smell the crackle of fire, hear the sound of distant gunshots, and know this is how a war is going to start.

      Two sisters. Two wolves…just like it did once before.
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Trusting is the art of falling.

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ki-Ki crashes through the middle of the entrance hall near the lift, finding the tunnel that leads to the basement, which is a hell of a lot bigger than I thought.

      It’s a damn science lab. I lift my head and jump off Ki-Ki as two guards run at us, and I smile as I place my hand on Ki-Ki’s back, pushing power through my hand. Blue energy slams through my fingertips, sparking alive our connection and slamming into Ki-Ki, changing her into a big red furry lion who jumps on the guards before they can even raise their guns. I step over their bodies once Ki-Ki is done, and an older man with greying hair, a willowy form, and thick glasses on his nose steps out of a room with two babies in a basket.

      “I believe they belong to me. Put the basket down, and I will let you go,” I say, and I take my eyes off the man for a moment to see the lab is on fire on either side of us. They are burning it on purpose. The man shakes his head, and Ki-Ki lets out a long roar just as I hear explosions in the distance.

      It freaks the man out enough to put the basket on the floor and make a run for it. Ki-Ki looks at me, and I nod once, and she chases after him. His scream fills my ears, and I lean down to look at the twin babies wrapped in a blue blanket, and the tiny baby polar bears at the bottom of the basket.

      What the hell has Tassie got to do with these babies?

      I cover my head as part of the floor near me caves in, slamming rubble onto the floor and making an opening for us to escape. “Ki-Ki, get here now!” She is at my side in seconds, and I place my hand on her again, changing her into a red hawk this time. I climb on her back, holding the basket down with my chest and arms as she takes off through the gap, dodging the fire and rubble until we get outside. I look back at the fire, and I pray to god Ana has gotten her hot ass out of here by now.

      I’m not leaving without her, one way or another. Ki-Ki flies us right to the back of the property where the helicopter Liam and Mason have hijacked is starting up. I climb off Ki-Ki, and she flies into the air to join the other animals as I rush to the open doors of the helicopter with the babies. Mason takes the basket from me, and I climb in, looking for Skye and finding her in her seat, tears falling down her cheeks as she holds Phoebe close. Liam nods back at me from the pilot seat, and Dorothy takes the basket from Mason without asking a single question about whose babies those are. I’ve always loved that chick.

      “Liam get us out of here,” Mason says.

      “What about Ana?” I grab Mason’s jacket, and he doesn’t fight me off.

      “We aren’t leaving without her, I swear it, but we need to get in the air. Once we are safe and the children are, we can jump out on Hex and Ki-Ki and get our girl,” Mason counters.

      “Ana would never forgive you if the children are hurt,” Dorothy reminds me, and reluctantly I look back at the mansion on fire.

      “Just fucking go.”

      Ana get out before I walk into the fire and drag you with me.
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When family breaks, it hurts more than the deepest cut.
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      Bethany stands on the platform, her eyes locked onto mine with zero emotion showing in the depths of them.

      And I still love her like I always have done. I will still fight to find my sister under all the chaos she has smothered herself in.

      “End this now, Bethany. We can build a future on peace, on love. We can do this, we always have!” I plead with her as I step closer. Shadow’s whimper catches my ears, and it takes everything in me not to look away from Bethany to see if he is okay. I have to believe he is.

      “We can have a family, a real one. There is so, so much waiting for you if you just stop this.”

      “An eternity, huh?” she finally speaks, but she sounds nothing like my sister. “An eternity in your shadow, sister?”

      “Bethany, I’ve always been in your shadow! I’ve always admired you, hell, wanted to be you!” I shout back, and she laughs as she takes three steps closer to me. The fire is spreading now; I can feel the heat under my feet and surrounding the room as smoke sneaks in. I almost think I can hear my guys shouting my name…and the panic in their voices, but I might be imagining that. If they haven’t gotten the kids and left, I’m going to be so mad. I don’t need a hero to save me…I can save myself.

      To do that, I need to get out of here before it all burns down. I glance over at Shadow and Dawn, thankful to see Dawn is injured and Shadow has her pinned down.

      “You will never let him kill Dawn, even when you know it will stop me. It’s the only thing that will stop me,” Bethany whispers to me. I look back at my sister as tears escape my eyes.

      “What happened to you?” I softly ask. “And how do I save you?”

      “You can’t,” she replies just as softly as me, but in the same breath, she lifts the knife she killed her husband with and tries to stab me. I scream as I block her attack, but the knife slips down my arm from my shoulder. With strength I didn’t know I had, I manage to shove Bethany, and she trips on her wedding dress, falling across the floor. Shadow growls loud enough to hurt my ears and, at the same time, throws Dawn across the room and out of the glass.

      “Leave her, Shadow,” I command, my voice breaking. “Help me.” Shadow is at my side in seconds, and I use my good arm to pull myself up. “Get us out of here,” I whisper to Shadow, digging my good hand into his fur, and he runs off through the fire licking the walls of the hallway, destroying this monster of a home. We come out of the fire and straight around the corner, where a giant army style helicopter is starting to take off, dozens of guards with guns are firing at the helicopter. I see Alex, Mason and Liam inside, and I have no doubt Phoebe and Skye are there as well.

      Above them, three hawks fly in the air, following the helicopter, and I know one is Hex…the others are Silver and Ki-Ki. They changed them. Without thinking, I cry out as I place my hands over Shadow and call that power I haven’t used in ages. The guards turn at my cry and lift their guns at me. Thinking only of a hawk, purple energy blasts out of my hands and surrounds both me and Shadow. The energy sends a shockwave away from us, and the guards’ screams are all I can hear as Shadow is changed into a giant black hawk who waits for no one and shoots into the sky after our family. I lie down and take a deep breath as I stare at the sun setting over the city…the calm before the storm.

      A storm they have no clue is even coming. My eyes drift shut, and I sigh as I let darkness happily take me away.
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You always know your true home. It’s felt in your soul.
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      The beeping of a machine wakes me up, and I feel groggier than ever as I blink my eyes a few times at the white ceiling, hearing shouting very close to me, but I can’t understand the words. I sit up, my head spinning as I feel pain shoot down my shoulder to my arm, and I remember everything in a flash as I look at the bandages covering my arm. I stare at the infirmary I’m in, knowing straight away I’m back home, even before Estelle walks through the curtain, her face lighting up in joy the second she sees me.

      “Oh my, it is good to see you awake, dear,” she says and rushes to me. “Quickly, before they come in. Do you know you’re expecting? I did blood tests to make sure you were okay and found out.”

      “Yes, and I’d rather tell them myself. Is the baby okay?” I ask her, and she nods just before she carefully hugs me. I hug her back with my one good arm, and she relaxes against me.

      “I’m so happy for you, and I missed you. I heard what happened, and I’m so sorry, Ana,” she whispers to me, and my reply catches in my throat, the thick emotion of shame and pain swimming before my eyes. I feel Shadow waking up nearby and almost feel his relief for being back home.

      “Hey, Tassie,” Alex says, and I lift my head from Estelle’s shoulder to see my guys all waiting at the end of my bed, silent and yet perfectly my family. Mason moves first and rushes over to me as Estelle lets go. His lips are on mine in a blink, and I melt into his embrace, not even thinking about Alex and Liam being here, seeing us like this. Alex’s hand falls into mine, and Liam comes close to the top of the bed and rests his forehead against the side of my head.

      “When Shadow fell out of the sky, my heart was in my chest. Thankfully, Silver and Hex caught Shadow and flew him home, and Ki-Ki caught you,” Liam admits. Oh god. “We had to set the helicopter off, but we knew Shadow would get you out. I never thought you’d be hurt.”

      “Bethany…” I whisper, and it’s enough for them to understand. I clear my throat, knowing there are more important questions. “Who did you get out? Skye? Phoebe?”

      “Skye, Phoebe, and the nameless glowing twins are being looked after by my mum, Raine and even Hugh who came to help. We have put the place on lockdown for now, but it’s only been a few hours since we got off the plane and took a second helicopter to here. Dorothy had nurse training and helped you on the plane. Thank god for Liam’s army friends he made years ago or this wouldn’t have been possible,” Liam answers me, and I sigh in relief. “Who knows what Bethany and Courtney are doing right now but they are a problem for when you’re feeling better.”

      “We have nearly everyone we need. We can stop Bethany,” I say, feeling stronger with the knowledge my family is safe. “I will stop Bethany, but there is somewhere we need to go. It’s close to here, we can use the second helicopter if it’s still around.”

      “What’s so important?” Mason asks.

      “A god,” I whisper, but they hear me and look at me like I’ve lost my mind, which I may well have done by this point. “Trust me?”

      “Always,” Mason answers for his brothers, and they all wait for me to explain the next part of our journey.

      “We need a map…”
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      Turns out Liam knows how to fly a helicopter, a skill I didn’t know he knew, and he effortlessly takes us to the very top of Scotland, to the middle of the sea where there is nothing on the map, but in my head…I know there is an island. As we travel through the pouring rain, none of us say a single word, and their belief in me makes me sure of how much I love each of them.

      It’s us against the world…hopefully with a god-like help at our side.

      “Well, shit. There is an island,” Liam shouts, and we all rush to the front of the helicopter to see it. I’ve seen the island in my head, but it is far more than I could have expected. The island is gigantic, full of forests and at least three mountains as far as I can see. Sandy beaches smother the island, and right in the middle is a city just like the one we escaped from, but far bigger. We all feel speechless as Liam picks up his speaker and presses a few buttons.

      “Please land on the left side of the island. I’m patching you through directions. Over.”

      “Copy. Over,” Liam answers and looks back at us. “Be ready. Our familiars are flying outside, but we have no clue what we are walking into.”

      “Got it, mate,” Mason agrees, and Alex’s dark look is enough to scare the flies out of a rotting apple. We all go back to our seats, and a wave of sickness fills my throat as we go to land, just reminding me I have a big secret I need to tell the guys.

      Now isn’t the best time though, and the war is more important right now. I’m eighteen and searching for something that should be impossible. Hell, I’m eighteen, pregnant, and looking for a god to help me stop a war. This is a future I never could have planned ahead for.

      The helicopter lands about ten minutes later, and Liam opens the door before coming to our side. We all step out together into the big field with a concrete circle in the middle of it, where we have landed. I see a man and woman walking towards us through the thick, frosted grass as our familiars all land in a square shape around us.

      When they get closer, my knees collapse, and I fall in shock.

      “Anastasia…” my mother starts, tucking some of her blonde hair behind her ear as I stare in utter astonishment.

      My father looks down at me, and his eyes glow purple for a moment. I never saw the god we were looking for…and maybe there was a reason my cloaked man never showed him to me.

      I think he is my father.

      “Welcome to the real home of the Familiars. I believe you need our help.”
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      “Are they ready?” I question my aunt as she stands at my side. My purple, new designed leather clothes fit my body perfectly, as does the purple cloak that flaps around in the wind behind my back. I turn my gaze on my aunt, her clothes tighter than mine but still in our house colour, her hair plaited and tightly placed into a bun at the top of her head.

      Her smile says it all, and I turn back to my army. Thousands of familiars line the forest in front of me, like an ocean of purple, each one of them made better by my uncles for their war.

      Only they didn’t expect to be dead before they could start it.

      This war is for the House of Violeta, and my sister will be on my side, one way or another. The House of Dawn is dead.

      And the world will fall next.

      “Let’s begin.”

      

      Finish The Familiar Empire world by pre-ordering the last book by clicking here.
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      Hi and thank you for reading The Dying Wolf. This story of gods and familiars has been in my mind for years and I’m so happy to be writing this story now for you to read. Anastasia is named after my favourite movie as a child, the movie Anastasia.  I always loved the story of a girl finding her family and love at the same time, and I wanted to write a book with that in mind.

      Of course my characters have a life of their own! I’ve planned for three books in this series and The Shadow 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.

      Please keeping reading for an excerpt from another series of mine called Her Guardians.

      If you have a moment to write a review, I would love your feedback on my book!

      
        
        Happy Reading!! G. xoxo
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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-
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      “So, class, please start by reading page thirty-two in your books," the professor goes on, as my class starts after he walks in. The professor looks as ancient as the old room we are all sat in, with his brown hair and beard, and very dated clothes that look like he hasn’t washed them in a while. I push my own out-of-control, wavy brown hair over my shoulder, wishing I had tied it up this morning. It’s a hot day, and the room is stuffy because of the lack of opened windows, making my hair stick the back of my head. I glance over at my best friend, Alex, who has her head on her desk, lightly snoring. I chuckle before kicking her leg and waking her up. She moves her waist-length, straight, red hair off her face to glare at me. "I was resting, Win," she mutters, hiding her eyes with her arm and huffing at me.

      "The professor is here," I giggle, trying to whisper to her as she nearly falls off the side of the desk, while half asleep.

      "Oh, what page?" She yawns, looking like she is going to drop back off to sleep already. I sigh, remembering how she actually has a boyfriend to keep her up all night. I, on the other hand, can't find a good one. The last time I had a boyfriend was over a year ago, and I found out he had a bad habit of sleeping around at parties.  The unfortunate way I found this out was when I walked into his bedroom at his party, to find him in bed with two other girls. Let’s just say he has put me off men for life, or at least for a while.

      "Thirty-two," I roll my eyes at her grin.

      "I might nap instead, I had a long night," she winks.

      "Don't rub it in," I groan.

      "Well, you’re coming to Drake’s party this weekend, and no, you don't have a choice. I bought you a dress, and I found you a date," she grins. I don’t know which one was worse about that sentence. The fact she has bought me a dress, which I know will be way too slutty for my style, or the unlucky guy she has found for me. I decide to go with the second problem first.

      "A date? You know I don't date," I hiss, while she continues to grin.

      "Hey, you can't judge every man because of one. This guy is nice, a friend of Drake’s." She makes that annoying face she knows I haven’t ever been able to say no to since we were eight. I will never forget when I first met Alex. My mum had taken me to get an ice cream from the local ice cream van. Alex had just gotten hers in front of me, and I decided to get the same because her ice cream looked good. When the truck left, Alex tripped and dropped hers. My mum and I rushed over as she cried her eyes out over her ice cream. I offered to share mine and then, when I saw her at school the next day, we were inseparable.

      "Fine, but if this doesn't go well I'm blaming you," I laugh.

      "Winter Masters, is there something wrong?" My professor asks, causing the whole class to look at me. I can hear Alex's quiet snort as I answer.

      "No, sir. We were just discussing the work," I say with red cheeks. The professor raises his bushy eyebrows at me. I know he doesn’t believe me. Damn, I wouldn’t believe me, either. I’m a terrible liar.

      "Well, discuss it more quietly next time, I'm sure the whole class doesn't want to know about your dating life,” he replies. I hold in the urge to hide under the table at his blunt reply. A guy about my age puts his hand up at the front, drawing the whole room’s attention to him. The boy has messy, brown hair that’s covered up with a backwards cap. He is quite muscular under his top and shorts from what I can see. I’ve heard a few comments about how attractive he is, which he definitely is, but I can’t remember his name.

      "I would like to know, sir," he says loudly before winking at me over his shoulder. I know I’m redder than a tomato now, and one glance at Alex shows how funny she thinks this is. I’m leaving her to sleep through the class next time.

      "That's enough, Harris. All of you get back to work. I am running tests on this next week.” He picks up a large pile of papers, most likely the tests he made us do last week, and hasn’t bothered to mark yet. I watch as he goes to his desk and pulls out his phone. I’m sure he is playing some game by the way he is typing, but he definitely isn’t marking the tests.

      “Also, while I remember, you need to find work experience in the next week or you'll be helping me sort out the university lost and found…for four weeks." I swear the old professor even smirked but I didn’t see him do it. I bet they would be getting him more coffees than they would be doing anything else.

      "Have you heard back from the local vets yet?" Alex asks, opening her book as everyone else starts reading quietly.

      "Yes, they called yesterday, and I'm all sorted." I grin, remembering jumping up and down in happiness after the call. I had applied months ago, and no one from our course was accepted, but I held out hope as I hadn't been rejected. My back-up was to work at a local farm, with half our class. Studying to become a vet is hard work, and there isn't much work experience available.  This is an English class, and we have to pass it to stay at the university. That’s why Alex, who is a music student, is taking this class with me.

      "That's great," she smiles widely, making a few guys next to us turn to look at her. Alex is that very pretty girl you always wanted to be. She is tall with boobs and hips that are perfect no matter what she eats. I look at a McDonald’s meal, and my ass gets bigger. I’ve been told I'm pretty, but I like my food too much. So I have curves, unlike my skinny-ass best friend. My best qualities are my shiny, brown hair and blue eyes, which I have to admit, suit my golden complexion.  We don't say any more and get on with our work. At the end of class, I hand in my permission forms for the work experience, before finding Alex with her boyfriend, Drake, outside class.

      "Hey, do you still need a lift?" I ask when I get close to them.

      "Nope, thanks, honey. I'm going to Drake’s, but I will see you tomorrow to get ready for the party." She winks, leaning against Drake. Drake is a good-looking guy, but is kind of strange-looking, and I can’t put my finger on why. Honestly, he looks like a typical, scary-ass man all the time. I don’t think he has a non-serious expression. He has dark, nearly black eyes and black hair that’s cut in a buzz cut, but he makes it work. It’s the eyes that give him the strangeness, they are too dark, darker than I have ever seen anyone’s. I always thought that he must spend a lot of time in a gym or something because he is all muscles, wearing expensive clothes. Alex has told me he is well off, but I knew that anyway from the car he drives and the designer clothes he wears. It's not just the looks and money, it's more how much older he acts, when he must be around twenty, like us. Alex doesn't answer many questions about him, but they have dated a while, so I'm guessing she really likes him. 

      "My friend is looking forward to your date," Drake says coldly in a slight Russian accent. Alex says he is not actually from there, but his parents were, apparently.

      "Me, too," I lie and frown at Alex's chuckle.

      "I love you, Win, never change," she says to me, as she gives me a hug before we wave goodbye. Drake doesn't say anything else but that's normal. 

      I click my old, red Rover open before sliding in. My mum bought it for me as a going away present, and I love the old car, though maybe not the unusual stain on the driver seat I can’t seem to get rid of; I think it’s red pen.  Well, I’m hoping it is anyway. We never had a lot of money growing up as it was just me and mum. As I drive home, I try to think about ways to get out of this date, but eventually come to the conclusion that it couldn't go that badly. Right?

      

      Read the rest of Winter’s Guardian free here.
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