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Chapter 1
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“Has anyone seen my PE kit?” a lad yelled from somewhere in the house.

Eleanor groaned, burying her face into her pillow.

Her shift at the Club had finished in the early hours of the morning and she had only just closed her eyes to sleep.

At least that’s how it felt, she grumbled, trying to muffle the sound of feet pounding up and down the stairs, as a similar thudding resounded in her head.

“Mum, Simon won’t get out of the bathroom,” a girl shrieked.

Eleanor winced as Sophie’s shrill voice managed to penetrate through her pillow, worsening her headache.

There was a loud hammering on a door further down the hall and she pulled the pillow even harder over her head.

“Simon, you dick! Get out of there!” Sophie continued piercingly. “I need to do my makeup.”

“Sophie, watch your language,” a woman called sternly from downstairs. “Ben, your kit is at the bottom of your bed. Simon, get out of the bathroom. I know you’re not ready for school yet, so hurry up and get dressed.”

“I am ready,” a lad protested, stepping out into the hallway. “And Sophie’s already wearing too much makeup.”

The bathroom door slammed shut barely seconds later and Simon cursed.

“There’s not enough makeup in the world to hide your ugly mug, Soph!” he yelled.

A door opened then closed again as Simon swore loudly.

“Mum, Sophie hit me with her hairbrush!” the lad tattled instantly.

“Simon Anthony Palmer, get your ass down here,” their mother ordered. “Your school uniform is down here on the back of the sofa, so don’t go lying to me about already being ready.”

Simon grumbled, but plodded down the stairs.

“Sophie Ellen Palmer, get your ass downstairs as well,” Laura continued. “You’re going to school, not a photo shoot on a runway. You don’t need makeup. Ben...”

She stopped speaking at a male murmur and Eleanor sighed, moving the pillow away from her face.

At twenty-five years old, she was well past the age for living at home, but it made financial sense. After leaving school at sixteen, she had taken a year out of education to gain some life experience in working in the real world, before heading to college at eighteen.

She had spent the next five years just studying various subjects as she tried to figure out what it was she wanted in life. She racked up a good number of qualifications that could be used in a variety of different careers, but none of them felt like the right fit for her.

She had finally decided that she wanted to be a teacher and for the past two years, she had been enrolled in University, earning her degree.

It would ordinarily be completed quicker than how long it was taking her, but she had opted to do the course part-time. Her parents had been struggling with the bills when she had started taking classes, so instead of putting aside her job at the Club, she had continued working so that she could assist her parents at home.

Since she wasn’t able to support herself in her own house, as well as her parents and siblings, she had just remained at home.

It just meant that she was forced to endure her teenage siblings’ daily nonsense. Which was not appreciated first thing in the morning, she groaned. Especially not after a long shift the night before.

An almost polite knock on her door interrupted her gloomy thoughts, making her jump and Eleanor muttered darkly under her breath as the throbbing in her temples increased in tempo.

“What?” she called tiredly.

“Um...mum said to ask if you had class today,” Ben mumbled, his voice muffled through the closed door. “It’s nearly eight...”

Eleanor checked her phone for confirmation then swore loudly, throwing back the bedcovers as she rushed to get ready.

*
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A few minutes later she was hurrying down the stairs, her bag hitting the wall in her haste.

She nearly ran over one of her brothers as she entered the kitchen, but she ignored his curse as she strode over to accept the plate of toast that her mother held it out to her.

“Thanks, mum,” Eleanor mumbled around the piece clutched between her teeth.

She placed her plate down between Simon’s homework as the lad scribbled away furiously, and Sophie’s mirror as her sister carefully applied yet more makeup to her perfected visage.

“Morning, Sweet,” Laura greeted absently, buttering more toast as Ben snuck past, his school jumper bulging suspiciously. “No dog at the table, so put him down, Ben. Which reminds me, I need to drop him off at the vets later...”

Ben grumbled as their mother apparently saw what he was doing without even looking around, but he lifted his jumper to show the little wriggly brown dog, the creature excitedly trying to lick his face.

He placed the scruffy dog on the floor before pulling his jumper back down and sitting at the table with his siblings.

“You were home late last night, Elle,” their father Joseph commented as he entered the kitchen, fiddling with his tie.

He stopped to kiss Laura on the cheek then continued to the table, grabbing his mug of coffee.

“Ooo, someone’s in trouble,” Simon and Ben chorused before sniggering.

Sophie just ignored them, apparently focused on coating every single eyelash with mascara.

“They had me on a close,” Eleanor explained glumly, rolling her eyes at her brothers’ immaturity.

“Don’t you think you’re taking on too much, Sweet?” Laura asked concernedly, holding her own mug of coffee. “We appreciate that you took on the extra work to help us out, but things are better now. Your father is more secure in his job and I’ve started earning an income too. You working so much seems a little silly.”

“It’s fine,” Eleanor dismissed. “Besides, I’ve nearly graduated. This term is nearly finished with, and then it’s the summer holidays. Then I’ve only got a year left and I’m all set.”

“You should be living your own life by now,” Joseph chided as he sat, concern creasing his brow. “You should have your own place, a boyfriend...” Eleanor wrinkled her nose at his heavy hinting and he raised an eyebrow. “...a girlfriend?”

Simon hooted with laughter as Ben and Sophie started choking on their toast, trying to muffle their own sniggers. Eleanor shot her siblings a scathing look before turning back to their parents.

“Boyfriend, dad, and I’m fine,” she said firmly. “I don’t need one of those to have a fulfilling life.”

“That’s why she spends so much time alone,” Sophie snickered under her breath. “She has a different sort of boyfriend, one that takes batteries. That’s all the ‘filling’ she needs...”

Eleanor ignored her sister, but Joseph frowned at Sophie sternly and the girl ducked her head.

“Y’know, I think Doctor Harman has a son about your age,” Laura mused thoughtfully. “I hear he’s rather good looking and isn’t stuck up his own ass from his father’s success. I can set something up...?”

“Muuum,” Eleanor groaned as her siblings roared with laughter at their mother’s attempt to arrange a date for her with a complete stranger. “Look, I have to go. I have class.”

She stood with her bag and shot her still chuckling siblings a cocky look.

“I might have no social life at the moment, but you lot are gonna be late for school,” she taunted. “Then none of you will have a social life.”

Simon glanced at his watch then swore, hastily gathering up his half-finished homework as Ben rushed to grab his PE kit from his bedroom. Sophie made a sound of disgust as she slowly put away her makeup, every inch the sullen teen.

Eleanor looked at her parents calmly.

“I’ve got another shift at the Club after class,” she told them. “But I should be home by ten. Eleven at the latest.”

“Okay, Sweet. I’ll leave some leftovers in the microwave,” Laura accepted, giving her a warm smile that turned into a look of exasperation when Sophie sauntered past. “Sophie, go get changed. I can almost see your underwear!”

As her sister began to protest that the length of her skirt was perfectly acceptable, Eleanor shook her head with a sigh, shooting Joseph one last glance.

“No dates!” she hissed, giving him a quick hug.

Her father chuckled, holding his hands up in surrender and she left, leaving her mother to deal with Sophie’s ridiculously short skirt.

*
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“Hey, Elle, did you manage to finish your history assignment?”

Eleanor turned absently at the question to find her two best friends standing there.

“So did you?” Kyrie repeated, her blue eyes anxious as she toyed with her honey blonde hair nervously. “I think I’m short by a thousand words.”

“You probably still aced it,” Tahira laughed.

Tahira was a native Egyptian, with dark skin and ebony hair. Her parents had immigrated to the UK when Tahira and her seven brothers were just babies, but once she had come of age and gotten her own house, her parents had returned to the country of their birth.

“I think I oversold mine,” Tahira admitted. “I went over by like five hundred words.” She glanced at Eleanor as she smothered a yawn. “What about you, Elle?”

“I need to ask for an extension,” Eleanor sighed, running a hand through her hair distractedly. “I’ve been so busy with work that I haven’t had a chance to finish it.” She bit her lip unsurely, fiddling with the strap of her bag. “Do you think Professor Hemmingway will give me a little more time to get it done?”

Tahira shrugged unworriedly.

“Worst he can do is say no. And if he says no, then you’ve just got to work a little harder on the next one to make it up,” she reasoned. “He seems fair though. He knows that some of us have lives outside of class.” Eleanor grimaced. “Ooo, speaking of which. Look who Professor Hemmingway is talking to.”

They followed Tahira’s contemplative gaze, to see the mentioned man, standing just a short distance away.

Alistair Hemmingway was in his early thirties and one of the favourite Professors on campus. His sandy brown hair was cut to the nape of his neck, brushed neatly back from his male-model features. His body was lean yet obviously toned, filling his tailored suit nicely.

There were rumours going around campus that he co-owned a nightclub, but any who were brave enough to approach him about it, received no answers.

The man he was talking to, was just as eye-catching, if not more so.

Lucas Cain also taught history, of Mesoamerica in particular. The man spoke as though he had lived through the eras he spoke of. With how he described the events in such detail, it was as though he had been sat there with a pen and paper to take notes.

Dark bronzed skin, his dark brown hair long enough to hang over a pair of hypnotising green-gold eyes. He never seemed to wear a suit like the other Professors, always wearing dark jeans and a loose t-shirt with a leather jacket over the top, a silver ring adorning the top of his left ear.

Today he carried a motorcycle helmet in his hand and Eleanor knew that it would only encourage a fresh flock of adoring female admirers, even a few male.

As it was, the two professors were already gathering quite a crowd of admirers – both staff and students – as they hovered nearby to ogle them.

“Mmm, Professor Cain,” Kyrie hummed in appreciation.

Tahira nodded in agreement, raking the man’s body lustfully with her dark brown eyes.

“Hey, who’s that?” Eleanor asked curiously as a third man joined the pair. “Is he new?”

Professor Hemmingway shook hands with the man first, speaking for a moment before gesturing at Professor Cain, obviously introducing him to the newcomer. The pair simply nodded to each other politely, not even bothering to offer shaking hands.

“New teacher maybe?” Tahira guessed then a contemplative gleam lit her eyes. “I would let him teach me a thing or two...”

“Whoah, girl,” Kyrie laughed. “I’m pretty sure it’s against regulations to have relations with the students. Even if we are all adults here.”

“Only if it gets found out,” Tahira scoffed.

She blushed though when the three men suddenly looked directly at her, as though having heard what she had said. She attempted to out-stare them, but a minute or so later, her gaze dropped and she mumbled incoherently under her breath.

Professor Hemmingway spoke with the two men at his side for a few moments longer, before striding towards the three women calmly, flustering them as he drew closer. He stopped in front of them and raised an eyebrow, waiting patiently for something and the trio fidgeted like naughty school kids having been caught doing something wrong.

“Excuse me, ladies,” he finally requested, gesturing behind them.

Eleanor flushed as she realised that they were stood directly in front of the door to his classroom and hurriedly pulled Tahira and Kyrie aside with her.

Professor Hemmingway inclined his head to them and opened the door before indicating that they should enter first. They did and he followed them in before striding over to his desk.
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The rest of the class filtered in as he opened his briefcase and Eleanor glanced at Tahira and Kyrie as they found seats. They put their bags in the seat between them, reserving it for her, before shooing their hands in Professor Hemmingway’s direction.

Eleanor dawdled a little longer before gathering up her courage and inching over to his desk.

“Yes, Miss Palmer?” he asked without looking up.

She took a deep breath, her fingers flexing around the strap of her bag nervously.

“Um, it’s about the assignment due in today,” she started hesitantly and he paused to look at her, giving her his full attention. “I haven’t quite managed to finish it – work has kept me working late the past two weeks – but I’ve nearly...”

“How much longer do you think you will need?” he interrupted, his unblinking blue gaze fixed on her. She grimaced.

“A few more days,” she answered reluctantly.

Already she was trying to work out if she could cram in more work on the assignment after her shift that night and before her next class in the morning.

It would be tight and she would have to miss out the section to do with the British grain crisis, not to mention sleeping and eating...

“You have one week,” Professor Hemmingway granted, making her blink in surprise. Then her expression cleared, relief washing through her.

“Thank you, Professor!”

He nodded curtly and she hurried to her seat as he looked at the class, the talking lessening as the students turned their attention to him.

“Today we’re going to be looking at how politics affected life for the common citizen in the 1305...” he started and the class leant forward, their expressions rapt.

~*~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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“Good afternoon, class,” the attractive man at the head of the class greeted, cutting off the chatter currently filling the room. “I will be taking over for Professor Hanwell whilst she’s away on Maternity leave.”

Most of the female population had taken up residence at the front of the class and after seeing the way they perked up at the new Professor’s words, Eleanor knew that they would need to be pried out of them with a crowbar.

She had taken her usual seat at the back of the room, but even from where she sat, she recognised him as the man that Professor Hemmingway had been speaking with in the hallway.

“What’s your name, Professor?” asked one of the girls perched practically on the edge of her seat to be nearer to him.

Candice was the campus whore, with a different boyfriend every week. The current week’s boyfriend looked less than pleased by her obvious interest in the new Professor, scowling from the desk next to her.

“My name is Nicholas Wolfe,” the new teacher answered calmly, barely even casting a glance her way and she pouted at his disinterest.

“How old are you, Professor?” one of Candice’s friends asked with feigned innocence. “You look too young to be teaching English Lit.”

“I am thirty-two,” he answered without missing a step.

The cluster of girls giggled, eyeing him with much more interest than before.

“Ugh, they’ll sleep with anything with a pulse, won’t they?” a dark haired woman exasperated in disgust and Eleanor glanced at her amusedly.

“You haven’t met the ‘tramp train’ yet, huh?” Eleanor chuckled quietly. She nodded at one of the men snoring a few seats in front of them, her lips twitching. “Also, the pulse might be optional.”

The other woman laughed softly at the comment, as Candice and her friends continued to pester Professor Wolfe with personal questions at the front of the class.

“He does look like he’s getting there, doesn’t he?” the unknown woman agreed then reached across the gap to offer her hand. “Evelyn Starfly, but my friends call me Evie.”

Eleanor smiled, shaking the offered hand firmly.

“Eleanor Palmer,” she returned then cocked her head. “You new here?”

“Yeah. It took me a while to decide what I wanted to do with my life,” Evelyn admitted. “Finally discovered that I’m not actually too bad at writing, but I realised that I needed to improve my knowledge and ability before making an actual career out of it.”

“Ambitious,” Eleanor remarked.

Evelyn grinned, but they looked around at a pointed cough. They blushed guiltily when they found Professor Wolfe looking directly at them, a single eyebrow raised over his dark eyes.

He didn’t speak, but they still ducked their heads, their cheeks hot with embarrassment.

“From what I saw from Professor Hanwell’s notes, you have just begun studying ‘Hamlet’ and the meanings behind it,” Professor Wolfe started, not commenting on having caught them talking in the middle of his class. “Now, who can tell me...?”

*
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“I can’t believe you’ve got Professor Hemmingway and the new Professor,” Tahira groused as she and Kyrie accompanied Eleanor from the University campus.

The sky had already begun to darken, clouds filling the late evening sky as it started to drizzle and Eleanor grumbled, tugging her hoodie tighter with a grimace at the wind.

It wasn’t particularly cold, but it was still cooler than the warm day had been. June this year wasn’t as hot as she would’ve liked, but it was better than the ice and rain that they usually had.

“I didn’t exactly make a good impression with the new professor,” she confessed. Kyrie looked at her inquisitively.

“What’d you do? Spill coffee on him or something?”

“He caught me talking to one of the other girls in class,” Eleanor sighed glumly. “He seems like a decent teacher though.”

“That’s the important part,” Kyrie said primly.

Eleanor chuckled, not believing her friend’s decorum for a second.

Kyrie would ogle a good looking man as much as – if not more than – the rest of them.

“You working tonight?” Kyrie continued.

“Yeah,” Eleanor grumbled.

“Ugh, your boss is an ass,” Tahira sniffed distastefully.

“I don’t really see David that often,” Eleanor admitted. “Most of my hours are decided by the manager.”

“Well, he needs a good talking to,” the other woman declared fiercely. “You need me to have a few words with him?”

“Her,” Eleanor laughed reluctantly. “You can’t sleep with her either. Her wife does MMA on the weekends.” Tahira grumbled. “Anyway, I’ll see you guys in the morning. I’m planning on smashing this history assignment.”

“I’ll bring the hot chocolate to perk you up in the morning,” Kyrie sympathised.

The women bid farewell and Eleanor continued along her way, her hands thrust into her pockets.

The University campus wasn’t too far from the Club, maybe a twenty minute walk if she paced herself.

During the colder and wetter weather, it was downright unpleasant, but in the summer months she took full advantage of the stroll.

A sudden movement caught her eye, coming from the side of her and she glanced at it distractedly as she waited for the crossing lights to change.

The flicker had come from down an empty alley, but there was nothing there, only growing shadows that crept forward, darkening the narrow path with the oncoming evening. Trash spilled from an overfull dumpster, a split black rubbish bag rustling quietly as the wind whistled past.

Unease slithered down her spine and Eleanor unwillingly shivered.

A shadow moved at the end of the alley, of someone crossing from one side to the other before disappearing and she frowned.

She hadn’t seen an actual person accompanying the shadow.

Maybe they had been just out of her range of sight?

She frowned, but jumped when another shadow moved, this time halfway down the alley. This time, the shadow was in a place where realistically she should have been able to see the culprit, especially since it was closer than before.

There was nobody – and nothing – physically there.

It stood in the centre of the narrow alley, seemingly unbothered by the trash or foul weather. It was close enough that she could make out a blurred outline of a figure, able to vaguely make out the impression of a long coat and a hat of some kind.

Another flicker caught her eye and she glanced at it distractedly. Her eyes widened and she unwillingly took a step back.

Another shadow had appeared, now peering at her from behind the nearest dumpster. This one was close enough for her to see that it had no face, only inky darkness stark against its dim background, a void in the otherwise detailed surroundings.

It had no visible eyes, but it still felt like it was staring at her intensely and Eleanor swallowed nervously.

A horn suddenly blared loudly, startling her out of her daze and Eleanor looked around in alarm. Her green eyes widened, her breath catching in her throat.

She had unwittingly stepped backwards into the road and into the path of an oncoming car, the vehicle moving too fast to brake or avoid hitting her.

She was suddenly knocked aside, forcing her out of the path of the car and to the other side of the road. Then the world stopped moving around her and her brain caught up with what had happened. She was distantly aware of the car beeping again angrily before speeding off with a shouted obscenity from the driver.

Eleanor barely registered their words as she became aware of being held to a firm, muscled body, arms made of steel tight around her.

She let out a shaky breath before lifting her head to see who had rescued her, their heart pounding hard beneath her hand where it rested on his chest.

Her lips parted in a breathless gasp.

Black hair just long enough to hang in front of a pair of deep brown eyes, eyes that were currently gazing down at her with a fierce intensity. His mouth was a hard, unsmiling line, his nose straight and unbroken, his jaw shadowed by stubble.

She knew his face, had enjoyed a dream or two about him even. This was the first time she had been close enough to touch him though, let alone be held by him.

They’d only ever touched once before, when he’d extricated her from a pile of arms and legs at the Club after she’d somehow gotten tangled with Luna and Aurora.

The memory of that brief moment, still lingered in her mind and she licked her lips nervously.

“Xavier,” she whispered, her eyes wide on him.

Xavier Black was a close friend of the men that Luna and Aurora were dating. He was also more than aware that she had something of a huge crush on him.

She blushed as she realised that she was being held by him, quite closely in fact.

“Uh...thank you,” she stammered.

“You should be more careful,” he told her evenly.

Her flush deepened, this time in mortification. He cocked his head.

“What had you so distracted that you didn’t notice you were standing in the middle of the road?”

“Um...” She dropped her gaze embarrassedly. “I thought I saw someone down...there,” she mumbled, gesturing back across the road where he had swept her from. “They were watching me.”

Xavier’s eyes flickered to the dark alley, his sharp gaze suspicious as she felt his hold tighten on her slightly. His eyes narrowed fractionally then returned to her, just as intense as before.

“There doesn’t seem to be anyone there now,” he murmured.

She stiffened at the unspoken suggestion that she had imagined it, and pulled herself free from his grasp.

“How did you know I was in trouble?” she challenged, placing her hands on her hips.

He jabbed his thumb at the building beside the alleyway where she had seen the shadows.

The wide open windows showed a brightly lit interior, men and women in workout attire talking with an athletic-looking receptionist at the desk.

“I just finished my shift,” he explained, raising an eyebrow. “I was going to just say hi, but then I saw the car.”

She sighed, running a hand through her hair distractedly.

“I guess I’m sounding really ungrateful right now,” she admitted, ducking her head. “Sorry. And thank you, for saving me. If you hadn’t been there...”

“You would’ve been seriously injured,” he agreed. He tilted his head at her. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you actually.”

“You have?” she parroted, blinking owlishly. He nodded briefly.

“I wanted to know why you were avoiding me,” he said bluntly. She frowned.

“Avoiding you? I haven’t been avoiding you,” she denied, shaking her head. “When did I avoid you?”

“After you gave me your number at that party a few months ago,” he specified. “It was a wrong number.”

Her frown deepened.

“I gave you my number,” she disagreed. “When you never texted or called, I thought you’d just lost interest or found someone new.”

He seemed uncertain then and she took out her phone, pointedly showing him what she was doing as she opened up a new contact page.

She turned the phone towards him, nodding at it.

“Here, put in your number,” she offered.

“Look, if you’re not interested, that’s fine...” he said defensively.

“Do you want my number or not?” she exasperated. “Hurry though, or I’ll be late for work.”

He paused then did as she said, typing his number into her phone quickly before handing it back to her. Then right in front of his eyes, she hit the call button.

Moments later, a phone began to ring and he fished his phone from his pocket, her number lighting the screen.

She ended the call and raised an eyebrow at him archly.

“Now you don’t have an excuse,” she said primly, putting her phone away. “Did you forget my name too, or are you good?”

He shot her a withering look as he saved her name and number, even showing her that he had spelt it correctly. Her lips twitched as she tried to hide her smile, but she saw the glimmer of a smile returned in his dark eyes.

“Now, I have to go, or I’ll be late for work and I’ll get yelled at,” she sighed glumly. He nodded and stepped aside to let her pass.

She waited until she was a good few steps away before releasing her held breath, adrenaline easing from her now that he wasn’t so close.

“I did it,” she whispered to herself in amazed disbelief. “I actually spoke to him. Without stuttering!”

She shook her head bemusedly then focused on where she was going when she almost walked into a lamppost.

She glanced back sheepishly, hoping that nobody had witnessed her clumsiness, one attractive dark-haired man in particular.

She had no such luck.

Xavier was still standing where she had left him, watching after her with a brooding intensity, and she flushed hotly in embarrassment before hurrying along her way.

~*~
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Chapter 3
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“I’m home,” Eleanor called as she entered the house.

The lights were off, but she wasn’t too worried. It was late and her parents had probably gone to bed already.

Her siblings would have gone to bed hours ago, but that didn’t mean they were sleeping. Ben and Simon might be gaming with their friends on their consoles, whilst Sophie was no doubt scrolling through her social media.

Eleanor wiggled her key free of the lock and closed the front door firmly. Her stomach rumbled hungrily and she remembered her mother mentioning leaving dinner for her.

She dropped her bag beside the front door and headed to the kitchen where a soft glow could be seen, the living room and dining room dark on either side of the hallway.

She carefully navigated around the array of mislaid shoes, schoolbags dropped haphazardly along the dark hallway from where her siblings had simply dumped them instead of hanging them up tidily.

She cursed as she tripped over a discarded slipper, stumbling before regaining her balance. She kicked it aside before continuing on her way.

“Ooo thanks, mum,” she hummed in appreciation when she peeked inside the microwave.

A large bowl of beef stew sat inside, covered lightly by a hand towel, homemade bread sitting on a board beside the microwave under another cloth.

While the stew heated in the microwave, she cut a few slices of the fresh bread, crumbs flying everywhere across the counter. She finished buttering the bread as the microwave dinged, the sound loud in the quiet house.

She hissed lowly when she caught her fingers on the hot bowl and grabbed the hand towel to carry it carefully over to the table.

Only the sound of her spoon clinking against the side of her bowl interrupted the quiet, but the lack of noise in the house didn’t bother her.

She was accustomed to coming home when everyone was out at school or work, or sleeping.

In all honesty, she enjoyed the peace and quiet. It was a few minutes of her usually hectic – not to mention noisy – day that she had to herself and she enjoyed it whilst she could.

She finished her late dinner and placed her empty bowl in the sink, taking a quick chug of water before placing the glass upside down on the draining board.

Her stomach was full of comfort food, her body tired from waiting tables all night and her brain mentally drained from her classes during the day.

She was exhausted, her body weighed down with lead, her mind foggy.

She yawned, rubbing the back of her neck tiredly as she trudged back to the hallway, pausing just long enough to switch off the kitchen light.

The light dropped instantly and she froze, her stomach churning uneasily.

A figure now stood between the living room and dining room at the end of the hallway, silhouetted against the front door, the dim orange glow of the streetlights coming through the misted window.

“Mum? Is that you?”

No response.

“Dad?”

Still no answer.

“I swear, if you’re trying to scare me, Ben, I’m going to kick your ass.”

Not a sound came from them, not even a shift in their weight and she flicked on the hall light.

They wouldn’t be able to hide under direct light!

The bulb flickered on and the figure disappeared in an instant, as though the switch had turned off the figure.

She frowned harder.

Had she imagined there being someone there?

Just to convince herself more than anything, she flicked the light off again. The figure reappeared immediately, as though it had been there the entire time and she had just blinked at the wrong time.

She swallowed a little nervously, somewhat unnerved by this unknown shadow figure.

She turned the light on once more then off again. The figure disappeared then reappeared, this time even closer and he heart leapt into her throat.

It had originally started in front of the front door then the middle of the hallway. Now it stood a scarce few feet from her, almost within touching distance.

Her eyes widened and she flipped the light back on, making the figure disappear.

“Okay, no more turning lights off,” she muttered to herself, goosebumps prickling across her arms unpleasantly.

It felt like eyes were watching her now, awareness crawling over her skin like spiders. She couldn’t see the culprit, didn’t want to risk turning off the light again.

The figure had been far too close for her liking and she wasn’t keen on finding out just how close it was willing to get.

She faltered when she realised that she would have to walk directly in the path of where she had seen the figure.

Short of leaving through the back door and walking around the house to go back through the front, her only option was to walk through the hallway.

There was suddenly a muffled thud from further down the hallway, of something dropping onto a rug or carpet, and she frowned.

The only room that had a carpet was the living room. The dining room was wooden flooring.

“Hello?”

Still nobody answered her call and she took a cautious step forward.

Everybody should be asleep. If they hadn’t responded to her calls by now, then they evidently weren’t awake.

Or were still upstairs with headphones in. Unless Simon was sleepwalking again, she mused, the frown clearing from her face.

Simon had sleepwalked since he was young, just as Eleanor had done once she hit sixteen. He hadn’t done it in the past year or so though, so they had all assumed that he had grown out of it, just as Eleanor had.

Maybe he was stressed with his end of year exams.

She strode over to the living room, but paused in the wide doorway, peering into the ominous gloom.

Her dad had obviously closed the curtains before bed, just like he did every night, but it left the room in an impenetrable darkness. The nearest light source – other than the main light – was a small table lamp next to the sofa in the middle of the room.

The main light switch was faulty at the moment, prone to shocking anyone who touched it and they were waiting for an electrician to find time to come and fix it. Until then, they had all been told to use the lamp and Eleanor held a hand out in front of her, searching sightlessly for the lamp.

She fully expected to bump into her brother first, but then her fingertips brushed metal and cloth.

The lamp!

She fumbled, feeling along the lampshade then the stand, searching for the switch.

Click!

Nothing happened and she frowned. She pushed the button again, but the lamp remained inactive.

Must be a blown bulb.

“Bugger,” she muttered.

The other lamp was across the room next to the armchair and she turned, her eyes wide as she tried to see something, shuffling in the direction of the armchair.

A few steps later she found herself face-planting the floor. She yelped in pain, her nose smarting at the impact and she automatically lifted a hand to rub it. She winced, her eyes watering at the touch and she felt wetness dampen her fingers.

“Ow,” she mumbled.

She pushed herself up onto her knees before looking around blindly to figure out what she had tripped over. She squinted but whatever she had fallen over, was shadowed by the sofa and she reached out to pat the floor searchingly.

There was nothing, just the worn carpet beneath her fingertips. Then her fingers brushed something, something not of a tight weave.

She felt it carefully, identifying the fabric as that of a t-shirt and followed the cloth until she reached a more solid, more human object, feeling the heat of a body coming through it.

She shook whoever it was, certain now that it was her brother.

He must have tripped in his sleep.

He didn’t react to her touch and she shook him harder, trying to get his attention.

Still no response.

Had he hit his head when he fell and knocked himself out?

She pushed herself to her feet and shuffled carefully towards the other side of the room. She managed to navigate her way safely past the coffee table, one hand stemming her nosebleed.

She found the other lamp without further mishap and pulled the cord.

This time the light worked and a warm glow spread its touch from the corner of the room, into the rest. She turned to see who she had fallen over and her green eyes widened, breathing in sharply.

It was indeed Simon on the floor, but he was unmoving, lying at an awkward angle, his eyes closed. She couldn’t tell if he was breathing, the light not bright enough to pick up the sight of his chest moving or not, and not remembering if she had felt his heartbeat.

What caught her attention though, was seeing her mother and siblings tied to dining chairs, their mouths gagged.

They started to mumble furiously under their gags when they realised she could see them now, their eyes wide and desperate as they struggled fiercely with their bonds.

Eleanor hurried over to them, hurriedly pulling away her mother’s gag first before moving to fight with the cable ties.

“Elle, forget about me,” Laura rushed out, looking back at Eleanor over her shoulder. “Take Ben and Sophie and run. Now!”

“Like fuck am I leaving anyone behind,” Eleanor scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Where’s dad?”

She remembered the small pair of scissors that her father had put away in a drawer of the coffee table, and moved to retrieve them.

Moments later, her mother was rubbing her red wrists and Eleanor moved to Ben

“Still at work, but I don’t want you to worry about that,” Laura said anxiously.

Eleanor didn’t reply, focusing on angling the scissors just right to cut at the ties, but she looked to her mother when Laura grabbed her arm in a tight grip.

“You need to run, Elle,” Laura said urgently. “I’ll help Ben and Sophie, but you need to run now...”

“Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary,” a voice interrupted silkily.

Laura’s eyes widened and Eleanor turned to find the culprit standing next to the working lamp. She didn’t recognise the man and she frowned.

Dark clothes, his features plain, nothing out of the ordinary to suggest that he was anything more than a random bystander who had just happened to wander into the house by accident.

His eyes were trained on her sharply, a look that she didn’t like in the slightest.

She saw the knife in his hand and shifted her weight uneasily. He smirked and raised his hand, the soft light glinting off the blade.

With a flick of his wrist, he tugged the cord of the lamp and the room dropped back into darkness, the hall light no longer on.

Eleanor tensed as her heart leapt into her throat. The silence was deafening and she strained to hear anything that might tell her where the stranger was.

There was a sudden muffled grunt nearby, followed by a loud thud as something landed on the carpeted floor.

She breathed in sharply, spinning on her heel towards it.

A choked groan came, this time to her left and she took a quick step back as a warm mist sprayed over her face, making her jump. She squinted into the dark, her head turning from left to right uselessly.

She didn’t try to move towards the lamp.

She would have to navigate the coffee table and Simon’s supine form again, not to mention potentially bumping into the stranger and his dangerous-looking knife.

There was a sudden gasp, turning into a choked gurgle, a wheezing struggle for breath.

A snigger sounded in her ear, worryingly close and she spun around, lashing out automatically.

A low mocking laugh sounded then the lights suddenly flared on, blinding her and she hurriedly covered her eyes.

The stranger!

She turned her head to search for him, spots dancing in her sight as she blinked rapidly. He was gone, but her eyes widened in horror.

Sophie was now lying sideways on the floor, her chair having toppled. Her head was tilted back, her mouth open in a silent scream and her eyes closed.

A huge gash was now slashed across her throat, blood flowing freely from the fresh wound. She was visibly not breathing and Eleanor’s gaze skittered to Ben.

His chin was resting on his chest, not breathing, his top soaked with something dark in the shadow of his hunched over body.

“Ben?” she whispered, reaching over to touch his shoulder.

He didn’t respond and she shook him gently. His head lolled and she drew back with a gasp, her hand rising to her mouth.

His throat had been cut too, just like Sophie’s.

She looked to her mother then, wondering why the woman hadn’t come to check on her children.

Tears came to her eyes.

Her mother was clutching at her throat desperately, blood streaming quickly through her fingers unhindered as she fought to stem the flow. Her face was growing paler by the second, her eyes wide and Eleanor rushed over.

She grabbed a throw blanket from the pouf and pressed it to her mother’s throat, attempting to put pressure on the wound. Laura sagged back against the wall weakly, her eyes fluttering.

“Run, Elle,” Laura rasped. “Run and don’t look back.”

Eleanor looked confused, her mind spinning from everything that was happening.

“Mum...”

“Your father and I have always been so proud of you, Sweet,” Laura whispered, lifting a shaky hand to touch Eleanor’s cheek with bloodied fingers. “In your father’s office, behind the bookcase. There’s everything...you...”

Her words faded as the light in her eyes dimmed, fluttering closed as her hand dropped. Her head lolled to the side limply and Eleanor swallowed hard.

“Mum?” No response. “Mum!”

There was still no answer and Eleanor fell back onto her ass, her body shaking.

Her hands went back to catch herself and she came into contact with a body, fingers touching cloth. She looked around, her heart in her throat.

It was Simon.

He hadn’t moved this whole time, but he was still warm and she could feel the faint thump of his heart against his chest beneath her hand.

He was alive!

“Simon,” she hissed, shaking him fiercely. “Simon, wake up...”

Something suddenly appeared in front of her face, glinting her reflection and her eyes widened at the sight of the knife, fresh blood glistening wetly on the blade.

Almost as though in slow motion, she watched the knife move lower until it dropped out of sight, an icy touch sliding to rest against her throat.

She froze.

“Now, you can come with me willingly or not,” a voice whispered in her ear, as cold as the blade now at her throat. A shiver ran down her spine. “I would prefer not willing. More fun that way.”

She gulped, all too aware of the danger she was in right then.

“W-What do you want?” she stammered.

“There’s someone who really wants to speak to you,” he chuckled coldly. “He paid a lot of money to have you brought to him.”

“What...?”

“What’s going on?” a voice demanded and Eleanor distantly recognised her father’s voice. “Who the fuck are you? Get away from my daughter!”

Eleanor impulsively used the distraction to attempt escaping, but she realised her mistake a second too late.

There was a flash of cold then the burn started, as though a red-hot iron poker had been applied to her throat, the pain kicking in a fraction of a second later.

Her lips parted in a soundless gasp and her hands rose to the source.

Warm liquid flowed freely between her fingers, despite her attempts to put pressure against it. She choked, her breathing becoming increasingly difficult and she gulped frantically.

She was barely aware of what was going on around her, was only just aware of some sort of movement.

Sound was muffled in her ears, everything muted except for the pounding of her heart and she sagged, falling onto Simon’s motionless body.

Her sight dimmed, growing cloudy as the pounding in her ears grew louder.

The room grew darker, the walls closing in around her.

Flickers of movement began to appear around the room, catching the corners of her eye more than the stranger grappling with her father.

Eleanor glanced at the newest additions, to find several shadowy figures now standing in the room. They were identical to the one she had seen in the hallway; motionless, silent, watching the ongoing violence almost impassively.

Their attention swivelled to her.

There were no details to their face or form, but somehow she knew they were looking at her. She didn’t particularly like it.

Even in her woozy state, she found it unnerving and honestly, more terrifying than the stranger.

She could hit the stranger at least. She doubted she would be able to hit these shadows.

Her breath rasped as it came faster, her eyes wide as the shadow figures drifted closer, their mere presence pressing down on her menacingly.

Her fingers curled into Simon’s top tightly as she fought the surge of panic, the room darkening further until it was as though the moon had eclipsed the sun.

Her eyes fluttered weakly then she gasped soundlessly as the darkness grew abruptly.

I’m dying, she realised faintly.

She struggled against it a moment longer before giving in, the floor melting out from under her.

*
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Scarcely a second later, there was nothing but darkness around her.

No wall.

No ceiling.

No floor.

Yet the non-existent floor felt as solid as it had in her living room, still kneeling in the same position as she had before. She was still holding onto Simon, her brother just as unmoving and unconscious as when she had first found him.

She remembered the injury she had sustained and tapped her throat frantically. There was no pain and she drew her shaking hand back to find it bloodied.

She paled, her fingers running across the savage cut shakily.

It all felt surreal. Her brain told her that she’d been hurt, the physical proof there, but the lack of pain was throwing her off.

I’m gonna die without having a single date with Xavier, she suddenly thought, her dreamlike haze making her turn to such a random thought.

She giggled to herself hysterically, her brain not focusing.

Just when they’d both made sure that he had her number too, she snickered. Now he would definitely think she was avoiding him.

The darkness started to move, shapes forming around her as grey smoke wafted this way and that, drifting across the floor before rising, swirling around her.

Slowly it began to move with purpose, forming the outline of walls and a ceiling, until she was knelt in the middle of an empty room, a door appearing on the other side of the room.

The foggy silhouette of a bed appeared beside her, other furniture materialising to fill the room.

A noise suddenly caught her attention, the only sound in the vacuum, and she looked towards it dazedly. Her eyes widened.

One of the shadow figures had followed her to this strange place and was now stood beside the smoky door. The figure solidified, gaining features and detail, until a horrific monster stood before her, grisly features now in place of its once blank face.

She would have screamed if not for her damaged vocal chords. All she could manage was a strained croak, trying to drag Simon closer to her as the creature approached.

Eleanor fumbled behind herself, wanting – needing – to find something that would help her escape this predicament.

Her fingers caught the edge of what felt like a rug and she tugged it distractedly, pushing herself back with her feet.

Suddenly she ‘dropped’, her stomach turning somersaults as the darkness was peeled back, colour returning as the smoky room became real.

*
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It was dark, the open curtains showing that it was night time.

The lights were off, but she could sense that she was alone in the room – not including Simon – her brother surprisingly still with her.

Pain returned without warning, hitting her like a sledgehammer as she felt the wound on her throat reopen. Her hand rose to press against it desperately, blood flowing freely to pool around her.

A second later, the lights flared on, blinding her.

In her dazed state, she was just about able to make out the blurred figure of a man striding towards her, wearing only a towel around his waist.

“...h-help...” she croaked, her fading voice barely audible.

He crouched with a dark frown, reaching for her just as her eyes fluttered closed, her body falling forward limply.

~*~
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Chapter 4
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Xavier paced outside the Trauma Ward impatiently, his mouth a hard line, his dark eyes distracted.

He hadn’t expected to find anyone in his room when he’d returned from his shower, much less one as close to death as the woman he’d found there.

With how much blood covered her, he almost didn’t recognise her, even his wolf struggling to find her scent beneath the copper.

Then he’d caught the barest whiff of Eleanor and his wolf had gone nuts, champing at the bit to hunt down whoever had hurt her.

He didn’t know who the unconscious lad with her was, but he appeared to be in just as bad a shape as she was. He tossed the lad over his shoulder before carefully picking Eleanor up into his arms.

He brought them both to the Pack hospital and the nurses had swiftly taken them away as the doctor – their Alpha female, Lunaria – was called for.

Xavier ran a hand through his hair restlessly then stared blankly at the blood staining his hand.

He was no stranger to the grisly side of life – he was a werewolf after all – but this wasn’t his blood. It wasn’t his prey’s or his enemy’s.

No, this blood belonged to the woman who had occupied his wolf’s thoughts since the moment they’d met her...

“What happened?” a man demanded.

Xavier turned his head at the question to find a dark haired man striding towards him, a pale wisp of a woman by his side.

“I don’t know,” Xavier confessed as they came nearer. “I came back from my run, took a shower then went to my room to find them both there.”

Luna nodded, marching towards the Trauma Ward doors.

Since joining the Pack, she had taken over as the lead doctor, a role suited perfectly for her innate healing abilities.

She had an unbelievable depth of care for others, especially considering how badly she’d been treated by her previous Pack, but it showed in her actions. She gave help wherever she could, until her Mate was forced to make her stop, to prevent her from exhausting herself.

The men followed her towards the room quickly, hurrying to keep up with her quick strides.

“Do you know who they are?” Daevion asked brusquely, holding the door open for his Mate.

Luna smiled to him faintly before entering the room, letting the men bring up the rear.

“I know the woman,” Xavier confirmed. “Her name is...”

“Eleanor!” Luna exclaimed, rushing to the other woman’s side.

The brown haired woman was almost as pale as the albino She-Wolf. An IV drip was attached to her arm, leading to several bags of blood, replacing what she had lost in the attack.

Wires trailed from her to the machines next to the hospital bed, an oxygen mask held to her face, her eyes closed. The machine beside the bed beeped regularly, but Xavier still looked at it keenly, wanting to be certain that she was still with them.

Her companion was in the bed across the room, hooked up in the same way, but Xavier had no interest in the lad’s wellbeing.

His focus was on Eleanor.

“You don’t know how she got this way?” Luna asked sharply, taking Xavier’s attention. He shook his head.

“I don’t even know how she got in my room,” he confessed, his brow furrowed. “There are no other scents in the house except mine. It’s as though they were just...dropped there.”

The nurse came over with a clipboard, handing it to Luna and she scanned the sheet of paper intently.

“Her throat was cut,” the nurse summarised professionally. “Attacker knew what he was doing. She lost a lot of blood but luckily we had her blood type in stock.”

“Has she woken up yet?” Daevion asked sharply as Luna moved closer to check the bandages on Eleanor’s throat.

Xavier shifted his weight, trying to make the action seem natural as he tried to keep Eleanor in his sight when Luna moved around the bed.

“Not yet, Alpha,” the nurse apologised. “Between her vitals crashing before we had a chance to replace her blood, and getting her friend hooked up as well...”

“Do we know who he is?” Daevion interrupted impatiently.

Kudos to the nurse, she barely flinched at his tone.

“Not yet, Alpha. Their bloods don’t match and he isn’t carrying any identification,” she answered evenly as Luna moved over to examine the lad. “Perhaps he’s a lover? Judging from their scents, they’re in regular contact.”

Xavier stiffened at the possibility, his jaw clenching.

She couldn’t have a partner. She’d given him her number – again – just a few hours ago. There’d been no mention of her already dating someone...

“I identified the blood she was covered in too,” the nurse continued. “All of the contributors had familial markers that match the boy, but no markers that link them with her. There were at least three others. Another male and two females, all related.”

“I know him,” Luna interrupted, peering down at the unconscious lad.

“You do?” Daevion queried. She nodded.

“Eleanor showed me a picture of him before,” she explained. “I can’t remember his name though. We were at work at the time, so I didn’t really have a chance to ask who he was...”

His mouth tightened.

“So now we just need to find out what they were doing in Xavi’s room,” he said shortly. “And how.”

A muffled groan sounded, alarms suddenly blaring loudly, and the nurse moved over to check Eleanor’s machine.

Eleanor was staring at them all, wide-eyed in panic, her body visibly shaking. She was obviously trying to retreat, pushing herself back from them, not seeming to recognise Luna in her panic.

She nearly fell from the side of the bed and Xavier strode forward to catch her. She landed against his chest weakly and despite the severity of the situation, his wolf growled happily at her touch on his bare skin.

She didn’t flinch, seeming to subconsciously recognise him, and warmth rushed through him.

Luna hurried to stand on the other side of the bed, the nurse quietly moving out of the way. Luna reached out to take Eleanor’s hand and Xavier had to control the urge to bare his teeth at her, though Daevion shot him a strange look when he caught the soft growl.

“Hey, Elle, it’s me,” Luna soothed her friend. “You’re in the hospital.”

The beeps on the machine slowed to a more normal pace, albeit still slightly fast. Xavier put it down to the pain she must be feeling and his tension eased some, though his shoulders remained stiff.

Luna smiled encouragingly at Eleanor.

“How are you feeling?”

Eleanor opened her mouth to answer, but then her eyes widened, her hand flying up as her mouth opened and closed wordlessly beneath the oxygen mask. Only choked sounds left her and the machine resumed its fast-paced tempo.

She touched her bandaged throat desperately, her eyes panicked, and Luna took her hands firmly to stop her.

“It’s okay,” Luna said gently. “Your throat was damaged but it will get better. You just need to rest it for a while, okay?”

Eleanor’s eyes filled with tears and Xavier instinctively drew her into his embrace without thinking, rubbing her back comfortingly.

He ignored Daevion’s frown, his best friend obviously confused by his sudden desire to actually touch someone. Even Luna looked surprised, though she didn’t comment on it.

Eleanor suddenly seemed to realise that he was there and lifted her head to look at him. Her beautiful green eyes blinked owlishly for a few moments then widened for a different reason as the machine skipped a few beats, coming a little faster.

Xavier smiled reluctantly as the machine betrayed her physical reaction to him and faint colour stained her cheeks, her gaze dropping nervously.

“Hey, Elle, do you recognise him?” Luna asked, retaking Eleanor’s attention as she pointed across the room at the unconscious lad. “He showed up with you.”

Eleanor followed her gesture then nodded, gesturing mutely.

Xavier frowned at a tap on his arm, but looked down to find the nurse holding out a pen and notepad in offering. He took them with a brief nod of thanks before turning to hand them to Eleanor.

She looked at the objects blankly before she registered what they were for, and she leant back against him without seeming to realise what she was doing. His wolf growled happily though, making his eyes brighten to a warm caramel as they hovered between brown and yellow.

She quickly scribbled on the notepad then showed Xavier and he cleared his throat quietly, not sure if he wanted to know the answer or not.

“Simon. My eldest brother,” he read aloud and relief slithered through him.

They were siblings, not lovers. It didn’t explain why they had no familial markers in their blood, but he didn’t give a shit about that. She was alive and she was still available.

He knew he shouldn’t be thinking of a future relationship when she was in such an injured condition, but his wolf refused to let the idea go.

“Is he okay?” he continued reading after a moment, remembering there was more writing on the page.

“He’s in a coma,” Luna said evenly. A tremor ran through Eleanor’s body. “I can only assume that the trauma he sustained is what caused it.”

Another scribble.

“When will he wake up?” Xavier read, this time simply looking over her shoulder.

Luna grimaced.

“Only he can decide that,” Luna answered apologetically. “But physically, he should be healed in a few weeks.”

Eleanor nodded, her shoulders sagging.

“What happened, Elle?” Luna asked with a frown. “I thought you were working tonight.”

Eleanor nodded again, automatically attempting to speak as she seemed to forget she was injured. Frustration flashed across her face until Xavier tapped the notepad in reminder.

She wrote in a frenzy for a few minutes, everyone waiting impatiently for her to finish. She finally handed the notepad to Xavier and he lifted it to read the surprisingly neat handwriting, though some parts were a little difficult for him to translate.

He was impressed. Even in her injured and distressed state, her handwriting was still mostly legible.

“Came home from work. Simon was on the floor already. Mum, Sophie and Ben were tied to chairs. A strange man was there. He hurt them,” he read.

“Hurt them?” Luna repeated gently. Her grey eyes flickered to Eleanor’s throat briefly. “Like you and Simon?”

Eleanor nodded mutely and Xavier continued reading.

“Mum told me to run. He held a knife to my throat. Said I was going to leave with him willingly or not. He said he would prefer unwilling.”
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