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Levi

The pain seared my skin and rattled my soul. I bit into my bottom lip to prevent the scream that wanted to tear from my throat. I wasn’t going to give these bastards the satisfaction of my pain. It was what they wanted. They would need to kill me before I showed them how much pain and misery they had caused over the last two years. I’d been trapped in this godforsaken jail.

“More voltage,” Doctor Kevin Riggs called over the buzzing sound that filled my ears and ran rampant through my brain. I groaned and bit down harder on my bottom lip. It was growing harder to keep the darkness from creeping into my mind. My throat burned, and my skin felt like I had a fever. Sweat poured from my temples and down the neck of my shirt. Lines like blue tattoos etched into my skin shone in the darkness of the room. 

“Give in to it, Levi,” Kevin growled. “You know you can’t take much more than this.”

My eyes squinted as I forced them not to water. The pain was more than I could bear, but I needed to hold out. I needed to show them that I wasn’t going to give them what they wanted. I didn’t know what they wanted. I didn’t understand what they were trying to do other than killing me over and over to see me come back to life. I didn’t understand any of this shit.

I knew I was different. I didn’t know how I was different. While Kevin and his cronies were prepared to experiment on me every day and watch me die over and over again, none of them actually took the time to explain to me why they were doing it. Why had they decided to kidnap me from the streets one summer evening and trap me here in this frayed and broken building? 

My heart pounded in my chest, and my ribs hurt. My muscles were held tight, and my jaw throbbed; I was sure my teeth were going to snap under the pressure. Yet still I held out. My mouth was coated in blood where my teeth had sunken deep into my bottom lip. Over and over, the electricity surged through my body.

“More,” Kevin roared. His grey, keen eyes bored into me, watching for any sign of weakness. Waiting for the moment that I broke.

I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction, but I knew that my body was going to give in. I wasn’t going to be able to hold out much longer. My knees were growing weaker, and the darkness that I’d held to the side was creeping in ever closer. My heart was beating erratically, and I knew it wasn’t going to take much longer before it would explode, and my life force would be sucked from me.

“Why?” I groaned. “Why are you doing this?”

Kevin looked at me with a warped smile. His eyes were wide with lunacy. “You are death,” he mused quietly, almost to himself.

My heart ruptured, and a pain like no other spread through my chest. My breath was stolen from my lungs, and my head spasmed as I felt my body crumble beneath me. I was dead. I was dead. But I lived. The darkness sucked me deep into its blissful peace. I floated on the clouds as I waited patiently before I would be shot back into the living, my hell. The words played over and over in my mind. You are dead. What did it mean? 
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Bryn

“Have you spoken to her yet?” I heard my grandmother say in a hushed tone. I figured she must have been speaking about me, and my curiosity was piqued. My mother had been acting strangely around me for the last month or so. I figured it might have been something to do with her health or even that she was expecting me to move out and get on with my life. Ever since I came home from college two weeks ago, I’ve seen Mum watching me out of the corner of her eye, a frown etched into her brow. 

“Good morning,” I gushed as I rounded the corner. Mum looked startled as I entered the room and her cheeks tinged with a blush, as if to say that I’d caught her. A small frown pulled at my brow.

“Happy Birthday, Bryn,” Mum said as she shook her head, wiping away the look of worry from her face and standing from the table. She pulled me into a tight hug, her arms holding me against her in a crushing embrace, which felt like it meant something so much more than just a birthday hug.

“What’s going on?” I asked with suspicion in my voice. 

Mum’s arms dropped from my body, and she sighed. “Bryn, come and sit down, we need to chat.”

“Right,” I mused, drawing the word out. I moved over to the table and glanced at Grandmother, who was watching me with a small smile on her lips. I turned my attention to Mum, who took the seat across from me. She kept her eyes on the table and refused to look up. I could tell just from the tension in the room that there was something wrong. I’d known that there was something wrong for ages, even before I left for college. I knew that something wasn’t right with Mum, I just didn’t know what was going on. I’d figured she would tell me when she was ready, but as the years passed, I let life take over and soon forgot all about the strangeness that seemed to follow my mother around. Of course, that was until I got home from college two weeks ago, and the strangeness seemed to be amplified.

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked, watching as Mum’s shoulders tensed and she breathed in deeply before letting it out in a long exhale.

“Bryn,” Grandmother said as she reached out and took my hand in hers. “There is something you need to know about yourself. Now that you’re twenty-one.”

I frowned and shook my head slightly. I knew all about the birds and the bees. I knew that now that I was qualified, I needed to get a job, and I was working on all of that. I couldn’t exactly afford to get a place of my own without work, so I hoped they weren’t planning on kicking me out.

“What is it?”

“The women in our family are different. We are born different?” Grandmother continued.

“What? What does that mean?”

Grandmother licked her bottom lip and smiled. “There is no easy way to tell you this, and I think maybe had we told her when she was little, this would have been much easier,” she said as she turned her attention to Mum. 

Mum nodded her head and shrugged her shoulders, but remained silent. 

“Each girl in our family is born with special powers. Supernatural powers. We are different.”

“What?” I cried with laughter. This was crazy; they were pranking me on my birthday. “Okay, you got me.”

Grandmother sighed and shook her head slightly. “Bryn, this is no joke.” Grandmother shook her head again. “Damn it, I wish we had told you when you were a child. Bryn, you are a phoenix.”

“And you are crazy if you think I’m going to believe that I’ve got some kind of magical powers.”

“It’s true,” Mum muttered. “And your grandmother is right. I should never have lied to you for all these years.”

Mum stood from the table and looked at me. Her red hair, which I had always been so grateful that I’d inherited, flowed down around her shoulders. Her hair had always seemed to have a life of its own. The way the waves would caress her chest and back, dancing in a forgotten breeze like a dance of feathers. Her green eyes shone like magic, another thing that I’d been fortunate to inherit. I didn’t know who my father was, and none of that had ever mattered. I had my mum and my grandmother, and they had given me everything I ever needed. But I had always wondered what exactly he must have looked like and what of his I’d got in life.

Suddenly, it felt like the air was sucked out of my chest as the atmosphere seemed to take on a haze. A fog wafted over the kitchen, and I gasped as Mum’s hair floated from her shoulders into the air, as if struck by static electricity. Mum’s eyes grew brighter still, and I sat transfixed on the sight in front of me, as her body began to shrink and slowly transform.

I couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing. My mouth fell open and my eyes widened as I looked over the table to where my mother had once stood. In her place was the most beautiful bird with hues of orange, black and pink all over its body.

“What the hell?” I gasped. My brain was screaming at me to run, but my body was stiff and stuck to the chair. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. I was astonished, but terrified at the same time. “What is this?”

“That is a phoenix, your mother, and who you are,” Grandmother explained patiently.

My brain was foggy, and it felt like the words weren’t going in. Nothing she said made sense. It was crazy. This couldn’t be real. It had to be some kind of trick. But I’d seen it. I’d watched it with my own two eyes. My mother had transformed in front of me from a woman into a damned bird. A phoenix. And now I am supposed to be one too.

“I don’t understand.”

“You will, Bryn, you will.”
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Bryn

I scrubbed my hand up over my face and thrust my fingers into my hair. My brain felt like it was about to explode. “Someone needs to explain this shit to me now,” I growled.

I glared at my mum and grandmother as they exchanged glances. I wasn’t normally someone who lost my temper; in fact, I’d never given my family any trouble in all of my years. But they couldn’t just lay on me that I’m some kind of paranormal being and expect me to be calm.

Mum sighed, now in her human form, I guess it was. I was still struggling to think that it was anything other than a sick joke they were playing on me.

“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything to you, Bryn. Your grandmother tried to get me to tell you, but I wanted to believe that it wouldn’t happen to you. I guess now, though, we can’t ignore it.”

My frown deepened. “What do you mean? I can’t do that,” I exclaimed, pointing at the space in the kitchen where Mum had shifted into a phoenix.

“You will be able to. We all need to learn before we can do that,” Mum explained, as if it was completely normal to be able to go from one second human to mystical bird.

I felt tears of frustration forming on my eyelashes. I swiped at them angrily. I didn’t know what was making me so angry; maybe it was the fact that Mum had lied to me, or maybe it was just not understanding. I couldn’t explain it, but I was so angry. I wanted to lash out, I wanted to get up and leave and never come back. But I knew that wasn’t going to help.

“Why now? Why couldn’t you just let me live my life without ever knowing this?” I finally asked.

“Because you are in danger,” Grandmother said mysteriously.

I turned my attention to her and frowned. “From what?”

Grandmother sighed and glanced over at Mum, who nodded. Mum pushed her finger and thumb into the bridge of her nose as Grandmother stood from the table and left the room. I sat feeling my emotions wrestle with one another, and my brain screaming at me to run. Fear started to replace the anger. I was on a rollercoaster of emotions. Nothing made sense, and everything felt like it was upside down. After what felt like an eternity of emotional torment, Grandmother came back into the kitchen and slid into the chair. In her hands, she held a thick leather-bound book that had a light sheen of dust covering the pages. I’d never seen the book before and wondered where she had been keeping it.

Creaking open the book, Grandmother turned it so that I could get a look at the page she’d opened to. My frown pulled at my brow as I glanced over the page.

“What is this?” I asked, seeing my name printed on the page beneath my mother's and my grandmother's names.

“This is your family history, all of the women that are born to the phoenix spirit,” Grandmother explained as she ran her finger over each name. “First is the goddess Bennu, she was the original phoenix spirit and so on down the line until we get to you.”

I stared at all of the names; all of them were unfamiliar to me. “Why only women? Where are the men?”

“Phoenix women don’t mate for life with one partner; in fact, they rarely mate at all, but there are no phoenix males born. Only females.”

I held my finger up and shook my head with a big sigh. “Okay, you need to talk to me like I’m completely thick, as none of this is making sense. What do you mean for life? I’m not an animal.”

Grandmother chuckled and nodded her head. “Well, my love, I hate to break it to you, but you really are.”
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Chapter Three
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Levi

I groaned and rolled on the soft mattress and flicked my eyes open. They felt like they were full of sandpaper. I rubbed at them with the back of my hand and ran my fingers up through my tangled hair. The scent of sweat and burned skin still lingered on my clothes. Wrinkling my nose, I stood from the bed and began to strip out of my shirt. I glanced down my body, running my fingers over the lines that were etched into my skin. With every treatment, there seemed to be more lines. Another line, another torture session. It was never-ending.

Flipping the shower to its hottest setting, I climbed under the water and groaned, feeling the water soak into my sore and tired muscles. I pressed my head against the cool shower wall and closed my eyes. My mind began to wander as I thought about what hell Kevin would have for me today. His favourite had been electricity for some time now. I wondered if there was going to be a time soon when he would change things up a bit. The voltage was getting a little tiresome, I thought as I smirked at the thought. 

I knew that Sebastian would be eager to tell me what voltage I sat at yesterday before finally succumbing. He was a yappy little thing, full of excitement, as if he believed that I enjoyed having my life handed to me every fucking day. But to Sebastian, my death had become a challenge. How far could I go before I finally died? Every day it had become higher and higher. If I could work out how to let it happen sooner, I’d probably do it just to fuck with Kevin, and maybe he would get rid of me finally. I had no idea. He would probably just find new inventive ways for me to die.

I sighed and rolled my shoulders, lifting my face to the water. I grabbed the loofah from the shelf behind me and coated it in body wash before soaping down my body. It didn’t matter how many times I’d died in this place; I still found myself in bed the next day, like some kind of fucking Groundhog Day. I hated it. But what would I do without it? I lived in hope that maybe one day, Kevin would actually tell me why this happened to me. I knew from growing up that people weren’t supposed to die and come back to life. That wasn’t a normal human feat. And yet, here I was. 

I lost myself as I went through the mechanical routine of washing my hair and body, as my mind drifted over my life. I had little memory of being a child. I remembered my mother. I remembered the love I had for her. And then I remembered how much it broke my heart when she wasn’t there anymore. I was taken from the house one day by people who called themselves social workers. I was given to a new family. Then another family. On and on, I was pushed through families, until one day, I found myself here. Eighteen years old, one minute I was walking down the street, and the next I was being literally ripped off my feet and shoved into a white van. 

It would have been laughable if it hadn’t actually happened. It was like every stupid action movie I’d ever seen. I was brought to this place, a decaying building with bars that burned when I touched them on every entrance. A place where, day after day, I was subjected to experiments until I was dead.

The very first death I lived through felt like a memory from so long ago. I suppose it was. It had been six long years. I chuffed as I thought about being here for fucking six years. I’d been such a scared kid that I pissed my pants as my heart gave out that first time. At first, it wasn’t necessarily a painful death. I was given an overdose, so while I knew I was dying, I was floating. I remember the confusion, the pictures that formed in my mind. Pictures of a faraway land that I didn’t even know existed. 

They were the same pictures that still formed now whenever I died. A land of hues of pink, purple and black, the same colour as the scars that dotted my skin. The water started to lose its heat, and I flipped it off before stepping out of the shower and wrapping a towel around my waist. 

I swished my hand over the mirror and stared at my face. My eyes appeared darker today. They’d always been black and dark, but somehow, they seemed even darker, with a blue tinge. My black hair hung down to my waist, and my beard that seemed to grow longer with every death now reached my chest. I suppose I was good-looking. I was muscular, I wasn’t ugly. But what was the point of being handsome when this was my life?

Picking up my beard oil and comb, I started the process of making the beard look good. Snorting to myself, I shook my head. “I should just let myself fucking go,” I murmured to my image in the mirror. Yet I was vain enough that the thought of a wild beard, matted head and a stinking body wasn’t something I could do. What did that say about me? I was tortured every day for the last six years, and all I really cared about was my lustrous beard.
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Chapter Four
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Bryn

“Come on, you can’t tell me that we all just immaculately appeared?” I snorted as I looked between my mother and grandmother incredulously. 

Grandmother clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes. “No, Brynley Margaret Colchester, we don’t expect you to believe that because that isn’t the case.”

“So, who is my father then?” I glanced over at Mum, who was rubbing her fingers into her temples.

“His name is Caton Rathmore. He is part of the Rathmore family,” Mum explained as if I was supposed to have any idea who the Rathmore family was. I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders.

“The Rathmores are as old as the Colchesters are,” Grandmother began to explain. “They are a family of witches, and for as long as time has been, one of the Rathmore male members of each generation has bred the next generation of Colchester’s.”

“That sounds very incestuous,” I said with wide eyes. “Like, are you saying that my father was the son of Mum’s father?”

Grandmother shook her head with frustration. “Child. Really? No. There are at least nine men born every generation. We don’t cross-contaminate.”

I snorted, and Grandmother rolled her eyes. “Anyway. Your father is Caton Rathmore. Your mother’s father was Alistair Rathmore; he was your father’s uncle.”

“Still sounds incestuous.”

“Look, it probably is, and one day, if we weren’t supernatural beings, we would grow two heads. The point has nothing to do with the Rathmores, but to do with the fact that you are in danger,” Mum snapped and slapped her hands down on the table, causing me to jolt. 

I sat up and got serious. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Who am I in danger from?”

Mum sighed, and I could see a sheen of tears coating her bottom lashes, and I could tell from the expression on her face that she was stressed. 

“The Rathmores,” she said quietly.

I frowned and shook my head. “Why would they be a danger to me? If my father is one and we are all bred by them eventually, why are they a danger to us?”

“Phoenixes don’t just shift into birds. We can’t die. Our blood provides a life force to anyone. Phoenixes don’t die, but our blood can also raise those from the dead,” Mum explained.

My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open. “My blood can raise someone from the dead?” I repeated dumbly.

Mum nodded and watched me as I processed what she had just said. There was so much coming at me at once. First, the knowledge that one day I was going to be able to shift into a bird. That was wild enough and so crazy I hadn’t even managed to keep up with it, but now there was a chance I could raise someone from the dead.

“This is madness,” I muttered. I wondered briefly if somehow, I was still sleeping and I was yet to wake up from a very bizarre dream. That was until I pinched hard into my thigh and realised through the sting that I was still sitting here facing my mother and grandmother.

“Obviously, the Rathmores know this, so why are we in danger from them because of it?”

“Your father, Caton, took the blood stores with him when he escaped the family. He went missing, and no one has been able to find him since you were first born. When each child is born, our price for having such a rich heritage is that we give a vial of the newborn's blood to them. This is the most potent blood of a phoenix,” Grandmother explained.

I nodded as understanding began to sink into my mind. “Which is why they are so keen to breed with us?”

Grandmother smiled tightly and nodded. “Exactly. With the vial of the baby's blood, they can have eternal life. But since Caton stole the vials and they haven’t been able to find him, you are in danger. A phoenix comes of age at twenty-one. It is the day that you are bestowed with your powers, not only to shift, but your blood becomes as strong as a newborn's for the next week. This is the prime time for a phoenix to be bred. We have attempted to hide you and keep you a secret from the Rathmores, but it is going to be increasingly harder to keep you hidden. Your powers are going to be too strong, and the silver you currently wear will no longer be enough.” 

My fingers reached up the chain I’d worn around my neck for as long as I could remember. Mum had always told me as a little girl that it was a very special necklace, and I was never to take it off. Now it was making sense. This wasn’t just some kind of pretty adornment, but it was literally saving my life.

“What do we do?”

Grandmother sucked in a deep breath. “We need to find a way to hide you before the Rathmores can find where you are.”

“They don’t know where I am now?”

Mum shook her head. “No. As soon as Caton went missing, your grandmother and I packed everything up and disappeared, too. We wanted to keep you safe. But now...” she left the sentence hanging. There wasn’t any more to be said. Now that I was twenty-one and my magic was at its most powerful, I was in danger of being basically kidnapped and bred against my will just so they could have some everlasting life.

“Did you get a choice?” I questioned as I looked between Mum and Grandmother.

“About?” Mum asked.

“About being bred?”

Mum’s cheeks tinted, and she shared a look with Grandmother that told me everything I needed to know.

I nodded and stood from the table. “I will kill them before I allow them to lay a single fucking finger on me,” I snarled with a venom that rose from the pit of my gut. 
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Levi

“You made it to over fifteen hundred megahertz last time, man, I’ve never seen anyone else fucking like you. You’re not a human man, but fuck, that’s amazing. No one else can pull that shit. You should see how many haven’t made it through that shit,” Sebastian gushed as he bounced beside me with that gaping grin on his face and his wide smile that made him look more like a lunatic.

I stopped and turned to face him. “What do you mean I’m not human?”

Sebastian’s eyes widened impossibly further, and his mouth fell agape. “You didn’t know?”

I shook my head as my frown pulled deep on my brow. “No. What do you mean?” I’d had my suspicions that I was obviously rare and something strange. I knew that I shouldn’t be able to die and come back alive again. I knew that wasn’t normal. But I had no idea why I could do it and what it all meant.

Sebastian reached out and grasped my forearm as he shook his head. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be telling you this,” he said just above a whisper as he glanced up and down the dank, cemented hallway with no windows and the scent of mould. “Look, man, Kevin doesn’t know what you are. But he knows you’re not human. You’re some kind of supernatural, like all of us.”

“All of you?”

“Shit, man, you’ve been here so long, and you don’t know anything?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve never seen anyone else.”

“But you’ve heard the screams?”

I winced as his words hit. Yeah, I’d heard the fucking screams. I’d heard others, but I’d never seen anyone else. I’d always tried to convince myself it was some sick soundtrack that Kevin played just for me. But I guess that was a narcissistic thought that I would be the one Kevin’s whole world revolved around.

I nodded, and Sebastian nodded in reply. “Yeah. Anyway. We are all supernatural. From vampires, to witches, to fae and shifters. Every one of us here is not human. Even Kevin.”

I frowned deeply and crossed my arms across my chest. “What are you?”

“I’m a hyena shifter.”

I shook my head as confusion rolled over me. “What is that?”

“I’ll show you,” Sebastian said with a grin as he started to strip off his clothes. I watched with wide eyes as he stood naked in front of me. His body was covered in a layer of light brown hair. His grin grew wider as suddenly the air around me became thicker and warmer. Sebastian’s body began to shimmer before it twisted and contorted like nothing I’d seen before. Within seconds, his arms, legs and face began to crack and alter before suddenly Sebastian was no longer in front of me, instead a large hyena. I reached out my hand gingerly and pushed my fingers into the fur of his neck. 

The hyena let out what could have been a purr as he pushed his body against my leg and allowed me to stroke his fur. Before my brain even had time to comprehend completely what was going on, the air rippled again, and Sebastian was standing naked in front of me again. He slowly bent to pick his clothes up while I stood staring at him with my mouth dropped open and shock all over my face.

“What was that?” I whispered in disbelief at what I’d just seen.

“I’m a hyena shifter. That means I can shift into a hyena. I’ve got other powers, but that is the main one.”

“What does that mean I am?”

Sebastian shrugged his shoulders. “We don’t know. But you are something no one has ever seen before. You are different, and that’s why Kevin is so interested in you.”

“Why does he want me?” It sounded stupid to ask the question, considering I’d been here for so long, and it only now occurred to me to actually even ask the question.

“He wants to understand you.”

“Why?”

Sebastian shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never asked him.”

“How long have you been here?”

“About fifteen years now.”

“Were you tested on?”

Sebastian cackled and nodded. “Yep. Same as you. Well, no, not the same as you. I was never killed. Kevin knows that if I die, I won’t come back to life.”

“How did he know I would?”

“By pure accident.”

I scrubbed my hands down over my face. I wasn’t human. But I didn’t know what I was. Six years, I’d been in this god forsaken place, and only now I was just trying to work out what the fuck I was doing here. What the fuck was wrong with me? I felt so stupid. I’d spent my first year trying to escape, but I learnt fast that there was no escape. However, it never occurred to me that I was here for more than just Kevin’s sick pleasure. I wanted answers. I wanted to know what I was. I wanted to know what Kevin wanted out of me. I was also curious to know who the others were.
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Elwin

“This will make you feel a lot better,” Sebastian purred as he stroked my hair. I closed my eyes tight as hyena’s blood dribbled down my throat. Groaning, I felt my strength beginning to return. Slowly, my eyes blinked open, and I looked up into the glazed look on Sebastian’s face. I could feel the pressure of his cock into my side while we lay on the bed, me curled into him and him cradling me tenderly.
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