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      Blair

      

      The packs swarmed.

      Pax in front of me, Bodhi and Mason flanking my sides, Zade from behind.

      “Clearly I’m not in need of protection—go after them. They have answers.” My command wasn’t so affective as the control I took of her murder. Turning crows to doves was an easier feat than a pack taking orders from a witch.

      I expected more from Pax, especially after all Talisa and her disciples put us through. Senseless loss of lives, yet they were letting her get away, and stopping me from following.

      I wasn’t out for revenge. I wanted justice—it was the least we deserved.

      “I think you made your point, Blair.” Olivia came up from behind. Zade moved aside, granting her passage beyond the shield they’d formed around me.

      “And what’s the point if we don’t move in and hold them accountable for their actions?” I spun on her, spitting venom with every word I spoke. “The only point we’re making is one of divide and not of power. We’re dying at their hands, yet we stand by and watch them walk away.”

      “They are merely the pawns of darkness—we’re after the source, not their servants.” Olivia tilted her head to one side. “Patience,” she hissed.

      Confident she’d silenced me, she turned to the face the witches still lingering out the front of the congregation.

      “Can I have your attention, please?” She waited for the buzz of voices to fall silent. “Alpha’s, I grant you this once off right to enter the house you guard and ensure darkness doesn’t lurk where your duty resides.”

      “My sisters.” Ripley stepped up alongside Olivia, addressing students as her equal. “Be on guard. Keep your packs close. Listen to your gut. And don’t do anything we may all regret.”

      “It’s imperative you remain vigilant—lives depend on the decisions you make. Be safe.” Olivia wrapped up the address with quite a punch, especially given the service we’d attended.

      “Blair. We’d like a word, if you may.” Although it sounded as if Ripley was giving me a choice, I knew better.

      “Something tells me a few others need to join in this conversation. Saige. Harley.” Olivia arched one eyebrow and paused a moment as my partners in crime moved in closer.

      “Your packs, too.” As if mind readers, their orders moved from one Original to the other as smooth as a spring fed a dam.

      “I think somewhere a little more private will serve us well.” Olivia led the way out of the town square.

      Nothing about the heart of the Valley enticed me to be there, anyway. The wreck and ruin added to the heaviness of the service we just attended and the chaos that followed.

      “There’s too many of us to occupy the office comfortably. Alpha’s if you will join us, and the rest of you do us the honour of ensuring we’re not interrupted.” Ripley scanned the group of men and smiled. It was hard not to feel upbeat even just looking at them—each one as hot as the next.

      “Stay close.” Pax delivered me an order before we went inside and Ripley closed the door.

      He was on high alert, not taking any chances whilst he was confined to the small room—clueless to what could sneak up from outside. The clench of the muscles in his jaw indicated he wasn’t happy about the arrangement. But with arms folded across his chest, he positioned himself close, leaned up against the wall behind me.

      He was still on edge, even with the other packs keeping watch. Coming back to the news of his brother's death did little to reassure him I was safe. Whilst he cared about his brothers, it was me he feared not being able to protect.

      “Ripley and I had a discussion, and we believe there are details of our past you need to know.” Olivia didn’t bother to acknowledge anyone else in the room. Her gaze locked on me.

      “What we’re going to share with you is confidential and we’d appreciate it if it does not go beyond these walls. I’m hoping you will do us the same honour.” She arched an eyebrow as if waiting for me to speak for the others, but, unlike her and Ripley, we hadn’t discussed what we would divulge.

      Nods all around prompted her to continue.

      “I’m sure you’re aware by now of the original witches—at least that’s what we’re referred to even though, by no means, are we original.” She grinned and Ripley laughed.

      “It was during the burning times in England that we found each other. Natural witches who set about trying to heal the sick despite the risk of being burned or hanged for our trouble.” An air of sadness swept her tone and her eyes glassed as if she was stepping back in time and reliving history.

      “Why’d you bother?” Dane scoffed. Clearly, he couldn’t see the point for serving where it wasn’t appreciated.

      “Same reason you fight demons and protect your girls from harm,” Ripley jumped in.

      “They appreciate it.” Gray smiled down at Saige, the adoration in his expression.

      “And if they didn’t?” She challenged.

      “We’d do it anyway.” Pax delivered the response she’d been searching. “Because it’s our duty.”

      “As it was ours.” Olivia picked up her story. “Like you, we had to band together. They were dark times, and we looked out for each other.” The hint of a smile teased her lips. Clearly, not all of her memories were negative. “As our power grew, so did the greed of four of our sisters. They thirsted for more, and the only stones left unturned were those of the dark forces.” She snapped from her trance and glance around the room. “Like your sisters, they used our energy against us. Drawing from the power built during ritual, they conjured magic more advanced than they could handle.”

      “And by doing so, they cursed us with immortality—among other things that ensured we watch those we love perish before us. Over and over again.”

      There was nothing overly happy about their story. Stripped of their right to grow old with the ones they loved because four thought of themselves and wanted more.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard the story, so they had disclosed nothing the rest of the witch community already spoke about.

      “Most of what I told you is common knowledge. A lot of books in the library contain tales of our past.”

      “Well, secondhand tales. Some are more colourful than the truth, others are not so vibrant.” Ripley laughed. The assumptions written to entertain obviously didn’t bother her in the least.

      “What you don’t know is that we’re not interested in our sisters causing harm to others as they did us.” Olivia exchanged a look with Ripley, who nodded. “We’ve made it our mission over the decades to track them down and contain them.”

      “Contain? You mean you’ve imprisoned them?” It wasn’t any wonder darkness was cast upon us when the sisters frequent the Valley.

      “And exactly where is your facility for containment?” Pax pushed off the wall with his shoulder and stood unsupported, arms folded across his chest.

      “We can’t disclose that information. I’m sorry.”

      “No you’re not,” he muttered.

      “It won’t do you any good looking for the vault. What will serve us all well is if we work together and keep each other in the loop as new information comes to light.”

      Sure, it made sense, but they weren't telling us anything of use, just what might be the cause for the attention the Valley was getting.

      “So, you’re telling us that the reason for recent events is that you’ve pissed off your sisters, and not because Lucifer thirsts for our blood?” The expression on Harley’s face was as bitter as her tone.

      “No. That’s an isolated problem—one that stems from the curse of being immortal. Your experience will be fleeting until you choose to have a child and pass on the immortal mutation to your first-born daughter.”

      “We’re mutants?” Saige scoffed.

      “Not so much mutants as a spell gone wrong. Over the years, witches sought and tried to replicate what we managed by sheer accident. They saw it as an opportunity—a gift.” Ripley shook her head. “If only they knew.”

      “Essentially, what you’re saying is that the two of you are an example of an accidental spell done right, and they’re the result of a purposeful spell gone wrong?” The smirk that teased the corners of Gray’s mouth indicated he was going somewhere with his comment that was bound to piss them off.

      “Not entirely—” Olivia began slowly.

      “But essentially, yes.” Ripley finished, her eyes ablaze as if she was up for any challenge he sent her way.

      “Well, I stand by my preference for wrong choices.” His smirk broadened to a grin.

      “Which is the reason it won’t eventuate to more than one witch serviced by the four wolves she is gifted to love but not fall in love with.”

      I stole a glance at Pax, at the same time as he looked down at me.

      “You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried.” I turned my head and glared at the pair. “You gift us four Riders so we don’t fall in love with one—what are you afraid of? The power sustained from further mutations from breeding with a wolf?” Anger built inside of me, illuminated my being and threatened to escape.

      Pax reached out and gave my shoulder a squeeze before tracing up my neck, into my hairline, and back down again. “Shh.”

      He was trying to calm me, but rage continued to stir.

      “I won’t lie. Further mutation of your kind would be best to avoid.” Ripley narrowed her eyes and stole a quick glance at Olivia before continuing. “But we are aware this method isn’t foolproof.”

      “Mutants and fools, now.” Saige shook her head. Her comment earning a killer glare from Ripley.

      I guessed Saige’s favourite teacher vote just flew out the window.

      “This is not what we are here to discuss.” Olivia cut through the hostility in an attempt to bring the conversation back under her control.

      “What is it you want from us?” Harley spat. “The longer I’m in here, the less I feel like sharing—so get to your point.”

      “We’re aware of the extracurricular activities you’ve been engaging.”

      “If that’s the case, then why are we having this conversation?” I challenged, still wired from their revelation.

      “We’d like to know where your thoughts are and what you plan to do with the information you’re harboring.”

      “First things first, it’s good to know you can’t read our thoughts.” Harley’s smirk was a dead giveaway she didn’t think much of their ability if they couldn’t get inside another witch’s head.

      “A respect for one’s privacy over actual ability.”

      “Respect—” The outburst from Pax was louder than I think he intended.

      As if the final straw.

      “Where were you when Blair’s Sherlock Holmes missions were playing out?” Olivia spun on Pax, the accusation thick in her tone.

      “I never informed him of my intentions. Keeping the packs in the dark was my doing.” I pushed up from where I’d been sitting for too long. “With the shit attitude the Fae have toward the Riders, I had no interest in dragging them into trouble I went looking for.” I folded my arms across my chest, my eyes narrowed to a glare. Like hell was she going after Pax and playing the blame game in my presence.

      Olivia ignored me. Her gaze still set on Pax.

      “It’s your job to protect her—seems you’re not keeping a short enough leash. Damien already has his doubts about your level of commitment, and whether emotion is interfering with duty.”

      “I understand my duty—now more than ever.”

      “Then this conversation was beneficial, even if only for one,” she hissed. “Word of advice. Step it up or Damien will see to appointing someone who can.”

      The muscle in his jaw twitched, and he looked ready to tear the jugular from the next one who dared doubt his honor.

      “It’s not Pax’s fault.” My voice turned to a shrill at the thought of someone coming in and overpowering Pax’s command. “I’m responsible for my actions. There’s not much he can do, or any of the pack members can do, if we failed to inform them of our intentions.”

      “No, Blair. She’s right. I’ll be more vigilant in the future.” Arms folded across his chest, his guard was up and I didn’t need him to confirm that duty would become our only connection.

      Olivia’s doubt hit him hard. If it had’ve come from Damien, he would’ve taken his criticism as a boost to his ego. From her, he was angry at himself, and I’d be the one to suffer for the bruises she’d inflicted.

      “If Damien so much as thinks of reappointing my alpha, he can guarantee an uprising.”

      “I think we’ve all had enough for one day. We’ll reconvene soon.” Ripley took a step forward, her voice warm and soothing as Olivia’s usually was.

      Gone was the gushy promise if you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. Parting words were muttered. It seemed our opinion of the ass kicking Pax received was united.

      Pax was the first to escape the room the moment Olivia dismissed us. He was either pissed off and needed to blow off steam, or else he’d taken her criticism to heart and was pushing me away.

      “Pax. Will you wait for me, please?” I grabbed him by the arm, giving him no choice but to stop.

      “What can I do for you?” He refused to meet my gaze, scanning the area over my head and around me.

      “Please don’t be like this. I don’t want what we shared in the fae village to change.”

      “It has to. We’re not in the fae village anymore, and I have a job to do.” His lip curled and his voice changed to a snarl. “I can’t do it with my head buried between your legs—you have my brothers for that.” He shrugged out of my grasp, turned his back, and walked away.
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      Saige

      

      “You keen to go for a ride?” Gray brushed my cheek with the back of his knuckles.

      “Do you think we’re allowed?” I frowned. The last thing I wanted was for him to be dished up with the same warnings as Pax. Given that Blair didn’t do anything without us, it wasn’t fair he was the only one under threat.

      “Who’s going to stop us?” He leaned in and touched his lips to mine. As much as I wanted to head back with Blair to make sure she was okay, I wanted Gray, too. It’d been too long since he held me close and touched me in places I never imagined could feel so good.

      “From what we just witnessed, my bet is on the Fae King—he’s such a douche.”

      Gray tipped his head back and released a rumble from deep within. “Fair call, but not one his royal highness would be so keen to claim.” He continued to chuckle as he took my hand and led me to his over to where he parked his bike.

      “Where are the others?” I glanced around. They’d been told to stay close, to ensure our safety, whilst Olivia and Ripley conducted their little meeting.

      What a shitshow it turned into.

      “I sent them on their way. We’ve all had a long day. It wasn’t fair to keep them hanging around longer than they had to.”

      Made sense, but what made him so sure I was keen for him, and only him? Not that I was complaining, but it seemed he’d decided where this night was going.

      “Where are we heading?”

      “You’ll see.” He swung one leg over the bike, lifted the body and kicked up the stand before holding his hand out for me to take.

      Snow dusted the surface, but at least the rain held off. Tucked up behind him, the wind didn’t touch me with Gray as my shield. The warmth radiated from his body, and I longed to be closer to him, to feel his flesh against mine.

      It seemed that no sooner had we set off than we were stopping, which suited me fine if it meant stripping him of his clothes and having my way with him.

      I peered over Gray’s shoulder to see where he’d taken me. The night was too crisp for hard and fast against a tree—not that he’d ever taken me against a tree, but I didn’t know of anywhere so close to the town square for privacy.

      “Surprise.” He grinned as he glanced over his shoulder, leaned close, and kissed the tip of my nose. “Home sweet home.”

      The forest around the clearing was thick, casting shadow over the small cottage in front of us.

      “Yours?”

      “Sure is.” He held out his hand to steady me as I climbed off. “Didn’t want to say anything until it was finalized and I could bring you out to have a look.”

      “This is amazing. Congratulations.” The pride in his expression was a smidge of what I was feeling.

      “Thought it was about time I did the responsible thing—” he shrugged as if embarrassed by my praise.

      “Well, are we just going to sit here, or are we going in?”

      Gray laughed at my eagerness. “Oh, you better believe it, baby. I’m definitely going in.” He was quick to kick down the stand and dismount, snaking me around the waist and pulling me to his chest. Crushing his lips against mine, he deepened the kiss the moment I parted my lips in a gasp. Forgotten was the meeting that’d left me on edge. The tenderness of his touch replaced with the urgency I, too, was feeling.

      His hands were everywhere, pawing at my clothes as if trying to decide which item to remove first, but not wanting to appear overeager.

      “I thought we were going inside,” I spoke against his kiss when he didn’t come up for a breath.

      The ride over, pressed hard up against him, was enough foreplay for me. I wanted him, and I wanted him now. Hard. Fast. Satisfying the itch too long since scratched.

      “You’re right. Come on. With a bit of luck, the fire will still be burning.”

      Even before we were in the door, I was sliding my hands up his torso. He flinched against my icy hands on his flesh, but didn’t stop me from exploring.

      “I’ll show you around later.” His mouth covered mine, and he wrapped his arms around me the moment the door was shut.

      I pushed his jacket off his shoulders and waited for him to release me so I could assist it down his arms and into a heap on the floor. Before he could pull me back in, I gripped the hem of his tee and dragged it up his body and over his head.

      Ice cold from the crispness of the air outside, I had every intention of warming him deeper than any fire was able to do. Between the sheets of his bed or on the entry floor, I didn’t care. Muscles clenched to my core as my mind raced ahead of the action.

      Still fully clothed, I didn’t wait for him to undress me before I loosened the clasp of his belt and popped the button on his jeans.

      Trailing kisses along my jaw and to my neck, he nipped and sucked his way to my earlobe. Taking it between his lips, he sucked hard before flicking his tongue inside.

      He knew my weakness. My body responded, and I shuddered beneath his touch.

      “How about you slow down and let me catch up?” He whispered at the same time as I lowered his zipper.

      “How about you pick up the pace?” I wasn’t normally so forward, but it seemed the threat of reassigning alphas was working a treat on my confidence.

      Gray wasn’t so quick to peel the layers off as I’d been, but I entertained his process for a few moments. Tender kisses to my mouth and neck, between the removal of each piece of clothing, he added to the pool at our feet. Dress off, he guided me back until I was pressed against the closed door and dropped to his knees in front of me. One at a time, he tucked his hand behind my knee, lifted my foot from the floor, and removed a boot.

      Moving in close, his face almost pressed to my legs, he made his way up my body, hands ahead of himself. Reaching the band of my knickers, he peeled them down over my thighs, moving in closer as he followed the descent of fabric to my ankles.

      From slow to super-fast, he took me by surprise. One minute I was stepping out of my underwear, the next he was feasting on my desire.

      I released a moan as his tongue circled my opening, then flicked the sensitive bud above. Ice-cold fingers probed as he licked and sucked.

      Shuffling my feet a little wider, I opened myself up for what I hoped was to follow.

      Fingers slick, Gray gave me exactly what I wanted. Two or three, I didn’t know, but hard and fast was his rhythm, as was the lapping.

      “You taste so good,” he blew cool air as he continued his thrust. Gripping my ass with his other hand, he dragged my pelvis forward, my shoulders still resting against the door. Teeth grazed my most sensitive part, and I cried out. Another finger penetrated as he pressed deep, holding firm as I began to rock, riding his hand and his mouth. My muscles clenched and I could feel the rise of my orgasm threatening to release before I was ready.

      More. All I could think of was more. Wanting the feeling to go on and to never end. He felt so good, and he’d only just begun.

      Rotating his fingers inside, he kept the pressure firm as he stood. Releasing the grip on my ass, he managed to lower his jeans, remove his hand, and grip my thighs from behind. He lifted me off the ground before I had time to think about what he was doing. Back slammed against the door, he entered me at the same time as his mouth found my neck and he bit down hard.

      Pain cursed through as teeth bruised flesh. My cry turned to a moan as he sucked, all the while driving in and out in long, slow strokes.

      I gripped his shoulders, fingernails biting into his flesh as he too bit harder. Sharp pain turned to bliss in a matter of moments. Eyes closed, I tipped my head back to rest against the door, exposing my neck for him to work his magic.

      I tingled all over. Electric pulse like shocks ran through me, causing me to squirm as he drew my release to the surface, letting it linger on the brink of bliss. As if a puppeteer working a puppet, Gray had me exactly where he wanted, and there was nothing I could do but take it—nothing I wanted to do.

      “Come on, baby, do it for me. Let yourself go,” he encouraged as he removed his mouth from my neck, then flicked his tongue over the sensitive flesh I knew would be black with bruising.

      Picking up the pace. He thrust deep. He too began to pant, and I knew he was close.

      Arching my back, I pressed forward, opened my legs wider, and allowing the orgasm to tear through me, muscles pulsing around his length until he too found his release.
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      I cupped my hand over my neck as I sat talking with Blair until the early hours of the morning. Healing bruised skin by expelling arnica seemed to work a treat. Thank the goddess, because the last thing I wanted was to rock up to class with a hickey.

      Blair was pretty cut up about Olivia’s threat on the status of her pack, and even more by Pax’s reaction.

      A pang of guilt surfaced. I should’ve come straight home to be with her instead of indulging in Gray, over and over again. Having a house of his own came with so many benefits, especially considering it was within the boundaries of our protection.

      “Do you really think they’d go so far as to reappoint an alpha?” Blair’s voice was small, her eyes wide.

      “Who cares even if they do? You’d still have Pax, and then the new alpha could keep watch whilst the two of you play.” I tried to lighten the mood, but failed miserably.

      “I guess it wouldn’t be so bad.”

      “Five instead of four—could be much worse.” I giggled even though I knew she wasn’t even interested in entertaining all four of the Riders she had. From the moment they were assigned, Blair wasn’t comfortable with the arrangement. Pax stole her heart well before he took her virginity. The others didn’t have a hope of any form of intimacy with her from the moment she stepped through the barrier to the fae village.

      “One is enough for me,” she confirmed my thoughts.

      “On a different note,” I hesitated, not wanting to fuel a reason to get us into trouble, but I’d instigated a conversation and I couldn’t think of an alternative topic. “All that talk about the dark witches earlier got me thinking. There has to be more involvement between us and them than Olivia is letting on, otherwise what was the point in the history lesson?”

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing, but what? Do you think they’re holding the dark ones here?”

      I thought for a moment. If they caught us, we’d get our ass kicked for sure, but it was worth a shot.

      “Not sure. We need to access the restricted floor in the library and dig as much dirt as we can on all of the Originals. There’s something we’re missing.”

      “Do you think so?” Blair frowned. “I honestly think this is isolated to the evil four. I wonder how many they have detained and what they intend to do with them.”

      “If we knew more about them, then maybe we could figure that out.”

      “So you really think info on them might be the key?”

      “My gut feeling is, yes.”

      “Good—then let’s do it.”

      “Okay. But, how?”

      “Give me a moment.” Blair looked to be concentrating. No doubt she was coming up with one of her wild ideas, which mostly worked in our favour in the past. However always landed us in a mountain of shit.

      “You can’t tell anyone about this,” she breathed moments before she disappeared.

      “What the—” So much for learning to push my aura from my being and thinking that was cool.

      “Damien taught me a thing or two when I was in the valley.”

      “And here I was believing they do nothing more than confuse the mind and flex their muscle, dictating who can and can’t be together.”

      Blair faded back to fill the space in which I’d last seen her. “They took me by surprise. They’re actually not too different from us—Grimoires passed down through the generations, spells, brews and potions. Their magic surpasses ours, or at least the magic we are privy to.”

      “And he shared with you the secrets of his family?”

      Blair rolled her eyes. “He made up some bullshit about how these rings vary from family to family.” She held up her hand for me to see what she was talking about. “Apparently, they’re a key, and that’s the only way you can access generations of spells and secret findings.”

      “Why is it bullshit?”

      “Because mine looked the same as his and unlocked his family Grimoire—it’s how we figured out how to get back.” She shrugged as if bullshit was the only rational answer.

      “And it didn’t occur to you he was telling the truth—that you could, in fact, be family?” I hesitated, not wanting to piss her off.

      “Huh. Good try.” She shook her head, dismissing the conversation. “So, when are we going to do this?”

      “The sooner the better.”
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      Blair

      

      Classes dragged. There was something about the monotony I found comforting but boring since taking lessons with Damien—not that I’d admit so much to him.

      Nothing new and different to master meant frustration levels were kept to a minimum, but it also seemed a waste of time to be sitting indoors when the sun was peeping through heavy rain clouds.

      “They serious need new content. I thought these classes were meant to contain content that could save our life.”

      “Huh, an induced coma may be an effective method to prolong life for some.” Saige laughed. “I wasn’t brought up with these lessons and I’m bored. I can only imagine where your mind must be at.”

      “Dull and sluggish about sums it up at the moment.” I sighed. “It’s even tempting to head back to the Fae Village just to continue learning their methods.” It seemed the teachings here were more about hiding under a barrier and letting the Wolf Riders protect us than fighting our own battles.

      “I’m tired of being treated like a damsel in distress. All we do is avoid getting dragged to hell by hunters. When are we actually going to discover our purpose?”

      “I’m starting to wonder if we even have one.” Saige raised her eyebrows as if the idea had only just dawned on her.

      “I’m going to speak to my mom and gran about this. I have no interest in being kept in a bubble because no one knows how else to protect us.”

      “No point speaking with my mom. She’s still in denial.”

      It must’ve been difficult for Saige when she found out she was a witch, having grown up as a strict Christian. Since being in the Valley, I hadn’t spoken with my mom or gran on a regular basis, but I knew they were there if I needed them. Saige’s mother had all but abandoned her.

      “I get that after having you she took a different path and moved on, but wouldn’t you think she’d leave a window open, if not the door, when she’s been in this position before?” Saige struggled to understand more than anyone.

      “One would think so. But it seems she’s gone to great lengths to shut this place out of her life, no matter the cost.” I shrugged. Some topics weren't worth dwelling on, especially where Saige’s mother was concerned. There was nothing anyone could do to change her opinion.

      “Makes me wonder what she got up to out here that she needs to cleanse herself so much to get involved with a religion that’d stop at nothing to eliminate our kind.”

      “Does she keep a journal? It’d be fun to get our hands on that, past and present.” I held back the urge to smile. “I would’ve loved to be there to see the look on her face when Gray rocked up to take you.”

      Saige tipped her head back and laughed. “I guess it brought back a few hot and steamy memories.” Her energy had lifted since we left our last class for the day, as had mine.

      “I wonder what excuse she gave my dad—unless she cast a spell to wipe his memory of ever having had a daughter.”

      I joined in her joke. “Sounds more her style. Deny. Deny. Deny.”

      My comment wiped the smile from Saige’s face.

      “Quite depressing really.”

      “I guess. But I have an idea that’ll perk you up.” I was quick to change the subject. It wouldn’t do any good if Saige’s confidence slipped. She’d come so far and was seeing positive results. I didn’t want anything to knock her backwards.

      “The thirteenth floor?” She whispered.

      “Yep. Let’s do this.” The sooner we pieced together the puzzle Talisa and Lexi were a part of, the sooner some action would happen around this place.

      No matter how many times I walked through the doors, I’d still marvel at the Tardis that was the library. From the outside, it appeared no bigger than any other building in the square. It was the eleven floors below that blew me away, thirteen in total.

      Packed with hand inked journals, spell castings, historical retellings—the list was endless. I could spend years looking and still find something I’d never seen before. Study nooks decked out with comfortable furniture and mood setting lights made for an appealing environment to work.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” If the thirteenth floor was anything like the rest of them, the choices were going to be overwhelming. Something told me I’d be sprung if too many journals disappeared from the shelves.

      “My gut tells me that knowing their history will help—I mean, if you pull this off, you can always go back until we find information that’s relevant.” Saige shrugged as if it was no big deal, which was easy for her when she stood outside and whistled a tune. It was my head on the chopping block, and I was rather fond of the way it currently attached to my neck.

      Although we hadn’t been down there before, I’d heard rumour a roster system was in place to man access to the forbidden floor. Sat working alongside the staircase that lead down, written permission from one of the teaching staff was required to venture down.

      I didn't think they'd take it so far, but hoped there were no other ways to detect me other than visually, or else the invisibility spell wouldn't help.

      After Olivia’s threat on Pax’s status, I had no interest in alerting her to my inability to abide by the rules. Not that he had a reason to come into the library and supervise me. It’d be a waste of everyone’s time and resources. Surely he shouldn’t be at risk if I broke the rules during school related activities.

      “Before we get carried away, I need to see if invisibility can be extended to what I’m holding. Someone’s bound to notice a flying book.”

      “Must be possible. I mean, your clothes vanish when you do.”

      “Good point. But that happens without me thinking about it.” I plucked the thickest book from the shelf as I prepared to disappear. “Keep watch.” The last thing I needed was an audience.

      “Oh, I wish I was part fae, part angel, part everything, so I could do cool stuff, too.” Saige hissed when the book vanished with me.

      “It’s only cool if we don’t get caught.” I pointed out, coming back into my form before dumping the book back on the shelf. “The only part that sucks is that whilst I might be invisible, I can’t walk through walls.”

      So as to remain as quiet as possible, I slipped out of my boots and tucked them up on a shelf, close to the wall at the far end of the row we occupied.

      “Good luck,” Saige whispered, as my presence faded from view.

      Luck didn’t get a look in around here. It seemed the rule of three was saved for the good, who rarely put a toe over the line. Yet evil danced back and forth freely.

      I glanced around before stepping out from the shield provided by the shelves to ensure I wasn’t at risk of running into anyone.

      The only positive that came from the rest of the town being messed up was that most witches seemed to steer clear of the library. Even though it’d been spared, stepping out to face the square was devastating.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Saige pluck a book from the shelf and settle on the floor, where she could see the top of the staircase. Not that she could do much if I got caught, but she could keep watch for unpleasant visitors like Talisa or Professor Sacha's return.

      The second step creaked the moment I placed weight on the board. A sneeze coming from the area I left had the witch monitoring the staircase look from me to the directions in which germs were flying. Who would’ve thought Saige would save my ass before I hit the thirteenth step, let alone the floor where I was headed.

      Light faded the deeper I went. Candles flicked and shadows danced across the walls. Clearly movement didn’t activate the lights as in the tunnels I walked with Mason. It seemed so long ago—so much had happened since then.

      I paused at the bottom landing and released a breath. Shallow breathing all the way down resulted in a wicked head spin, but I didn’t have time to linger, so I pushed on.

      It took a lot to give me the creeps, and this floor served it in all its glory. Dust lined the surfaces, thick as a fur coat in places that’d been long since disturbed. Shelves not only housed books, but eery looking trinkets I’d be too scared to touch. Even though I hadn’t seen it, I’d heard items could be possessed by entities that went undetected for decades, even centuries. I didn’t fancy one latching on to me as a way out of this dungeon.

      It appeared the library beyond the twelfth floor had been seriously neglected. They should really declare it a health hazard more than a threat to the greater good. Why anyone would want to come down to this hellhole was beyond me.

      The room was surprisingly small and set out differently than the other floors. Bookcases were positioned to come off a circle in the centre, wide enough to cast and practise in the middle of the room. Not that I imagined ever being able to draw positive energy in a space so dark and cold.

      Working my way around the room clockwise from the staircase seemed a logical starting point for a witch. But logic didn’t always win in the witching world, so I opted for counter clockwise. Widdershins made more sense to me—banishing negativity as I worked my way around was exactly my mentality. Closing my eyes, I focused on what I came down here for, and let instinct guide me rather than sight.

      Hand stretched out in front, I grasped hold of what intuition told me I was seeking before opening my eyes. Flipping to the first page, I almost released a whoop of laughter. The Originals, penned upon the first page.

      “What can I say—the witch is good,” I muttered under my breath. Whilst there didn’t seem to be anyone lurking in the dust, I couldn’t be too sure.

      The sooner I got out of there, the better.

      Too busy glancing around, and not watching the ground as I stepped, pain seared through my pinky toe as it connected with something hard. Taking a step to one side to allow the light past me, I glanced down to see what was in my path. I knew the moment it came into focus.

      Thirteen was a lucky number in the witching world—perhaps by the time the founders of this place dug through to the fourteenth, their luck ran out.

      Book still in hand, I dropped to a squat and eyed the outline of what looked to be a trapdoor. The assault on my toe inflicted by a metal ring that could only be a handle. As tempted as I was to grasp and tug, I opted to palm the panel and shift my focus to connect with what was on the other side. The emptiness was a sure giveaway there was something someone wasn’t keen for me, or anyone, to stumble upon. What it was, I had no clue, so naturally, grasp and tug was the only option left.

      Within moments, teachers stormed the room. Shrinking back from the centre, I worked fast to conceal the book tucked under my arm. Ripley and Olivia were the last to come into view, but their energy was the first I felt.

      “I told you we needed to stick around for a bit, Reel’s.” Ripley was the first to break the silence.

      “And I told you that you should never have brought Neera here. As if we don’t have enough to contend with now the barrier is compromised.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense.” One of the local teachers interjected.

      “Clearly you don’t know, Tanith.” Olivia narrowed her eyes and stared at the space I occupied. A small frown creased her brow, and then, as if she could see through my invisible field, a smile touched the corners of her mouth.

      Ripley tilted her head to the side, watching her, before following her gaze to where I stood.

      I was in the shit, well and truly.

      “She won’t stop at anything to release her sister. If you’ll excuse us ladies, I’d like to have a word with my sister in private. We’ll see to it that there is no threat here.”

      “Please ensure you do. We don’t need any more grief this week.”

      She wasn’t wrong about that. The town was a mess and hearts were broken. I couldn’t help but wonder if spirits being at a low aided in weakening the barrier.

      Ripley and Olivia turned away from me and wandered to the opposite side of the room. Voices low, they were muttering about something.

      I visualised sinking into the bookshelf I was pressed up against, so even if invisibility failed me, my identity would still be concealed. However, I suspected Olivia knew it was me.

      I could do anything I set my mind to, apart from altering the molecular makeup of the book in my hands, even if it wasn't pleasant passing through shelves and books.

      It seemed clothing wasn’t a problem—perhaps it was because a good majority lined my body. The thick leather-bound journal was a different story. It acted like a wedge, stopping me from passing through the shelves to the space on the other side, between bookcases.

      I lifted my hands and guided the item to the right in the hope of slipping through the void between bookends and shelf. I’d almost made it through when I saw them turn, and the flash exit their fingertips in perfect time.

      So as not to blow my cover, I sacrificed the book and took a step back, watching the object come back into focus the moment I released it.

      “Reveal.” One word and they thought they could strip me of my spell. Even with the bookcase copping the brunt of the impact, it wasn’t pleasant being hit with such force. Originals or not, I had no intention of them knowing it was me who tried to open the trapdoor. Clearly, it was guarded by more than a complacent witch sitting guard.
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