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      The point was to watch them, not get sucked in. I failed. Holy fuck, this guy was hot.

      I always was a sucker for tattoos and guns. Not the kind of guns that shoot things. Guns, as in thick, muscled arms I could sink my teeth into.

      I blew out a breath. For heaven’s sake, I needed a cold shower. It might even do these cramps some good. How the hell did I even end up here? Well, technically, I knew how. A long ass bus ride with people who weren’t always the cleanest and some men who I could tell didn’t have the best of intentions. The more appropriate question was why I ended up here.

      I’d been getting cramps—I know, TMI—and a yearning in my stomach for something “other”. Something that wasn’t in New Orleans where I’d lived my whole life. The pressure was like a pull, and when you grew up with my grandmother, you tended to want to follow your instincts because that’s what she hammered into you day in and day out. Don’t trust someone? Don’t. They’re probably an axe murderer. Feel like you shouldn’t go to school today? Don’t. Who knows what shitty nonsense could happen? Don’t like that guy around the corner? Neither do I, he’s a dick.

      I smiled to myself remembering Granny. She hated that name, but I called her it, anyway. She was a forever young person stuck in an old woman’s body. And, she just so happened to be the local Voodoo Priestess, revered—and feared—by many. Yeah, my childhood was a smash.

      The too-loud pop music in the bar where I’d been enjoying my eye candy stopped suddenly. Shoved into the present, I dropped the straw that allowed me to suck down my Amaretto Sour like it was Kool-Aid and turned. Wow. What a dive bar. The absence of Bruno Mars’ Uptown Funk and the house lights exposed the thick layer of sticky grime on the bar and the off-brown checkered tile that led to the small stage at the back of the place.

      The tall, lanky guy who lived with the Adonis I’d been lusting after since I got to Salem two days ago stood on the cramped stage. He tapped the microphone tentatively, sending a buzz through the air that made me cringe. “Sorry,” he muttered, while pushing his glasses back up his nose. He stood there awkwardly for a few moments, shifting his weight from foot to foot while I—and everyone else in the bar—watched. He wasn’t used to being the center of attention, that much was evident. My heart went out to him as his face blanched. The blinding white lights all turned on him and he stood there like a surprised animal getting caught taking food.

      He was adorable, actually, in a dorky kind of way. All the guys who lived at the apartment I’d been drawn to were good looking in their own way, surprising and confusing me all at the same time. Before I could get sucked back down the rabbit hole of why I was here, he finally cleared his throat and spoke. “Uh, hey.” He waved awkwardly, then put his hand above his eyes to ward off the spotlights. “Just wanted to send a happy birthday out to my friend, Randy. Um, guess I should’ve brought a drink up here with me to toast or something, but uh…”

      One of the other guys from the apartment, the blond one who looked like he stepped off a sports magazine cover when he left for practice in the morning, ran a drink up to the front. “Bottom’s up,” he winked.

      “Thanks, Gabe.” The lanky one bent over so his lips were almost on the microphone as he raised his borrowed glass in the air. “Happy birthday, Randy.” The microphone buzzed and squeaked as he stepped away.

      The blond one—Gabe, apparently—stepped right up after. “Cheers, Mate!” He threw his own drink back, and stepped away from the mic, encouraging the lanky one to do the same with his. He did, his face immediately puckering, and then gave a quick shake of his head as he finally swallowed what was surely some strong, hard liquor.

      I leaned against the bar and took a drink of my own. Following them to the bar tonight had been a good idea. I’d just learned two of their names—Gabe and Randy. I also knew that Gabe was apparently British and that it was Randy, Mr. Hot as Fuck’s, birthday.

      I eyed the two as they made their way back over to the bar a few feet from where I stood. The same pull tugged in the pit of my stomach when they were all together. I moaned deep as the feeling became overwhelming. There was definitely something about these four. Was I supposed to know them? Was I supposed to fear them? Nothing seemed off. They were four regular guys. Three of them went to college at Salem State while Randy spent most of his time at the gym and a tattoo parlor.

      Frustrated, I pulled the straw from my glass and downed the rest of my drink. I was just about to place it back on the bar when a deep, gruff voice said, “I hope that was in my honor.”

      My eyes widened, and I almost sputtered. The guy I’d been lusting after since I got here just spoke to me. Holy bananas. Now that he was six inches away, I got to check him out up close. It was easy to get drawn in. He looked sexy as sin wherever he went. He was either dressed for the gym, showing off his sexy as fuck muscles, or sporting tight ass t-shirts on his way to the tattoo parlor he worked at. Tonight was the same tattoo parlor look, jeans that hugged his hips with a black shirt that looked like it was tailor-made just for him. What I hadn’t noticed from watching him with what was usually a street distance between us, was his dark eyes. They were deep brown, teetering on black. A shiver rocked my spine.

      Suppressing my inner freak out, I blinked up at him, doing my best to appear interested. Appear? Who was I kidding? I was interested. “Of course,” I answered. “Randy, is it?”

      He nodded in assent before taking his time perusing my body. My insides clenched, a more potent feeling than I’d ever had before as his eyes raked all over me. I hadn’t brought much of anything with me from New Orleans, including clothes, since I didn’t know what I would find here. Tonight, I’d just tied off one of my black shirts right above my right hip, showing a little midriff. It was about as “bar appropriate” as I got, even when I was home. Coupled with the tight pair of jeans I’d brought with me, I didn’t look half bad in the small ass motel mirror I’d checked my reflection in before making my way here. I’d followed them to the bar and then decided I had to go back to the room and do a little mini wardrobe makeover before heading in after them and seeing what I could find out. It couldn’t help to be as sexy as I could while trying to feel them out. At least, that’s what I’d thought, and it was working too. Randy was actually standing in front of me, his eyes gliding over my skin as if his only thought was what he could do to me.

      I swallowed and yelled at myself to stop it. The tug in my stomach hadn’t brought me thousands of miles away just to sleep with the guy in front of me. Voodoo didn’t do shit like that. Hell, if it did, I wouldn’t have resisted it for so long when I was younger.

      His dark eyes latched onto mine. Before long though, a tinge of amusement colored his face. His lips moved, and I watched as they separated in succession, drawn to them instantly. When they cracked into a wider smile, I was thrown back into reality. He wasn’t just standing in front of me so I could ogle him, he’d been saying something. “Sorry, what?”

      Instead of smiling this time, his intense eyes froze. “Your name?”

      “Norah.” Inwardly, I kicked myself. I’d intended on using a fake name if we ever got to this point, but the way he looked at me made me lose all my senses.

      He pulled a curl of my hair off my shoulder and fingered it. “Norah,” he said, as if he was testing the way it sounded on him, and damned if it didn’t sound amazing, panty-melting amazing.

      He dropped my hair and turned toward the bar, breaking off my current train of thought where I climbed on him like a monkey and felt every inch of his chiseled body. He was hot, and he knew it. He also knew I thought he was hot. I no longer had the upper hand. Like, at all, and I had a feeling I never would with him.

      He slapped the bar a few times and held his finger up in the air. The bartender walked right up and shook his hand. Randy motioned in my direction. “My new friend Norah needs a drink.”

      The bartender’s lips curled up. He looked from Randy to me. “Another Amaretto Sour.”

      I nodded. “Please.”

      The bartender turned away and Randy once again turned his full attention toward me. “So, Norah, I haven’t seen you around here before.”

      His muscles bulged underneath his t-shirt as he shifted, but I refused to look at them. “That’s not really your pickup line, is it, Birthday Boy?”

      He smirked. “It’s the tamest one I got. I had several others in mind, but since I’ve already seen you blush a couple times, I wasn’t sure they were appropriate.”

      I stood up taller, accepting his challenge. “I can take it. What do you got?”

      Randy leaned over, his hot breath caressed my ear. I could just picture him smirking as my body flushed. He had me right where he wanted me. “I was wondering,” he said slowly, “If you kiss with that sexy as fuck accent.” Before I could tell him that he should try to find out, he pulled away as if he hadn’t just curled my toes. “Where is it from, anyway?”

      “Louisiana,” I told him, still trying to keep it together and apparently totally losing the fight to keep my identity a secret. “A little bit of Creole, a little bit of South.” My body wasn’t sending me any warning signals to keep my mouth shut. In fact, it was doing the opposite. It was practically humming in Randy’s presence. I’d never been so turned on just talking to a guy before. Every move he made, my body countered with him as if I were his shadow.

      His dark eyes flared. “Mixed beauty…”

      I’d always loved my soft brown skin. While other girls had to work hard to tan, mine was permanently there. He trailed a finger down my wrist, and I had to clench my jaw to not moan in ecstasy. For fuck’s sake, he had me pinned already.

      The adorable lanky friend put a hand on Randy’s shoulder, saving me from having to say something, which probably would’ve come out an incomprehensible mess. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “You told me not to let you stay out too late since you got the morning shift at the gym.”

      Randy’s shoulders bunched at the initial intrusion, but relaxed as soon as he heard his friend’s voice. “You’re being very rude, Liam.”

      Liam turned his head. Surprise riddled his features as soon as he saw that his friend stood in front of me. A heated red colored his cheeks as he took a step back. “S-sorry.” He looked away.

      “It’s okay,” I said immediately, hating that I was the reason he felt so awkward. He turned his attention back to me and I smiled. “I’m Norah.”

      I held my hand out, and he took it. A zap of static electricity passed between us and we both immediately pulled away. “Sorry,” he said again, then blushed as if he hated that he was once again apologizing, or maybe it was because he hated being so awkward. “Didn’t mean to shock you.”

      “It happens.”

      Randy watched our little interaction with raised eyebrows. He looked back and forth between us before settling his heated gaze back on me. Liam cleared his throat nervously. “You don’t care that you told me that earlier, do you?” he asked.

      Randy shook his head. “Not one flying fuck.”

      Liam turned as if he expected that as a reaction and left us alone again. As soon as he walked away, a hollow pang struck my core. I hadn’t realized until he left, but that yearning feeling had intensified while they were both in front of me, but had returned to the ache with just Randy.

      He stepped closer, nudging the drink the bartender must’ve left for me out of the way. “Thank you.”

      I looked up at him curiously. “For?”

      “Being nice to Liam. He’s my best friend, and for some reason, women treat him like he’s the dirt on the other side of their three-inch heels.”

      I peered over Randy’s shoulder and found Liam staring back at us as he stood with the two others. Gabe, the British one, and the one with the dark hair whose name I hadn’t learned yet. I swallowed down the sudden feeling of fullness as I stared at them and immediately turned back to Randy. “What can I say? Girls can be bitches.”

      “And what about you, Norah? What kind of girl are you?”

      I shrugged, not knowing how to answer. I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him the truth. Being a voodoo practitioner, I knew enough not to spout that kind of stuff when you first met people. They tended to shy away from you after that. And no one, well, no one except Granny, knew about the real stuff, the genuine power I had. The power that was passed down to me through a long line of voodoo priestesses. My customers back home guessed, but it had been a while since I’d done anything like my Grandmother had. The tourists didn’t want the real stuff, anyway. They said they did, but what they really wanted was the idea of the real stuff, so that’s exactly what I gave them in my voodoo shop. A show.

      I took a step toward Randy until the tips of my shoes met his. The closer I got, the more overwhelmed I became. The scent of maple hit me and I took a deep whiff, taking Randy all in. As he’d done with me, I whispered in his ear nice and slow, “I’m…impatient.”

      Randy made a low mewling noise in the back of his throat before his hand came up to settle on the bare skin at my waist. His touch sent a shockwave through me. I gasped at his large, rough hands as they made careful sweeping motions over my hip and up my back. When he got further, and further up, he stopped moving and swore harshly under his breath. I smiled to myself. I wasn’t wearing a bra, and he’d just found out.

      His hand lingered toward the side of my body and his thumb reached out, just barely grazing the side of my naked breast. “Holy fuck,” I breathed. I hadn’t meant to. I was supposed to be cozying up to one of them so I could get inside their place to look around and figure out why the hell I was so drawn to this place, but this was turning out to be way more than I bargained for.

      “God, you’re sexy as hell.”

      His hot breath caressed my neck before his lips sealed onto my skin. I went up on my tiptoes, losing myself in the feeling of his mouth on my flesh. It was as if there was a rope tied between us that pulled tighter and tighter the closer we got.

      His hands smoothed down my back and over my ass, pulling me closer. I gasped once his thick cock pushed against my leg. This was getting serious now. What was worse was my body’s reaction to it. I should’ve been appalled to get mauled like this at a bar, but I wasn’t. I loved it. Every last hard inch of it, apparently. The whole reason why I came here escaped me and it was just Randy and me. I pressed forward into him and his teeth nipped my neck. “Fuck, yes.”

      He pulled away, his hand reaching for mine and entwining our fingers. He shifted his glance to the still full glass of Amaretto Sour I had at the bar. I looked longingly at it, but knew that if I was ever going to follow through with what I came here to do, alcohol would mute my powers and I needed all I had to get through this. I shook my head and Randy eyed me curiously for a moment before pulling me alongside him. When he passed Liam, Gabe, and the dark-haired guy, he barked, “Don’t come home.”

      A thrill sent my nerve endings on fire. His hand squeezed mine, and I squeezed him right back. I couldn’t tell if I was excited because I was actually going to be alone with Randy and his body that was made for sex, or if it was because I’d actually found an in. When we got to the exit, I turned around and found Liam and Gabe gaping at us. The dark-haired guy crossed his arms in front of his chest, sending a chill down my spine. Damn. That guy needed a chill pill.

      A blast of cold air hit me as we stepped outside. A shiver made my body tremble and Randy, surprisingly, put his arm around me. His body sent off enormous amounts of heat, making me comfortable immediately. He led me to the corner of the parking lot and we stopped just behind a motorcycle. It wasn’t until then I remembered seeing the “muscled, tattoo guy”—what I called him in my head—on a bike and only on a bike and never in a car. Fuck me….

      “I intend to.”

      My face heated. Holy shit, I’d said that out loud. He thrust a helmet into my hands. I turned it over and over in my grip and began to put it on with his help. He took it by the straps and pulled down, moving my hair out of the way gingerly as he did so. This guy was an enigma. All signs pointed to him just wanting to get a piece of ass, but at the same time, he thanked me for being nice to his friend and made sure I wouldn’t cave my head in if we got into an accident.

      He straddled the bike before helping me on. In the next instant, the engine roared to life between my legs. Holy hell. What was I, in a fucking movie?

      Randy pulled my arms around his waist until I linked my hands together. He patted my hands as if in approval. Then, pointing down, to a spot next to his foot, I took the hint and moved my own foot there. Nestled with his ass in my crotch and my hands snuggled around him, I was completely at his whim. He walked the bike backward and then turned before gunning the engine and pulling his feet up in front of mine. My stomach flipped as the bike pulled us forward. Holy shit, this was amazing. Even though my arms tightened around his body, I peeked out from underneath the helmet and watched as the streets whisked by, Randy expertly maneuvering the bike through town.

      Since I’d been watching them for a couple days now, I knew they didn’t live that far away so the bike ride was short-lived yet exhilarating. We pulled to a stop in front of an old house that held two apartments, one for the guys and one for another set of college students. They shared a porch and Randy pulled the bike right up to the front steps. He put his feet down, leaned the bike, and shut the engine off. I stayed there, my arms still around him, unwilling to give up the feeling of flying with him.

      He chuckled, his hard stomach pulsing against my forearms. “What’s a matter, Norah? Not enough.”

      I shook my head. “More.”

      The helmet obscured my voice, but Randy got the message. He started the engine again, and we pulled away from the front of the house. He went through town, then picked up speed as we got onto a highway. The engine roared underneath me bringing a grin that permanently affixed to my face. The world sped past us, but I was content and happy. He patted my leg and pointed out different landmarks once we got off the highway and slowed down on a back road. I couldn’t hear if he said anything, but nodded anyway to let him know I’d seen the stone bridge and the ancient house. After about a half hour, we returned to the city. The bike slowed as we passed Salem’s side streets and hung a right near where Randy lived.

      When he cut the engine this time, I got off, my insides buzzing. I went to take the helmet off, and he helped, his fingers pushing mine away and gliding the helmet up before he turned and put it back on the bike. “That was amazing,” I told him, not able to shut up. “I’ve never been on a bike before, and that was…something else.”

      He turned back to me, his muscles tight under his shirt. Again, his hard, serious eyes burned through me. “I could listen to you talk all night.”

      A flash of heat slicked my thighs. Randy was pure candy. I stifled a chuckle at that thought. “I could look at you all night,” I told him, this statement taking my breath away from the truth behind it.

      He stepped close and leaned over. Tipping my head back to gaze at him, I was eager to find out what would happen. I watched as his lips moved closer and closer. Much like it had on the bike, my body vibrated in approval. When his lips finally did meet mine, it was like a bolt of lightning struck solid dirt. I moaned in pleasure as the smell of maple engulfed my senses.
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      More times than I liked to admit, magic did something I wasn’t sure of, or ready for, or hell, even something unexpected. That’s what made it magic, I guessed. An extraordinary, otherworldly enigma I was just a vessel for, like a bull rider trying to tame its beast.

      This was one of those times. My body burned like it was molten lava erupting from the intense heat of the Earth’s core. Randy engulfed me in his arms, seemingly just as affected as I was. “Jesus Christ,” he murmured before nibbling my ear. He swept me up in his arms and moved forward, carrying me easily up the steps to the front porch. Without even jostling me, he’d opened the door and pinned me on the other side all before I even knew what happened.

      My magic was happy. My body was definitely happy. I sighed as his hips ground against mine and he tilted my neck to get better access. Sweet baby Jesus. What the hell? My hands worked its way up his hard stomach, across his chest and up his neck before I urged his head up so I could meet his lips again. A thousand feelings niggled at my brain. I knew I should just put the sleep spell on him like I’d planned and search the house, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop soaking up his chiseled arms and soft lips. I’d underestimated the pull to him—to all of them. Being in this house was like coming home. I felt one with it. My hair lifted from my shoulders and stood on end as if there was a charged balloon above my head. I ignored the feeling, hoping Randy wouldn’t feel it either. I’d never been so overcome with my powers before that they would come out of me without forewarning, and definitely not when something like this was happening.

      His hand came up to rest just above my breast, only the thin cotton t-shirt between us. My nipple pebbled, and I moaned, pressing my chest forward so he’d cup me in his large hands.

      “Fucking brilliant,” he said into my mouth. I moaned in response, urging him on. He worked the knot out of my shirt and pulled the fabric up, exposing my breasts. The cool air hardened my nipples as I sat perched on his knee, gasping in air while simultaneously asking myself how long I was going to let this go on for.

      His hot mouth enveloped my breast, and I squeezed my legs around him tight, arching into him. His cock rubbed against the apex of my thighs and I wanted so badly to wish my clothes away. It would probably work, and for a second, that would be awesome, but then I’d have to explain how the hell I was naked in front of him and I didn’t want to go there. Instead, my hands worked at his button and fly, yanking the zipper down and spreading the jeans open like I’d just found the lost treasure of the Incas.

      He pulled back from the door, taking me with him. His zipper bit into the exposed skin at my stomach, but I didn’t care. Within a few moments, he lowered me carefully onto a bed. I stared up at him, his jeans wide open in front of me, his dark boxers peeking through. His shoulders heaved up and down with deep breaths. He pulled his shirt over his head, revealing his masterful body. Ink of all different colors splattered over his chest and up on his shoulders to his arms. He shifted, and the streetlight caught on a reflection. I narrowed my gaze at his nipple. A piercing. Holy fucking hotness. My thighs quivered. He reached inside his jeans and stroked his cock until it bulged in the opening I’d made. I squeezed my knees together, heightening the delicious pressure building inside.

      He stepped back, his hands coming to rest at his sides as we stared at one another. “God, you’re so fucking beautiful.”

      “Likewise,” I breathed. He was like sex on a stick. A very thick stick.

      A torturous look passed his face for a brief moment. He looked away, but when his eyes returned, there was that same serious expression with the intensity of massive fire balls. “Okay,” he said, pulling himself together. “Okay, we can stop right now, or we can continue. I know I can be—”

      “Intense?” I offered. I hoped he didn’t read me wrong. I liked it. Actually, I fucking loved it.

      He nodded slowly, but his gaze stayed on mine. My body was on high alert still, catching his every movement. My mind and my body were at odds. Not about getting down and dirty with him. We were most definitely on the same page about that, but my mind kept reminding me I had to do what I came here to do too. I couldn’t let myself get run away with.

      Without me even realizing it, my fingers had inched down to my waistline and flitted just underneath my jeans. Randy zeroed in on my hand like a targeted missile sending shivers up my spine.

      “Red light or green light?” he urged.

      His stare bore into my flesh and I squeezed my thighs together again. “Fuck it, green,” I said, allowing my knees to drop to the side.

      Randy made a sound in the back of his throat. He reached into a small drawer by his bedside and yanked out a condom and threw it next to me on the bed. Oddly enough, this didn’t feel wrong, or naughty. I almost chuckled to myself when I remembered what my Grandma always said, “Go with your gut.” Right now, my gut wanted me to give into these urges, to this sexy, dark man standing above me.

      I sat up, my mouth immediately closing over his pierced nipple, swirling my tongue over flesh and metal. He jerked back in surprise, but it was only momentary. He placed his strong hands on my shoulders and traced his thumb along my jawline as I stroked his piercing. “Fuck, Norah.”

      He pulled at my shirt, removing it and temporarily stopping my movements. With the intrusion, he used that time to lower his jeans and boxers. His cock stood there proudly, as well it should.

      Fuck me…

      I reached for his cock and his piercing at the same time. His silky skin met my fingers, and I gripped his hard length in my hand. With a hand to my chest, Randy pushed me down gently on the bed. I still clung to him, moving him in my fist as deftly as I could. His hands immediately went to my jeans, unclasping the button and lowering them until everything was on the floor. His knees hit the floor, his dick popping free of my hand as he did so. He knelt between my thighs and locked gazes with me. Heat pooled at the surface of my inner thighs.

      In his dark, husky voice, he purred, “Now, where were those fingers heading?”

      His lips met my skin, and a muscle jumped. He trailed his lips down the curve of my stomach until they met my thigh. Once there, I gasped as he worked his way inward. My legs seized, my toes curling into Randy’s mattress. “God, yes.”

      He made a humming noise in the back of his throat. It vibrated his lips, sending my thoughts spinning.

      I reached out and grabbed his head, pulling him toward me. “Fuck.”

      As if on cue, his tongue darted out, sliding up my pussy lips until he teased my bud and back down. I didn’t move. I barely breathed. Electricity coursed through me. I pulled him tighter against me and he hummed his approval.

      “More. More, Randy, please.”

      His lips parted again, his tongue darting out and licking me like a dessert. Pulling my hips closer, he snaked his hands around my thighs and up my abdomen to my breasts. He palmed them, fondling them in his surprisingly careful movements. I held him to my center with one hand while moving the other to my clit. I just couldn’t climax fast enough. His eyes hooded over when he saw what I was doing. He quickened his movements, matching my flicks over my clit until my body exploded in pleasure and I screamed his name.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I told him, waiting for my body to stop pulsing around his tongue. When I calmed down enough, I put my hands under his arms and pulled him up, sealing our lips together and rolling him to his back. Scooching down, I grabbed the condom from the bed, opened the package, and slid it down his thick shaft before positioning myself on top of him.

      Excited confusion lit his features. I swept my lips over his, tasting me on him as I went. Sweet, like sugar. It wasn’t just about my taste either. The telltale smell of my magic engulfed us as I stroked his dick. Randy tensed. “Either ride him or get off so I can ride you.”

      My nerves steeled as a jolt of pleasure shot through me. It didn’t take a scientist to realize Randy and I got on very well. At least in this department. I stroked him toward my pussy until his tip was inside. More. My body wanted more. I arched into him until he was almost all the way in, then waited for my body to adjust to his girth. It didn’t take much, I was practically soaked inside. With a quick jerk of his hips, Randy brought his cock solidly into me. I gasped at the spike of pleasure and followed his lead. I was already acutely aware of my upcoming orgasm so now it was a game to see how fast I could get him to. I fingered his piercing, then bent over and took his nipple in my mouth, all the while riding him, enjoying the way his body responded to mine. He couldn’t get enough either, his hands coming up to my waist and urging me down over his cock with every stroke. He chanted my name interspersed with gruff curses.

      He reached for my nipples so I leaned up, giving him a better view. Eyes hooded, he watched as I slid down over him time and time again. He was like the sweetest play thing I’d ever had. “I’m going to come again,” I moaned. “Oh god, yes. Come with me?”

      Randy responded with a grunt, taking control of my hips and shortening the stokes until he was diving into me in quick succession. I rode the wave, my fingers digging into his arm muscles until my body gave me exactly what I wanted. “Yes!” My insides clenched around him at the same time he lost it.

      Eyes locked with mine, his mouth dropped silently as his cock release inside me. “Fuuuck,” he groaned.

      I took over, my hips rolling into his until he was spent inside. Then, I collapsed on top of him, his nipple piercing cold against my skin.

      Randy’s arms came up to cradle me. We were silent as he stroked my back. “What the fuck was that?” he asked, just as astonished as I was.

      Exactly. That’s why I couldn’t let that happen.

      I blinked and Randy stood over me again. His jeans were apart and his cock waited there, just ready for me to tell him yes. The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Red light or green light?”

      My whole body sighed. It really wasn’t fair seeing glimpses of the future. Especially now. I was horny as fuck. “Red.”

      Randy’s shoulders deflated, looking every bit as sorry as I was about my answer. If he’d felt what I’d felt and seen what I’d seen, hopefully he’d want me to make the same choice. That sex would’ve been the best I ever had, and that could be a problem since I wasn’t planning on sticking around. Before I could change my mind, I laid my hands behind my head.

      “Sleep.”

      Randy didn’t even have the chance to look confused. He was out in an instant.

      “Shiiiit,” I said as Randy started to slump toward me. I hadn’t thought that through before I did it. After I’d seen the future, I decided Randy was one thing I shouldn’t get mixed up in, and in my haste to make my own decision for me, I’d forgotten the hulking hunk of muscle in front of me was going to knock out as soon as I put the spell on him.

      My hands came up and caught his shoulders as much as they could. His ripped body fell on top of mine and I laid there with my eyes closed for a minute, wondering if I should just redo this whole thing all over again and feel Randy’s body on top of mine for real, like in my premonition.

      Fuck me for having morals. And insight. And basically magic in general for allowing me to see what overwhelming hotness lay ahead if I’d decided to go that route. Sometimes ignorance was bliss.
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      I was able to slip out from underneath Randy and pull his legs up on the bed. From there, it took longer to heave his shoulders closer to the head of the bed so I could lay his head somewhat close to a pillow. I didn’t want him waking up in some weird position, therefore making him even more suspicious of what happened between us. When I finished, I stood at the edge of the bed and looked down at his sleeping form. He didn’t look half so badass with his chest rising and lowering in even breaths, but that didn’t stop the feeling of wanting to know him.

      I turned away and rubbed my forehead. I didn’t care how much of a feeling I’d been getting from this apartment—these guys—I wasn’t going to just show up, introduce myself, and go from there. That was crazy. I knew nothing about them. Sure, I’d been able to glean a little just by watching them, but nothing near as deep as my body wanted. It went straight to my core like a desperate yearning.

      Since I happened to be in Randy’s room already, his was the first to get raided. Several ESPN magazines were strewn over his dresser alongside a big jug of whey protein. A girlie mag was stuffed just underneath his bed. Unable to help myself, I rolled my eyes. I could’ve called it. The guy was oozing testosterone. There was one thing I didn’t find in his room though. Anything important. I still had no clue as to why my body, my magic, pulled me all the way North when I was perfectly fine and dandy in the heat of the South.

      I walked out of the room and took a right. At the end of the hall, a door was ajar, and I pushed it open even further. A soccer ball sat in the middle of the bed. “Gabe’s room, then,” I muttered, picturing the sexy blond with the British accent. I shook my head, not understanding how someone from across the ocean ended up at a small school like Salem State. My first thought was that Salem State recruited him to play soccer for them, but why in the world would anyone travel to another country to such a small school? It wasn’t like Salem was a sports mecca. Maybe he actually sucked at soccer, who knew? I rummaged through some more of his things and found nothing but some textbooks on his desk and a picture on his dresser. It must’ve been his family because I clearly recognized him, but around him was an older couple and two, what looked to be, older sisters. Either that or Gabe was a pimp and his family was proud of the fact judging by the wide smiles on all their faces.

      As soon as I walked into the next room, I understood right away it was Liam’s. It was neat, tidy, with a multiple monitor computer crowded together on the desk. I wiggled the mouse and a lock screen popped up. For a guy like Liam, I didn’t think his password would be ‘password’, so I didn’t even attempt to break into it. Opening his closet, everything was neat inside, hung and arranged orderly with even his shoes lining the floor. His bookbag sat in his desk chair. I opened it and scanned through the textbooks before zipping it back up after finding nothing of importance.

      As I walked from his room, a sudden wave of wrong swamped me. What I was doing felt like an intrusion on friends. I shoved the feeling aside, pushing it down, and then further away as it reared its ugly head again when I walked into the remaining bedroom. This room screamed quintessential ‘guy’. Bed not made, old clothes strewn over the desk chair, beanies on the floor. A closed laptop laid on his desk as if he’d just taken it out of his bag and placed it there. I didn’t even bother turning it on, recognizing where my skills were lacking. On his desk lay a worksheet, a name clearly spelled across the top, Travis Shaw.

      And now I had all their names. Randy, Liam, Gabe, and Travis.

      A wave crashed into me. It was hard not to feel that level of completeness that tried to fill me. It was something I’d been severely lacking ever since Granny had passed away.

      I paused as my nose caught on a scent. I breathed in deep, inhaling the smell. Cinnamon. Like Dentyne, spicy and sweet. It was all over the place inside this room. Even worse toward the closet. My hand reached out for the handle when a furious knock came on the front door. I stood up straight, freezing right where I stood.

      “Randy!” A voice called out. “Can we come in?”

      “Yeah, there’s no other place to fucking sleep, Dude.”

      I slipped back into the hallway and stopped just outside Randy’s room. Shit. I’d hoped to have left by now, but I’d spent too much time having fun with Randy. If I was going to be anywhere in the apartment, it should in his room because I’d come here with him. How could I have gotten myself in this mess? Maybe I could play the part of Walk of Shame College Chick and excuse myself when they all came in…

      The door handle jiggled, and a voice called out, “We’re coming in! Don’t mind us, we’re just tired as fuck and need sleep.”

      I took one last look behind me into Randy’s room. His chest still rose steadily up and down. Their voices hadn’t even woken him. I shook my head at the barrage of images that had overwhelmed me from my premonition and put on my best embarrassed face as I walked back into the main room. There was a small kitchen to my left, but the rest of it was all living room, a wide open space with enough couches and arm chairs for a slew of people. The apartment took up the whole downstairs while the other door on the porch must’ve led to an upstairs apartment.

      I entered the room as if I was tiptoeing. Liam held his hand up to stop a laughing Gabe from saying something. He blinked at me, and I smiled back. “Um, I was just leaving.”

      “Randy done already, Love?” Gabe quipped.

      A wave of embarrassment flushed my skin. If we’d gone through what was in my premonition, we’d still be passed out on one another unable to move. Talk about intense.

      He winked. “You didn’t kill the birthday boy, did you?”

      “No,” I said, stumbling over the corner of the couch. I grimaced as I caught my foot in the carpet and tripped. “He’s just sleeping.”

      Liam rushed forward, his hands outstretched. I righted myself on my own, and he stepped back and turned away before I could even thank him with a smile.

      Travis snickered, saying something I was sure was less than favorable toward Randy under his breath. Gabe rolled his eyes.

      “What’s that?” I asked, my hackles rising. Sure, I didn’t know Randy well enough to come to his defense, but Travis just looked pissy all the time. I didn’t even think I’d seen him smile once in all my spying on them.

      “Nothing to concern yourself with,” he jabbed back. “You’re leaving, right?” He moved out of the way of the door and gestured toward it with his hands.

      I narrowed my eyes, and he gave me a similar look back. Gabe bumped his shoulder. “Chill, Mate.” Turning back toward me, he gave an apologetic look before asking, “You leaving then? Will Randy be okay with this?”

      I lifted my shoulders, pretending to be coy. With all of them staring at me though, my feet felt cemented right where I’d tripped. Besides, two of them were between me and the door. The almost normal curl of belonging started threading its way through my limbs again. Inside my head, I was screaming, wanting to know who the hell they all were, but my body didn’t care. My magic wouldn’t bring me here for no reason though. I’d known that when I left New Orleans, and it was the only reason I’d even attempted to figure out what was going on. For all outward appearances, these guys seemed like three regular college students with one other older friend who didn’t conform to anyone or anything. Hardly anything to go on about that.

      I ran a hand over my hair, making sure everything was still tucked in its place. “I don’t really know what Randy wants, but um, I should probably go. You guys are all tired, and um, I am too.”

      “Do you need a ride?” Liam asked.

      “Shit,” Travis said. “What do you want? Randy’s seconds?”

      Liam’s face flamed. “I just—”

      “Don’t even bother answering that,” Gabe said, putting his hand on Liam’s shoulder. “What Travis means to say is that we’re all gentleman here. We can give you a ride back to your place if you need.”

      Still keeping my eyes on Travis, I answered Gabe. “Thank you, but no. I only live a couple blocks from here.” Hey, they didn’t need to know that it was just a motel room, not student housing or anything. “I’ll be fine.”

      Travis and Gabe easily moved out of the way as I made for the door. Liam still looked unsure. He hesitated before finally taking a step back. Before I took another one though, thuds came from the hall. I spun just in time to see Randy there in all his bare-chested gloriousness. I swallowed, remembering what delicious things he could do with his body. When he stepped into a circle with the rest of us though, I nearly lost my shit.

      An audible buzz sounded in the air until quick pops of shattering glass broke it. Around us, lights blew, the light bulbs bursting and falling to the floor. The hair on my arms stood at attention, and I doubled over with the pain in my side.

      Several curses flew from the guys. Travis, the first to back out of the circle, released the pressure built up around us all. Everything went back to normal as if nothing had taken place. My body didn’t hurt, there was no electric current, no more light bulbs bursting, there was just us, all staring at one another.

      “Hey, Norah, you okay?” Strong hands lifted me by the shoulders, and I hid my face as long as possible. How was I going to explain that? I hated when things like this happened. Raw, exposed, it felt as if everyone could see right through me. Not that it mattered because I hadn’t planned on staying anyway, but these guys, who I’d been so drawn to, had just witnessed me in all my freaky glory.

      Before I could even attempt to explain, Liam quickly said, “That kind of stuff happens here all the time. Old house.”

      “Yeah,” Gabe agreed. “The wiring is just awful. We should probably call maintenance about it again.”

      They all nodded, glancing up at the broken lights and then down at the shards of glass on the floor. Their excuses didn’t necessarily sound off, they sounded all too familiar. I’d thought of and spouted the same old shit before. Always blamed the sudden currents of electricity on old wiring or static electricity. I eyed them warily, my brain working on overdrive. Maybe it didn’t make sense that my magic would bring me to four regular guys, but it might bring me to four special ones. “What’s going on?” I hedged.

      Travis sighed. “I know Randy’s physique is possibly overwhelming your senses, but it’s just an old fucking house.”

      “Jesus, Trav,” Randy spat. “Give her a break.”

      “What?” he snapped. “You just fucked her, it’s not like you’re going to marry her or anything. With your reputation, it’s highly unlikely we’ll even be seeing her again so who the fuck cares?”

      Randy stood tall, his shoulders straightening as he faced his friend. He forgot about me for a moment and I was able to stand back from him. They seemed to have come to an unspoken compromise when Travis shrugged and Randy relaxed, if only minutely. They may have put the issue to bed for now, but I doubted it was completely over.

      My head pounded. Several smells infiltrated my nostrils, not the least was my own, that sweet smell of sugar. Among that was others. Maple. That was Randy. Cinnamon. I wanted to roll my eyes, but that was Travis through and through. The others I couldn’t quite pinpoint, but they were there, and they were all intermingling. I’d been around enough magical shit to know now these dudes were, in fact, witches. All magic had an aroma, and I usually never paid much attention to scent unless I was around someone else like me. I’d originally wondered if that’s why I’d gotten the pull here. Salem was known for its witchy history, but I didn’t get any of the usual signs alerting me to magic and I’d been pretty close to them at the bar. The only thing I felt was that instant tug in my gut toward them. It was possible they didn’t feel me either if that was the case. They were different from me, but the same. Somehow. Don’t ask me how, and since Granny died, I didn’t have anyone to even ask.

      The fuck… I stood there, shaking my head. Stupid excuses, magic smell, and a pull towards these guys. For some reason, my magic wanted me to find these guys, now I just needed to figure out why.

      “Alright,” I said finally, standing to my full height and placing my hands on my hips. “Let’s drop the bullshit. If that was old house wiring, I’m Oprah fucking Winfrey.”

      The guys glanced at one another and then promptly looked back at me without giving anything away.

      “Your witches,” I continued, smiling at their feigned innocence. “Congratulations, me too. Now can one of you tell me why the hell I’ve been straight PMS’ing for six months with the urge—no, the demand—to come here, right to your doorstep?”

      Gabe rubbed the stubble at his chin. “Well, shit.”

      Yeah, I wanted to say. No kidding.
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      Norah? The fifth?

      We’d been waiting on the fifth ever since… I turned to Travis to see his reaction. He was already shaking his head. It was evident he didn’t believe it. I could already see the complete mask of denial overshadowing all his other features. Ever since he’d stripped Jax, our last coven member, and accidentally took every last power away from his sister, he hadn’t been the same. Not that we could blame him. We all thought the trip to reconcile with Jennie would do him good and in some ways, it did. In others, he was far worse off.

      Glancing at Randy, I nearly rolled my eyes. I wished to hell he’d zip his pants back up. We had a possible fifth in front of us. This was huge.

      A whole new wave of problems hit me after understanding what unzipped pants implicated. If she was the fifth, a wicked ‘if’ I might add, he’d already involved himself with her. Shit. That took the idea of coven to a whole new level. It was hard for Travis to deal with Jax and his sister being together, but this would be even worse. A couple within the coven? It was unheard of.

      I shook my head, telling myself to accept the facts as they came.

      Norah’s sweet voice broke into my thoughts. “The fifth? What the hell are you guys even saying?”

      “Don’t even bother,” Travis said, dismissing her question outright and turning toward the rest of us. “She’s not the fifth. If you guys haven’t noticed, she’s a chick. She’s got boobs and—”

      “A vagina?” she declared, daring him to look at her. “I hadn’t pegged you guys for chauvinists.”

      At that she looked at me. My face burned under her scrutiny.

      Norah was striking. Her skin a soft brown, it was practically flawless. She was short. Well, at least compared to us, but within such a slight frame came a big personality. Her smile was absolutely breathtaking and her wild hair made her look almost feral. I stumbled over my words, as per usual, and grumbled at myself. “We’re not chauvinists.”

      “I am,” Travis said, clearly not trying to give her a good first impression.

      I gave him a look. “Fine. He is, but we’re not. Not trying to be, anyway. What’s this feeling you got? You said it was like, um, menstrual cramps?”

      Randy chuckled at my description, but I ignored him. Norah eyed me up and down. “Yeah,” she said cautiously. “Like a pull in my lower stomach.” She put her hand over her abdomen and kept it there.

      I blew out a breath. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that the fifth could be a girl, it just hadn’t happened before. Had it? My fingers itched to get to the Order books that were hidden in my room, and the even bigger inventory in our secret headquarters located deep in Salem woods.

      Gabe looked at me and all I could do was shrug.

      “Well, since apparently none of you are willing to tell me anything, I guess I’ll just be going back to New Orleans then. Thanks for nothing. Glad I made the trek here just to meet a bunch of male witches too full of themselves to even fill in someone of their own kind.”

      Travis walked to the front door and held it open. “See ya.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, giving him a look. Before Norah could squeeze past us, I grabbed her hand. The same surge of electricity I’d felt when I shook her hand back at Nan’s tingled my fingertips. I didn’t know why I hadn’t put two and two together before. Maybe it was because we knew all the other real witches in Salem, but this girl was legit. And she smelled sweet, like powdered sugar. “Stop. Norah? That’s your name, right?” She pulled out of my grip and continued toward the still open doorway. I glanced at the other guys. “Even if she’s not the fifth, she’s still one of us.”

      Surprisingly, Randy didn’t move to stop her, which was unlike him. He looked threatening, but any girl he involved himself with figured out he was a teddy bear dressed like a biker. Since they’d…you know, what was his problem?

      Finally, Gabe stepped up and threw his arm around her. “We’re being so rude. Don’t leave yet. You threw us all off, that’s all. You want something to drink?”

      When Norah visibly relaxed into Gabe’s arms, Travis sighed and closed the door, sending it careening into place.

      “Thank you. That sounds lovely,” she said, glaring at Travis the entire time.

      While Gabe took her into the kitchen, I walked up to Randy. “Hey, you didn’t feel anything when you…?”

      Randy ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “I felt a lot of things. I don’t know.” His stare shifted away from me uncomfortably, his tell that he wasn’t being completely honest. I’d known Randy the longest, and could usually read him like a book. There was something more there, but he wasn’t going to say something now that Travis had joined us.

      “You can’t actually believe this chick, right?” he asked me. “The fifth isn’t a girl. It’s not possible. Enforcers are male. They’ve always been male.”

      “She said she got the call.”

      “Maybe it was actually PMS.”

      I wanted to tell him that a woman Norah’s age would probably know the difference, but that just seemed too obvious to share. “Straight to Salem? Straight to us? Come on. Even you’re not that angry to understand there must be something going on here. If not the call, then she was brought to us for a reason. Maybe she needs our help.”

      Travis smirked and clapped Randy on the back. “I’m sure this guy gave her all the help she wanted.”

      “Fuck you,” Randy snapped.

      Surprised, Travis looked at him, his eyes widening ever so slightly. We were all coven members, and friends, that didn’t mean we got along one-hundred percent of the time. Especially lately without having the fifth.

      Gabe and Norah came back into the living room, her hands around Travis’s favorite mug. I suppressed a grin as Gabe gave Travis a cheeky wink.

      Before Travis blew up again, I motioned toward the furniture in the living room. “Let’s just sit down and figure this out.” I waited until she was sandwiched between Gabe and Randy on the far couch before pushing forward. I’d been known to just spout off questions, bombarding people, and it was Randy who’d told me to look for social cues before rambling off on one of my tangents. When I thought I should talk, I stopped and waited another five seconds before saying anything. “So, you’re from New Orleans?”

      Norah took a sip and brought her knees up to her chest. “Yep.”

      I waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. “And you’re a witch?”

      “Yep.”

      Okay, I clearly sucked at asking these questions.

      She looked up at me for the first time and her eyes softened. “I practice voodoo mostly. I inherited powers from my mother’s side.”

      Voodoo. Hmm. I made a mental note to look some of that up. I was embarrassed to say I didn’t know much about it. “Are you in trouble?”

      Her eyebrows pulled in. “Am I in trouble?”

      She looked at Gabe and he hid a smile. My heart picked up. Clearly, I’d offended her, but I had no idea why, and the guys weren’t going to help me, like usual. “Yeah. Do you…need something? We can help you.”

      Norah leaned forward, her feet hitting the carpet. Still clutching the mug in her hand, she narrowed her gaze. “Does it look like I’m some sort of damsel in distress to you?”

      “N-no. I just— We—” Ugh, I groaned inwardly. My tongue felt thick in my mouth. “We’re Enforcers. We—”

      “Jesus, Liam. Shut the hell up.” This from Travis.

      “Why? It’s not like it’s a state secret. She’s already a witch.”

      “How do we know?”

      Norah placed the mug on the coffee table in front of her. She leaned over it, her gaze intense as she peered down at the milky brown liquid. From my vantage point, the first few bubbles rose up, sending the smell of sweet chocolate through the living room. She was boiling her cocoa. Neat.

      Travis rolled his eyes. “Neat parlor trick.”

      Norah stood, her hands fisting. She shot one hand out and the mug with the cocoa in it went flying. It stopped right in front of Travis’s nose, the liquid sloshing over the side and down onto his shoes.

      “Shit!” He hopped on one leg, his fingers tearing at the shoelaces as he tried to get his shoes off him. “That’s fucking hot!”

      Gabe sat back, chuckling. Even I couldn’t help the smile that passed over my lips. He’d kind of deserved it. He would’ve been pissed if anyone had questioned his powers.

      “Sorry,” she said sweetly. “I didn’t realize it was that full.”

      “Anyway,” I said, trying to get her attention back so the situation with Travis didn’t escalate. “We’re Enforcers. We hunt down bad magic users and punish them.”

      Norah’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “Like witch police? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Yes, exactly like witch police. We’re a coven of five who—”

      Her eyebrows pulled together. “But there are only four of you.”

      Travis’s shoulders bunched. He flung his hot, wet shoe at the front door and it rolled to a stop next to Gabe’s cleats. Norah glanced at him, but didn’t say anything. Anger rolled off him in waves. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something. Instead, he walked right past us all and took a left toward his bedroom, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

      We’d decided we wouldn’t bring it up in front of him again. Too many painful memories, but what were we supposed to say when someone directly asked?

      “Right,” Gabe said finally, his eyes still watching the empty space in the hall where Travis had disappeared. “There’s only four of us. We need a fifth to be a complete coven.”

      Norah didn’t push it. “One for each point in the pentagram, right? Yeah, I’ve heard of it.”

      Gabe leaned into her. He was so close to Norah his forearm brushed hers and I wondered if he felt the same electricity I had with her. Evidently Randy had felt something for her. Even now, next to her on the sofa, he eyed her like he had at the bar though he was as far away from her as possible on the cushion.

      The whole thing made me want to scratch my head.

      “This pull,” Norah started, “You guys all seemed interested when I said that. Do you get the pull with each other?”

      “Not with each other,” Gabe hedged. “We get this like tug in our stomachs when something bad is happening. It’s the akasha alerting us there’s a negative spell user in the area and we have to go do something about it.”

      Norah tensed, her eyes darting around the room. “So, why would I get that feeling and be brought here?” She stood from the couch and backed up around Randy’s outstretched feet until her heel hit the far wall near the TV.

      I stood, afraid she’d suddenly had the wrong idea about us. “We’re not bad,” I told her.

      “Isn’t that something a bad person would say?”

      Couldn’t argue with that logic. “Search your magic. What does your gut tell you?”

      She eyed me curiously, then visibly relaxed and took a deep breath. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “This is all just a lot to take in.” Her hands wound around her middle. “I should probably head back.”

      Back? What? No. Fear constricted my throat. “Not to New Orleans?”

      Her head snapped up at me as she dodged the furniture in the living room. “No, I’m staying—.” She cut herself off, her doe eyes wary. “I’ve got a place in town I’m staying at for now.”

      Quick, light footsteps carried her toward the door. Randy rose to his feet, his jeans still wide open. I looked away as he followed her. I’d never been jealous of Randy’s conquests before, but wow, Norah was exceptionally beautiful. When she was scared, I wanted to soothe her. When she was being feisty, I had to bite my lip not to laugh and clap. And if I wanted to be completely honest with myself, there was something there. A feeling of being fulfilled when she was around that I hadn’t noticed since Jax was stripped.

      What if Norah was the fifth? It was unprecedented to say the least. We would be trespassing upon new territory if it was true. There was always a special bond between coven mates, and not to sound like the chauvinist she accused us all of being, but what would that bond turn into with a woman like Norah thrown in the mix? Randy had already staked his claim, and Gabe was right there too. I didn’t have to look up to know he’d watched her walk away just as he did when she left the bar with Randy earlier, remarking on the nice shape of her ass.

      Travis, he could act as immune as he wanted. He’d had to choose between the Order and a girl recently and it hadn’t put him in a very good space mentally. We all needed to get our shit together, and fast, because there was clearly still one small problem. Without the fifth, we were less powerful. With every passing day, any evil that rose up could be a threat if we weren’t strong enough to stop it.  We owed it to ourselves, and to everyone out there, to at least see if Norah was the fifth. And if she wasn’t, I wished the hell whoever was would get here as soon as possible. You never knew what could happen in Salem.

      The door shut and Randy walked back in. He ran his hands through his hair and leaned against the wall right at the entryway to the living room. “I have no idea what the fuck happened.”

      I blinked at him. He tried to pass it off as a joke and Gabe laughed accordingly like Randy was just a lovesick pup who Norah had put a love spell on, but there was something else up. A tinge of fear had entered Randy’s eyes.
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      Raging headache.

      I lay in the shitty motel bed with my hands over my eyes wishing the thundering pain in my head away. It could’ve been from my use of magic yesterday, or it could’ve been from the tongue lashing I gave myself while sleep eluded me last night. How had I let things get that far with Randy? I’d actually thought about sleeping with him. Not only that, I wanted to sleep with him. God, I wanted to sleep with him. Even now as I lay here with my forehead on fire and an internal masochistic drumming in my head, I was thinking about him, about my premonition, and about the way I felt when I was around all the guys. Sure, maybe I wouldn’t be having sexy as fuck premonitions about all of them, but despite my guard always being up, they seemed like nice guys.

      That’s why I’d run away. I’d gotten too comfortable. They sat there talking about them being Enforcers and the same tug in their stomach that led me here led them to evil magic? So, if I was a wannabe Enforcer, their fifth, why did the tug first bring me to them?

      Something wasn’t jiving.

      I shook my head. The headache was most definitely from overthinking. I had hot guy problems, and body issues.

      I rolled out of bed, ignoring the same pull in my stomach that led literally two blocks away, and shuffled to the shower. Sometimes a douse of cool water made everything feel better. Stripping off the clothes from last night, I hopped in. Though the motel I stayed in was a far cry from a no-tell motel, it wasn’t the Hilton either. Some of the off-pink tile in the shower was cracked and chipped, belaying its age. The room all together had the telltale smell of must. Plus, it was fucking cold in Massachusetts. Sure, it was Spring and getting warmer, but I preferred my New Orleans temps. I involuntarily shivered and turned the shower knob toward the red stickers.

      After I finished, I stepped out, dried off, and dug through the small bag I’d brought with me. I hadn’t intended on being wherever I ended up this long. I was hoping to find whatever was pulling me, deal with it, and be back in New Orleans within forty-eight hours or so. Unfortunately, I was going on four days, and the problem wasn’t a something it was someones. Like I needed any more people in my life.

      That was a lie. After Granny died, I didn’t have anyone in my life, but when you grew up different, you kind of just got used to that being a normal thing.

      Deciding on the shirt I traveled here with and the same jeans I wore yesterday, I threw my hair up and pulled the motel door open. Not looking where I was going, the small, “Hey, Norah,” made me jump and hold my hand to my chest.

      I even let out a short squeak. “Son of a—” I turned, my heart in my throat. “Liam? What the fuck are you doing here?”

      His already pink cheeks turned a ruddy red and my heart instantly went out to him. I needed to tread more carefully around him. He was a gentle soul, obviously not used to someone like me who said whatever came into her head at any given moment. He kicked his feet at a particularly interesting crack in the sidewalk right outside my door.

      I looked past him, checking up and down the street. Had he followed me last night? I couldn’t have been too far off my game. The point of having the upper hand was when you actually had the upper hand. I didn’t want the guys to know where I was staying. That meant something like this could happen. “Liam…” I said, trying to contain my bitch voice. “How did you know I was staying here?”

      He looked up. His deep brown eyes were like craters behind his glasses. “Don’t get mad.”

      Don’t get mad? Ha. I wanted to laugh because to preface something like that was just ensuring the fact that I was going to get mad. I took a deep breath and looked at him expectedly.

      “I put a tracking spell on you last night before you left.”

      My mouth dropped.

      “It’s kind of my specialty.”

      His head tweaked to the side and his mouth tipped up. It was evident he was proud of that fact, but a burning anger roared in my chest. “And you want a medal for that? For tracking me down when I didn’t want to be found? Damn, Liam.”

      His hands came up, and he stepped back as I slammed the motel room door behind me. Something on the inside fell to the floor with a thump and I just stood there with my eyes closed, trying to take deep breaths, and wondering what the next thing was that was going to go wrong.

      “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You didn’t mean to put a tracking spell on me?”

      “No. Well, yeah, I did. How else was I going to find you?”

      “I didn’t want to be found. That’s kind of the reason why I’m mad, Liam.”

      “Which was why I had to put the tracking spell on you. I just didn’t mean for you to get upset about it, or scare you.”

      I held my hand up. “Stop right there. I’m not scared.” I hoped he didn’t see the bit of a lie that was. Though Liam was the least physically threatening out of all of them, I still didn’t want him to know where I stayed. I was going to have to find some place else now. What the hell was I saying? It was time I left. I found the location of the pull. I knew why I was getting the pull. Enforcers. Coven. Male-dominated. Yeah, not really my style.

      “Okay, you’re not scared,” he said. “That’s good. I don’t want you to be scared. It would be normal if you were though. It was a lot to take in yesterday and Travis was an ass, and you and Randy… Well, I don’t know what you and Randy did. He seems pretty confused himself about that part.”

      A wave of embarrassment hit me right in the face. I pushed past Liam to start my walk down to the local cafe I’d taken to eating breakfast at. Liam’s quick footsteps were just behind me.

      “You don’t have to kiss and tell. I mean, please don’t kiss and tell. I don’t even know why I said that. I actually don’t want to know. Where are you going anyways?”

      I rolled my eyes and looked straight ahead. The brisk air made me shiver, and I wrapped my arms around myself. He seemed awfully interested in what Randy and I did—or didn’t—do as was the case in this scenario. “I’m going to breakfast. Aren’t you supposed to be at school? You have morning classes.”

      He paused for a moment and I could almost hear the inner workings of his mind wondering how I knew he had morning classes. “It’s Saturday. I don’t have classes on Saturday.”

      And…now I just sounded like a lunatic. I got laser focus on the sidewalk in front of me and started walking quicker when the diner came into view.

      “You going here?” Liam asked, his steps matching mine now. “This is a good place. I’ll join you.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. Liam didn’t notice and kept walking, his eyes now on the little sign announcing that we were next to a cafe. He turned to say something and slowly stopped, turning around to stare at me in confusion. I took the moment to really look at Liam. He was slim, but maybe that was only in comparison to Randy. His hair was dark and closely cropped with glasses that seemed to match his face more than not having glasses on would. I couldn’t tell for sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say Liam would look weird without the small frames on his face. He just wouldn’t be him. He had on a zippered hoodie with the Salem State interconnected letters on his right breast paired with a pair of dark wash jeans. My initial assessment of him being adorable was confirmed. I’d normally tell someone who just decided they were going to have breakfast with me to take a hike, but this was different. Maybe Liam could give me some answers before I decided to go home. It wouldn’t be a total loss and eating by myself sucked.

      Instead of telling him to leave me alone, I sighed and stepped forward. He looked at my arms surrounding my body and his eyebrows quirked up. “You cold?” He immediately took his hoodie off and put it around my shoulders. “I bet you’re not used to the weather around here.”

      Thankful, I shrugged into the warm hoodie and breathed in deep. I recognized his scent from yesterday, but I couldn’t quite place it. It was fresh, and airy, but that was all I had to go on. “Thank you. I didn’t bring appropriate clothes for the North. I had no idea where the feeling was going to take me.”

      He smiled, and the glasses slipped down his nose slightly. “Salem isn’t all that bad. It’s beautiful in the summer.”

      “I doubt I’ll get to see it. I’m itching to get home as it is,” I told him truthfully.

      His eyebrows pulled together as I walked past him and made my way to the door of the cafe. Bells rang when we walked in and Liam immediately grabbed the door to hold it open for me. I hung a right and took a booth alongside the windows that looked out onto the sidewalk. I could see the edge of the guys’ apartment from this vantage point which is where I’d learned some of their routines. At this time of day, they’d all be at class and Randy would be off at the gym. Then again, as Liam helpfully pointed out, it was Saturday and who knew what they were doing.

      A waitress I hadn’t seen before walked up to greet us. She had on a Salem State shirt and barely looked up until she noticed Liam sitting there. “Oh hey,” she said. “It’s you. You know who I haven’t seen lately? The friend of yours with the…” She held her arms out like a muscle builder and clenched her fists. “Randy!” she said finally.

      Liam’s cheeks reddened. It was obvious the girl didn’t even know his name, or care. A fire started in my belly while Liam pushed his glasses up his nose. “Oh, you know. He’s busy.” He gave the girl a polite smile.

      The girl giggled, but it had nothing to do with Liam at all. Being a woman myself, I could tell she only wanted more information about Randy and it was pissing me off. Liam was getting all embarrassed over nothing. “Maybe you could tell him—”

      “Maybe you could get us some menus,” I said, interrupting her blatant attempt at trying to get with Liam’s friend. “I’d love to eat sometime today.”

      I gave her a big smile when she turned my way. Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but hell, I didn’t care. I hated the fact she was using Liam to get to Randy, which was why Randy thanked me for being so nice to him yesterday.

      The girl turned and grabbed some menus off the counter and placed them in front of us. “I’ll give you guys a minute then.”

      She retreated back around the counter. I watched as she walked, shoulders slumped over, and then stood by the coffee machine staring out the front windows. When I turned back to Liam, his eyebrows were halfway up his forehead. My lips immediately curved into a smile, and eventually, his did too. The fuller his smile got, the more relaxed I became and weirdly, my headache dissipated too. That feeling of belonging was ripe in my belly so when I looked away to read the menu, it wasn’t as if I was having breakfast with someone I just met, it was like having breakfast with an old friend, just getting together to catch up.

      “So, Liam,” I ventured. We’d just ordered and since I’d snapped at her, the waitress had been pretty accommodating, even bringing over our drinks immediately. I took a big sip of my coffee. “Can you tell me more about your coven?”

      Liam looked around and leaned in. I understood the feeling. Us magic users were outsiders already. Lots of times we didn’t want to be seen as more unusual than we already were. Finally, he looked down at the table between us and picked up a napkin. “Yeah, of course. It’s not really a secret in the magic world or anything. At least in ours. We’re members of the Order of the Akasha. It’s an order put together whose members believe in the act of harming no one above anything else. We’re also called Enforcers because we make sure that magic isn’t used for negative spells or by evil people.”

      “How do you know it’s bad?”

      “The feelings we get,” he said, inching ever so much closer. “No one knows why people are chosen for The Order and how they get chosen. It’s a magic thing,” he said, shrugging. “Gabe got pulled to us all the way from London.”

      Well, that explains that, I said to myself.

      “There are orders in the UK, too, but he was drawn here. Again, no one knows.”

      “So weird,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      He sat back in the booth, dropping the napkin. “And maybe you wouldn’t if no one you know has ever had anything to do with it. I myself had no idea.” His teeth ground together and he looked frustrated before continuing. “Gabe understood it. His grandfather was an Enforcer so when he first got the summons, his family was behind him one-hundred percent. He’s probably the one who had the smoothest transition out of all of us.”

      “But not everybody has an ancestor who’s an Enforcer?” I shook my head. Magic sure didn’t try to make things easy for its user. Even with Granny and I, our powers were different from one another. She could only teach me so much as a lot of it is based on the individual witch.

      “Some are. Some aren’t. I’ve looked into it and I really can’t find a rhyme or reason for anything.”

      Liam’s brown eyes turned ruddy as he looked out the window. I couldn’t quite put a finger on his emotions, but it was evident there was something plaguing him.

      “And you guys all get along?” I asked. They all seemed so different from one another. Liam, obviously the shy, thoughtful type, while Gabe was more outspoken, Randy more dangerous, and Travis just pissy. That was the only word that would come to mind.

      “We have our moments,” Liam said, a slight tilt to his lips. “We do much better when there’s a fifth.” He brought his fingers up and interlocked them. “More cohesive when there are five of us.” He took one interlocking couple apart. “Recently, it’s like we have a missing link. It’s really strange to have a fifth not show up for so long. Once one of us got the call, the rest of us got the call within a month or so and we’ve been together ever since. It’s been months and…” Liam trailed off and ran his hand through his short hair. “I can’t say it’s been all sunshine and roses.”

      “Wait. How long has it been?” I ventured, thinking about my own recent past. I’d been getting more irritable by the week. It started with cramps, then headaches, then the pull. I’d even gone to the doctors back home thinking it didn’t have anything to do with magic at all, but when the doc couldn’t find anything wrong with me, I knew there was something otherworldly going on.

      “Six months,” Liam said. He shook his head as a shadow crept over his face.

      I tried to keep the surprise from my face. Same for me. Could it be I was really supposed to be an Enforcer with these guys? The timeline matched up. When I started getting the magical symptoms, they’d lost their fifth. “How did you lose your fifth, Liam?” I asked, not believing it never occurred to me to ask until now. Seems like it was important when they talked about fighting evil people.

      Liam shook his head. “Long story.”

      “I’ve got time.”

      He rubbed his temples, a gesture I’d found myself doing so often lately. I reached out and touched his elbow. He flinched away at first, possibly from the snap of electricity or just being caught unaware, but then he moved his elbow back into my outstretched hand, both of us relaxing.

      Fuck me. I was a goner. The adorable shy kid had my heart racing.

      Liam heaved a sigh. “Jax—he was our fifth. He broke our basic moral code, using magic to harm. Once that happens, it’s just a trial away from being cut off and stripped.”

      “Stripped?”

      “His powers,” Liam said. “We had to take his powers so he could never do it again.”

      It felt as if all the air got sucked from the room. They took his powers. Everything. “What if he’d just made a mistake?”

      Liam shook his head slowly. “He didn’t just a mistake and even if he did, he knew better than anyone what would happen if he abused magic. He had no excuse.”

      “But magic is a part of us,” I said, sitting up taller.

      He lifted a shoulder. “It’s the price paid for using it in ways we aren’t meant to.”

      The world swam in front of me as I tried to imagine my life without magic. Yet, here I was having breakfast with a guy who could take it away from me in an instant. Yes, these guys were scary. Very much so.

      The bell above the door sounded. A split second later, a wave of nausea hit me so hard I doubled over, my fingertips clawing the Formica in front of me. My stomach twisted and knotted as if there was a little man inside driving a corkscrew through my intestines. “Son of a bitch!”

      Liam made a guttural sound in the back of his throat. I had just a second to look up when he rose from his seat and turned toward the front door. Just on the other side of him, two men wearing all black ran up the aisle toward us. A scream worked its way up my throat.
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      Distracted all morning, I’d just sat down at the front desk of the gym I worked at after saying goodbye to my second client when a tremor started in my hands, worked its way up my forearms, through my chest, and down into my stomach. My core turned to knots, and I closed my eyes at the pain. Whenever it got this way, I always wondered why negative magic was always forewarned by pain to the Enforcers. Couldn’t we get a fucking text message, or something far less intrusive than gut-wrenching pain?

      I looked around, doing my best to keep the pain inside, holding my face a mask of serenity, or so I’d hoped. I pulled out my cell phone and brought up Liam. As far as I knew, he was the only one who didn’t have anything going on today. Hopefully, he could get to the scene fast. The longer this drew out, the more pain we’d be in, and that sure as fuck wasn’t what I needed right now.

      

      
        
        Gabe

      

      

      One second I was running up the field, dribbling the checkered ball between my feet when the next, I was sprawled in the grass, effectively face-planting for the whole crowd to see. I turned on my side and clenched my stomach. Almost automatically, I thought to reach down and grab my ankle as well. The joke with my teammates was that I had soft bones. I was always getting injured for no recognizable reasons.

      That was magic for ya.

      Damn. I squeezed my eyes tight and lifted my head. The other team had already stolen the ball and were making a drive toward our goal. I pushed myself up and limped in that direction, not even bothering to look at Coach Red who was probably already waving at me from the sidelines to come out. Hopefully the other guys in the coven would have it taken care of in a few minutes.

      

      
        
        Travis

      

      

      Oh for fuck’s sake.

      I tore my headphones from my ears and threw the buds down on the comforter. I groaned through the tight squeeze in my midsection. What the fuck? We hadn’t gotten a call like this in months. I was beginning to think our pre-warning system had gone whack since we’d lost Jax. We certainly weren’t as powerful as we’d once been.

      Then Norah, fucking Norah shows up like she’s the answer to all our problems. I didn’t know who I was more mad at, the guys, or the universe.

      I pulled the covers from my legs and stuck my feet into the shoes waiting for me just by the edge of the bed. Randy was at work, Gabe had a game. Liam had left earlier, and I wasn’t sure where the hell he’d gone off to, but he was the only other one who could get there right away besides me.

      I picked my cell phone up off the desk and sent him a quick text: Meet u there.
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      “Get down, Norah!”

      The cafe exploded around us. Menus, napkins, condiments—anything that was lightweight flew through the air. Chairs scraped against old linoleum as the magic in the space grew. A ketchup bottle that stood on the counter spun toward Liam’s head. On instinct, I shot my hand out, stopping it in midair and sending it to the ground. Liam’s eyebrows rose and sent me a quick backward glance. Yeah, that’s right, hot chocolate wasn’t the only thing I could send through the air.

      I scooted to the end of the booth, still trying to keep my head as low as possible. The two men, obviously magic wielders as well, sent spell after spell in Liam’s direction. He countered each one, and after only a minute, the small cafe that was always so quaint and tidy, looked like an earthquake had demolished it. All the while, the pain in my stomach grew. I’d never dealt with anything like this before. Granny’s voodoo didn’t send objects through the air with the attempt to maim. She was a healer, a protector. Her spells were at one with nature, but this was nothing like that. Granny wouldn’t approve at all. She wasn’t even keen on my voodoo shop back home. “Magic shouldn’t be used to trick. It should—”

      The shattering of glass brought me out of my reverie. I ducked and shards of the glass wall to our left cascaded over our heads. What in the actual fuck?

      I stood, anger swelling within me. This is what the Order had to deal with all the time? Fuck no. “Sleep!” I screamed.

      The surrounding chaos subsided in an instant. A coffee mug spun in midair, its trajectory blown off by my spell. It hovered for a few seconds before crashing to the floor. Beyond that, one of the men whose hand was outstretched as if he’d sent the coffee mug our way, wobbled. His hand fell to his waist and then he took a nosedive for the black-and-white checkered floor. The other man in the dark suit followed like he was the next in line of a Dominos trail.

      To my left, Liam swayed on his feet. I reached out and caught him right before his body gave out. With my hands hooked under his arms, I gave him a quick shake. “Liam,” I whispered. “Wake up.”

      His eyes drooped then shuttered open. He looked around, then scrambled to his feet. “Norah? Are you okay? What the hell?”

      I motioned to the two men in front of us. “The only thing I could think of was to tell them to go to sleep. They did, but it seemed to stop everything else as well.” The poor cafe. Tables were turned over. The whole glass window was shattered, splinters of jagged edges remained in the sill, but everything else was cracked and blown off. I bent at the waist and shook my head. Little bits of glass tinkled to the floor. Liam did the same, and I reached out to help him pick the glass out. “My magic’s never been that good,” I told him, in awe myself at what I’d accomplished.

      “Being with your coven makes you stronger,” he mused.

      My heart thumped loudly in my chest. “I’m not a part of your coven. Voodoo doesn’t do that, Liam. If the Akasha wants me as part of the Order, they’re insane because it isn’t going to happen. I like my parlor tricks back in New Orleans, thank you very much.”

      As if he hadn’t heard me, Liam stepped toward our two intruders. The closest guy’s nose was broken. Bright red blood spilled onto the floor while the other one had a big gash on his forehead where he’d cracked it off a booth on the way to the ground. My stomach rolled, but the twist in my stomach had started to subside. Magic pulled back like the changing of the tides and within a few moments, the cafe felt like it had on every other day I’d been here. Not a whiff of anything ‘other’ in the air.

      I gripped the side of the booth as Liam leaned down next to our not-so-friendly duo. “What the fuck was that even?” I asked.

      He shrugged, then finally reached out and rolled the first guy to his back. He was younger than I expected, probably barely into college, and in fact, he wore a Salem State hoodie much like the one I had of Liam’s currently snuggled around me.

      “He’s not a magic user,” Liam said, his voice the tiniest bit shaky. He got to his feet and knelt down next to guy number two, rolling him also to his back. He put a hand to his forehead like I’d seen him do with the other and shook his head, tiny frown lines appearing between his eyebrows. “Neither is he.”

      “Well, they certainly were for a second there. How else would you explain the flying objects?”

      Running feet thudded against the sidewalk until they slowed just outside the shattered picture window. Fuck. Whoever that was would call the police and here we were, stuck inside the cafe with no way of explaining what actually happened. A mini panic attack clawed at my throat and my feet itched to move.

      “Liam? Liam?” a male voice called out.

      The tension in Liam’s shoulders subsided. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s Travis.”

      “Holy fuck,” I said, relief spreading through me.

      “In here,” Liam called out, tiptoeing through the carnage left over.

      Travis’s footsteps crunched the glass out on the sidewalk and then the same bell above the door sounded, announcing Attitude’s presence. “You’re kidding me?”

      I looked up, noticing his sneer directed at me. Liam stepped into my view, effectively blocking his infuriating demeanor. Like any of this was my fault. I wasn’t an Enforcer, or a part of the Order, and I sure as hell didn’t go around having magical fights all the time. He pointed to the two bodies on the ground. “Two out. Non-magic users but you wouldn’t know it by what they were throwing at us. There’s at least one waitress somewhere behind the counter and I don’t know how many kitchen personnel in the back.”

      “What happened to all of them?”

      “Norah put them to sleep.”

      Travis made a ridiculous snort in the back of his throat. “All of them?”

      “Yeah,” Liam said, his voice rising. “All of them. At the same time.”

      I didn’t even bother trying to see if Travis looked impressed or not. He probably wasn’t capable of any other emotion other than pissy.

      “I’ll go get the car,” he said, glass crunching under his feet again as he turned in a circle. “We’ll get these guys to headquarters so we can interrogate. When I get back, we’ll put this right again and wake up everybody.”

      “Yeah, just…hurry,” Liam said, frustration lacing his usually otherwise soft tenor.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      The bell on the door sounded, and I watched as Travis took off toward their apartment, not bothering to hurry at all like Liam requested. “Why is he so damn infuriating?”

      Liam shrugged. “It’s not all his fault. He—” He turned toward me. He stopped in surprise and then took two long strides. “You’re bleeding.”

      I reached up dumbly in the area Liam investigated. “I am?” Sure enough, my fingertips touched something wet and sticky.

      Liam brushed my hair away gently and peered down. “I don’t think it’s deep. I’m sure you’ll be fine, but we should probably get a Bandaid on it.” He gazed at the wound for a little while longer, being extra careful with me until he glanced lower into my eyes. “I’m really sorry, Norah. I had no idea that was going to happen. Actually, something like that has never happened. We’ve always been good at hiding our presence from people who don’t like us. I have no idea how they found us, or why they did that.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I just kept staring at him as he spoke. Granny always said to trust my gut, but why in the hell would it bring me to Salem where things like this happened? With guys who mesmerized me more than anything else?

      “I can’t believe you put everyone to sleep like that. It was pretty amazing. How did you do it?”

      I blinked, looking up to him again from the still form on the ground. I replayed the scene in my head that led up to the sleep spell. “How did you do what you did? You were stopping their spells. It would’ve been way worse if you weren’t there.”

      “Just countering,” he said, shrugging my comment off.

      “Countering? Like a counter spell? How do you do it?”

      He brushed at my shoulder and another few pieces of glass fell to the floor. “Kind of like that. It’s easier to think of in a physical way. It’s like if someone was going to punch you and you blocked them. That’s what I did.”

      “But you did it with magic.”

      He smirked, proving that even the sweetest of boys had a dark side. “Exactly.”

      Even though part of me was intrigued, this wasn’t what I wanted my life to be. I should’ve never come here. I should’ve stayed in New Orleans with my fake voodoo shop and sold weak spells to tourists. Granny never liked the idea, but she didn’t mind the new roof the income put on her decaying cottage in the woods or her well-stocked magical supplies. If she didn’t even like that part of magic, she’d really hate this violent side.

      Even if the guys were the good ones, and the bad ones were the ones currently passed out on the floor, that didn’t mean I had to get myself mixed up in any of this. Right now, even the loneliness of New Orleans was looking better than Salem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Randy

      

      

      Frustrated as fuck, I walked away from the center of the circle where we’d kept the two goons who tried to take out Liam and Norah. I wasn’t sure if I was more pissed they’d tried to take out my best friend, or the sexy, yet infuriating, new girl. Or worse yet, that they’d just been decoys. The two were just duds, just bodies used to send us a message. One that said they knew who we were, but we knew nothing about them.

      Liam was right. These guys were non-magic, and even worse, they had no idea who put the spell on them to attack us. Think of it like a robot with a program to inflict pain. That’s basically how they worked when they found Norah and Liam. What looked like them doing magic wasn’t them at all. They were just on autopilot.

      While Travis wiped their memories and put them to sleep until we could drop them in the middle of Salem, Liam hovered in the corner, his face pensive. He looked down at his cell phone screen, his eyebrows pulling together. The little guy was my best friend. He was one of the most solid people I knew. Had a shit childhood because of his magic and not understanding one fucking thing about it. His Wiccan adoptive parents were always cool about it, but his childhood years were spent thinking he was a genetic freak, and none of the research he ever did amounted to anything because unless you were in the know, you had no idea where to look for answers. “What’s up?” I called out to him. He gave me a quick shake of his head, but I wasn’t an idiot. Something was bothering him. I walked over to him while Travis and a still jersey-clad Gabe picked up the first decoy and carried him toward the steps. “Come on,” I said, ribbing him. “What’s going on?”

      He chewed over his lip until he finally said, “Norah hasn’t texted yet.”

      I tamped down the sudden surge of jealousy that reared up. I still had no clue what the fuck happened when I’d taken her back to the apartment. My brain was at war with itself because I wanted her with every fiber of my being, and it certainly seemed like we were headed that way, but then, boom, total blackout. It was as if I’d just fallen asleep in her presence, but that couldn’t have happened unless it had a magical push. I wasn’t drunk. Well, I should say I wasn’t drunk enough to black out on my own and things were certainly going the way I wanted them to so to pass out just wasn’t in the cards for me.

      Fuck. This girl. It was as if she had me by the balls in such a short amount of time and I had to admit I hated every freaking moment. The coven was the only thing I relied on and even that had been going to shit lately without Jax. Well, not actually Jax. Without the fifth. Without the fifth, we were pretty much useless and the bonds we’d formed were crumbling around us. Except for Liam and me. Liam and I were for life. And right now, he was upset about the girl I wanted not calling him.

      “So, she said she would call you?” I ventured, hating the way my voice sounded when it came out. Accusatory and sad all at the same time.

      Liam looked up, his eyebrows raised. “It’s not like that,” he said quickly.

      “Like you don’t want it to be like that.”

      His face blanched and then turned red in quick succession. God, why was I such a dick sometimes? Before I could explain myself, Liam squared his shoulders. “I don’t know all of what’s going on. I just know that when she’s around, things feel better around here. Don’t you agree?”

      When she was around, I felt like I wanted to throw her in bed and feel half as much as I felt the other night. I wasn’t sure that was the same thing Liam was talking about though. We definitely had a sexual connection, Norah and I. As far as a coven connection, I couldn’t be one-hundred percent sure. I definitely wasn’t focused on that the other night. I had other things on my mind.

      I shrugged, pretending I didn’t care. With Liam, I knew I wasn’t half as convincing as I was with the other guys, but I was nothing if not persistent.

      “I just hope nothing’s happened to her.”

      Okay, now he was talking my language. My hackles rose, and I stepped up closer. “Why would you think that? Was she afraid? What aren’t you telling us?”

      Liam stumbled over his words at my sudden outburst. “I told her we would meet up so I could let her know the information we got out of the two guys.”

      Behind us, Travis said, “Why the hell would you do that? Norah’s not the fifth. It can’t be. Order business is just that, our business. Not anyone else’s. We should’ve wiped her memory and sent her off.”

      I got why Travis had such a chip on his shoulder nowadays, but this dick routine was really starting to piss me off. “We’re not wiping her memory.”

      “Oh, of course,” he said, sneering. “Then she’d forget all about your fuck session. I guess you’ll just have to try again with her.”

      A growl started deep in my throat, and little Liam stepped in front of me to face down Travis himself. “She’s a fellow witch. A possible member of the Order. We’re not wiping her memory, Travis. You know what happens if you deny the call.”

      “Yeah, we all could be fucked,” Gabe said, finally speaking.

      Travis’s jaw clenched. He knew better than anyone about giving up stuff for the order. He hadn’t talked much about it, but there’d been a reason he stayed in Adams as long as he did and it wasn’t just about trying to mend his family ties. There was a girl involved. A girl he couldn’t have, apparently. I eased up on my reaction. Since feeling something similar recently, I should give him some slack. Norah wasn’t just any girl. I’d had those kinds of girls. Slept with them, dated them. Norah was different. There was like a tie that was already in place. We were connected somehow. Even if she wasn’t the fifth, which was my guess, she was still supposed to be here in some way. Magic was a mystery sometimes and we just had to figure it out.

      “Listen,” Liam said. “We’ll get the fifth.”

      “Statistically speaking,” Gabe said, leaning against the wall, his leg bent at the knee as it rested flat against the rocky surface. “We should’ve had the fifth by now.” We all let that sink in. It wasn’t as if it hadn’t been at the forefront of all our minds lately. We were nothing without the fifth. There were even some scary stories out there about what could happen if the fifth never showed including loss of magic, death. I peered at Liam and he just looked at the floor. Gabe cleared his throat. “It needs to be brought up, so I’m doing it. A sexy witch walked into our lives yesterday talking about something that sounds suspiciously like she got the call.”

      The blood in my veins boiled as a wave of possession flowed through me.

      “Where are we all at with Norah? Who here thinks she’s the fifth?”

      Before anyone could say anything, Travis laughed darkly. Liam looked up, his calm, serene face on. “I take that as a no from you.”

      “You can take it as a fuck no. I stand by my sentiments yesterday. She’s female. Give me one Order of the Akasha coven that hasn’t been made up of five males. I’m not being a female hater, I’m being a realist. I’ve known some bad ass female witches,” Travis said, his voice scratching as a shadow crossed his face. “I’m not saying we’re better than them. What I am saying is that based on the past, it’s not possible.”

      Liam nodded. He was nothing if not a common sense type of guy. His reaction gave me the courage to speak my own. “I don’t think she’s the fifth either. I think she’s here for a reason, I just don’t think she’s the fifth. And no,” I said, staring at Travis. “I don’t think her reason for being here is to be my plaything. Not that the idea bothers me…”

      Travis smirked.

      Gabe’s jaw set, his eyes zeroing in on me. “So, we have two no’s.” He raised his hand. “I, for one, am in the ‘It could happen’ camp. Everything she talked about last night was something I experienced myself, right down to the pull. I came from another damn continent. I felt the pull from even further away so I know it can happen. She said it pulled her right to our apartment. What the hell else could it be?”

      Gabe’s question hung in the air. None of us could answer it. Instead, I stared at Liam. The guy was smart as hell and I respected his opinion probably more than any of the other guys. No, he wasn’t the leader type. He was too shy for that, but he was practically a genius. As the rest of the guys also started to look his way as the last one who hadn’t given his opinion yet, he started to fidget. He hated being the center of attention. He sighed. “I think she could be the fifth.”

      Travis snorted. “You just want to bone her because she actually paid attention to you.”

      I stepped forward. “Don’t be a dick, Trav.”

      Travis shook his head and turned away. He never used to be like this and that was the only reason I hadn’t put him in his place. Yet. It was obvious his outbursts were about something else entirely and he had no one else to take it out on. It was just us after all. Day after day, just the four of us. None of us had been the one to actually strip Jax and Jennie. Nope, that honor went to him.

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s just calm the fuck down. So, we have two no’s and two yes’s. How are we going to figure out if she really is the fifth?”

      “I don’t understand why there needs to be a discussion, Mates,” Gabe said. “We didn’t talk about it when I showed up saying I got the pull.”

      “But you had a history,” I told him.

      Liam tapped his chin. “So, maybe what we need to do is get to know Norah better. The worst case scenario is she leaves Salem and we lose her. If she’s the fifth and we lose her, that’s the worst-worst case scenario. There can’t be any harm in getting to know her to see if she’s the real deal or not. If she isn’t, she leaves—or stays—whatever she wants to do, and then the actual fifth will eventually come.”

      How many times had we talked about the fifth eventually coming and it hadn’t happened yet? I was with Liam though. It couldn’t hurt to get to know her even though I had a sneaking suspicion she’d put me in a spell yesterday and I was not happy about it. We could take the wait-and-see approach. Why not? We were already doing that.

      “So, we’ve decided we’re all going to play nice to get to know Norah then?” Gabe asked. He caught Travis’s gaze first, then moved to me.

      I shrugged. What else could we do? Hadn’t I already been nice to her?

      “Whatever,” Travis said. “I’ll go with the majority on this, but don’t expect any help from me. I’m just going to be sitting back and waiting for the real fifth to arrive so we can get back to doing what we’re supposed to be doing.”

      Gabe rolled his eyes, but that was as good as we were going to get out of Travis at the moment.

      “Alright, how are we going to go about this then?” I asked. “Travis is out, I’m not sure I’m the best idea so—” I hated even thinking that. I wanted nothing more than to be close to Norah, but at the same time, the idea scared the shit out of me. This wasn’t just a one and done girl and I’d never been good at anything that could be called a relationship.

      “I volunteer,” Gabe said, a smirk pulling at his lips.

      I glanced to Liam whose shoulders deflated. Before I could offer up that Liam already had her cell phone number and found where she was staying, Liam shrugged. “Sure, yeah.” He passed his cell to him. “You can get her number off of there.”

      I shook my head. Why in the hell wouldn’t he just go for something if he wanted it? Then again, I didn’t know if I wanted him to go for the same thing I wanted. Hell, if she wasn’t the fifth, we might as well just tie a noose around ourselves because our once very stable coven was only a few days from imploding, even without the magical help of not having the correct number of members.
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      I dreamt about Granny. At least, I think I was dreaming about Granny. Granny was definitely there, but I hadn’t realized I’d fallen asleep. The last thing I remembered was making up my mind to get the hell out of Salem.

      After Liam and Travis took off to take the two bodies to their headquarters, I went back to my small room at the motel. Liam had wanted me to come, but Travis was definitely against that. I wasn’t sure what the hell his fucking problem was with me, but it didn’t matter now anyway. I was leaving.

      At least, I thought I was. Right now, though, I was caught up in my own thoughts. I’d dreamt of Granny before, after she’d passed, but this time was a little different. This time I was getting a bit of a scolding. She put her hands on her wide hips. Granny was short and round around the middle. Her skin was an unblemished ebony, yet her hair hadn’t gotten the message. Riddled with gray, it fell past her shoulders, giving her a wise look that everyone in the parish respected. Back where we lived, people believed in what we did, and especially when Granny was involved. She healed the sick, helped the poor. She told tales as tall as the buildings in New York City and all the while I sat in the other room trying to have as normal a life as possible. No one bothered me all that much. Those that knew Granny were pretty sure I had magic running in my blood also, but they didn’t come to me like they came to Granny. I asked her about it one day and she just said I had this vibe that shouted not to talk to me. I didn’t mean to have that kind of vibe. Well, not all the time. I’d just never had the charisma Granny did.

      Her fingers snapped in front of my face. “Pay attention, Norah Girl.” She shook her head and tsked at me. Even in my dream state, anger rose inside me at being treated like a child. “Things are brewin’. I’m not sure what’s going on, but the aura around you is mixed. You’re in trouble, but you’re also exactly where you need to be.” She shook her head again. “I don’t know what you’ve got yourself into. Gone not even a year yet and I’m already having to come visit you. My girl, my girl, my girl.”

      “Granny, I’m okay,” I said, my voice echoing off the invisible walls around us in the dream. Clouds of purple and pink surrounded her, making me feel like we were walking around in a cotton candy factory.

      “Where are you, Norah Girl?”

      “In a hotel, I think.”

      “You think?” Her eyebrows arched. “What do you mean, ‘you think?’ Where?”

      Her voice hardened as she tried to pull memories out of me, but they were short coming. I looked inside myself and couldn’t remember. The last thing I remembered for sure was heading back to the hotel after the magic fight that morning where Liam helped save me. Then, Travis made his dickish appearance.

      “Don’t use that word,” Granny scolded.

      I blinked at her. I hadn’t even realized I’d spoken aloud. Maybe I hadn’t…

      “Who are these boys you’re thinking about? I don’t know them.” Her fingers tightened their grip on her hips. “They look like trouble.”

      “They are Granny, that’s why I’m leaving. I need to get back to New Orleans.”

      The clouds around Granny grew, the colors bleeding in more pronounced. “I don’t know, My Girl. I feel like you’re exactly where you need to be.”

      “But… So, what am I supposed to do?” The smoke-like puffs reached over her face like prying fingers. Soon, her whole body was obscured by the wisps. “Granny? What am I supposed to do?”

      “Follow your heart, Girl. As ever.”

      Hands shook me. “Hey. Hey, Norah. You okay?”

      I blinked my eyes open and then shot up, nearly knocking my head on something. No, not something, someone. “The fuck?”

      A male voice chuckled. “I’m happy to see you again, too.”

      I waited until the room stopped spinning. Slowly but surely a face came into view. He wore a green polo shirt and a nice smile. His blond hair flopped over his head, making him look like the All-American, except he wasn’t. It was Gabe, and his accent was still panty-melting British. I groaned at the pain behind my eyes. “What’s going on?”

      With two hands under my arms, he helped me sit. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to tell me that, Love. Liam and I have been calling your cell phone, but nothing. He told me where you were staying and you didn’t answer the door so I came in.”

      “You just came in?” I asked, disbelieving. For verification, I looked up at the unassuming closed door and then back to Gabe. “Why would you just come into some girl’s hotel room?”

      His smile turned sheepish. “I hardly think you’re just some girl. Besides, I was worried.”

      I searched his gentle, handsome features for a lie in there somewhere, but saw nothing. Oddly enough, I believed he was genuinely worried. I tried to pick myself up off the floor, but the room spun in front of my eyes again.

      “Hey there,” he said, standing up and reaching down for me. “Let me help.”

      I took his offered hand and closed my eyes as he hoisted me up. Since I had no sense of what direction I headed, I landed right into his arms, pressed up against his chest. My breath caught as a fresh scent enveloped me. Not like I’d gotten a whiff of the guys’ laundry detergent, more like I’d taken a deep breath of eau de Gabe and loved it.

      He reached up to catch me, his chest rumbling against mine. “Are you smelling me?”

      I pulled away. “No. ‘Course not.” Yeah, I totally was, and he knew it, too.

      I took a tentative step toward the bed and Gabe was right there, his hand at the small of my back. His touch brimmed with heat, spilling over into my sore muscles. All of a sudden, I felt as if I’d been hit by a ton of bricks.

      My toe hit something hard, and I cursed. As the room came into view more clearly, I saw shit all over the floor. The cheap ass alarm that sat on the bedside table was what I’d just stepped on. The lamp that was next to the bed was on end and what very few clothes I’d brought with me from New Orleans were all over the bed. “What the hell?”

      “Yeah…” Gabe said, drawing out the word. “About that. Any idea what happened here?”

      He helped me into the bed in a sitting down position, my back against the wall. “No. The last thing I remember, I—” I stopped short. For some reason, I didn’t want to tell him I’d planned on skipping town. Not when his concerned eyes were boring into me. “I just… I don’t know. I guess I don’t remember anything at all after I got back from the cafe.”

      He pushed a piece of hair behind my ear and then leaned on the bed. In the next instant, he straightened, bringing one of my red lacey bras off the bed with him pinched between two fingers. His eyebrows rose and a definite fire sparked in his eyes.

      I tore it away from him and threw it in the small space between the bed and the wall.

      Without skipping a beat, he said, “I’m sorry you had to go through that earlier. We all feel terrible.”

      “Travis?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow at him. He didn’t feel terrible.

      “Well, actually, no. Not him.” He chuckled a little, and I wondered why any of them put up with their friend. “Liam’s worried.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      This brought a smile to his face. “Of course you can.” His blue eyes latched onto mine, and my heart rate kicked up speed. He leaned in closer and the more he did so, the more my body relaxed as if it was trying to work out the kinks itself.

      “Did you, um, get any information out of the two guys who attacked Liam and me?”

      He sighed. “Not a thing. They were just decoys. Non-magical, like you guys thought, but worse than that, they’d been spelled to attack you and Liam and had no idea who spelled them.”

      “Shit.” I took in a deep breath. Who spelled them would’ve been good information to have considering something else had just happened to me. The two events had to have been related. It’s not like my place in New Orleans ever got torn up. “That sucks.”

      “You’re telling me.” He lifted an eyebrow. “The guys will want to know what happened here, too.”

      His hand came to rest on my thigh. After feeling the pressure, I looked down. Normally, I wouldn’t let guys I just met touch me, but there was something different with this set. Well, at least with Randy and Gabe.

      What was wrong with me? Sensing my discomfort, he tried to move his hand, but I quickly put mine on top of his. “Don’t,” I told him.

      Thankfully, he didn’t react to my telling him not to stop touching me. I didn’t want to have to explain myself. What could I say? I feel better when your hands are on me? Pathetic, and cheesy, all rolled into one. Instead, he switched positions on the bed so his back was against the wall. He then put an arm around me and moved my head to his chest. My arms wound around him like they had a mind of their own. Once we were situated on the bed like that, I was instantly at ease. My headache had subsided. The room around us was in complete shambles, but I really didn’t care at the moment. My body was happy. My magic was happy.

      Gabe bent over and kissed the top of my head. He pulled back right away. “Oh, ow.”

      I lifted my head and watched as Gabe pulled his finger away from his lips. A trace of red stained his fingertips. Blood. “What the matter?”

      He bent my head back down and searched my hair. “Something sharp,” he said. He continued his perusal until he picked out something and moved it to my line of sight. “You want to tell me why there’s glass in your hair?”

      My hands immediately went up to my head, but he batted them away. “Oh, right,” I mumbled, feeling stupid for going for my hair when Gabe had just gotten cut. “A big picture window exploded over Liam and I earlier. I should probably get in the shower.”

      I went to move, but Gabe put a hand on my shoulder. “You sure you’re up for it? I’d hate to have to run into the shower to save you from fainting.”

      His lips curled around his words and I just shook my head at him. “I should be fine. But you might want to stay just in case.”

      I was half flirting, half needing him to stay. What if whoever came in here earlier and knocked me out came back? Plus, like Granny said, it just felt right being next to him.

      Gawd, girl problems.

      I hurried into the small, crowded bathroom and shut the door behind me. After taking a lot of time to shower, half getting the glass out of my hair and half trying to talk myself into getting back out there with Gabe, I finally stepped out. The steam had fogged up the bathroom mirror, so I wiped at it with one of the extra washcloths. I dried off as best as I could and wrapped a towel around me. Right about the time I started looking for something to put on was when I realized I hadn’t brought any clothes in with me. Well, this was going to be awkward.

      “Um, Gabe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Just checking that you were still here.”

      “Why would I be anywhere else, Love?”

      I placed my forehead on the door and giggled before sealing my lips shut again. “Well, we have a slight problem.”

      I heard a thump, and then several more before the door to the bathroom whisked open. Cold air pricked my arms as Gabe stood in front of me like a Gladiator. His gaze searched the surrounding room, his shoulders relaxing only minutely before his stare returned to me. Then, his chest stilled. His eyes worked their way from my face down to my neck, bare shoulders, and then lower. My skin burned everywhere his eyes touched.

      I shifted where I stood under his intense scrutiny. “I meant that I didn’t have any clothes to put on in here.”

      “Oh. Right.” His face flamed as he tried to look away.

      “Thank you for taking the awkwardness out of the situation though,” I offered, biting down on a smile.

      “Yup, that’s me,” Gabe said, his tone amused. “Taking the awkwardness out of everything is kind of my thing.”

      Why did I feel like that was probably the truth? Besides Liam, he seemed the most chill out of all the guys I was drawn to. He even had a leg up on Liam because Liam was awkwardness in and of himself. Gabe had a sexy confidence, pretty much the epitome of the jock type. “You must be a good soccer player,” I said, pulling my towel around me tighter.

      He trained his eyes on me. “Why do you say that?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “You just seem the type.”

      “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.”

      I brushed past him, my right shoulder blazing with heat as it touched him. “I don’t know either,” I told him honestly. Trying to ignore him, I searched my room for something to put on. Everything was strewn all over.

      Gabe cleared his throat. When I looked back, he had the same bra I took away from him earlier hanging off a finger. Padding toward him, I took it gingerly off his finger while still trying to keep some of my dignity intact. “Thank you.”

      I bent down to pick up a pair of underwear sticking out from underneath the bed when the top of my towel spread apart. I just barely caught it before the whole thing unraveled. I took a quick peek down, my body otherwise frozen in place at the near close call. Just a little more cleavage, nothing terrible.

      A hard groan came from Gabe. “You’re fucking killing me. Please stand up.”

      At the same time he said that, a wave of cool air brushed against my skin. I peered down further and noticed the gaping hole that showed off the bottom cup of my breasts. “Oh God.”

      “You’re telling me.” I stood, and he took my shoulders, maneuvering me back into the bathroom. “Stay here. I’ll get your clothes and then you can get dressed in peace before I decide I like you better in just the towel.” He winked. “Which obviously I prefer you in just the towel. So what I guess I’m trying to say here, Love, is that I’m being a gentleman.”

      I nodded up at him dumbly. He turned away and scoured the floor for my clothes. Within a minute, every single piece of clothing I’d brought with me was on top of the small table just inside the hotel room door. He chose every article of clothing I’d need and brought them to me. Pushing past me, he left them on top of the sink before turning and shutting the door behind him, leaving me in the bathroom by myself. I threw my head back to look at the ceiling. “My Lord,” I whispered. “Give me strength.” Like with Randy, my nerve-endings were on haywire whenever I was near the sexy Brit.

      Maybe I was lonelier than I thought back in New Orleans. Or maybe it really was just these guys, this mysterious pull to them.

      All I knew was, if I still planned to leave, I needed to get my shit together.
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      When I came out of the bathroom, Gabe was just righting the lamp on the bedside table. While I’d dried my hair and basically tried to pull myself together in there, he’d spent the time putting everything in the small hotel room back the way it was. When he heard the floor creak, he peeked behind him. A stunning smile graced his face. “Can’t say that I didn’t prefer the towel look, but you’re still beautiful no matter what.”

      Yep. Typical jock confidence. “You are good at soccer, aren’t you?”

      “Football,” he corrected. “We Brits call it football, and yes, I am good at it.” He grimaced. “Well, when Order business doesn’t get in the way.”

      “The call? You got it earlier, didn’t you?” Travis had said the same thing, that’s how he’d known where to find Liam and me. Well, Liam anyway. They had the whole coven connection thing going on.

      He laughed softly. “Faked a foot injury again. My whole team thinks my joints are made out of glass.”

      Though he laughed, I could tell it bothered him. “Must be hard having a life when you’re also supposed to be saving the world.”

      He looked up at me, his head cocking to the side a little. “Yes, and no. Not really. I just know I have a greater purpose, I guess. Most of the time it doesn’t bother me at all. It’s easier when there’s a fifth, too.”

      There’s the talk about the fifth again. I was going to steer well clear of that topic. I’d be gone tomorrow.

      Tomorrow? What happened to today? A little voice in my head said.

      I told it to shut up because obviously something had just happened to me and I shouldn’t be running away now. I had no one to rely on in New Orleans, but at least I was semi-connected o this group of guys.

      Gabe scooted over on the bed and patted the spot he’d just occupied. I quirked an eyebrow at him, but took the spot anyway. Once again, he put his arm around me and I settled on his chest. Just in his arms, my heart started a more steady, slow rhythm, and I jokingly wondered if the world was going to shit around us, if I’d care as long as I was in his arms. He was sweet, and although I was attracted to him, it wasn’t that scary intense attraction I’d felt with Randy yesterday. Just thinking about him, my blood started to boil. “So, do all of you know where I’m staying now?” I asked.

      “Afraid so. It’ll be hard to get rid of us now.”

      “Wonderful,” I deadpanned, pretending to be annoyed.

      He laughed and the scent of freshness filled my nostrils again. “Yeah, I have a feeling you’ll get along with us just fine.”

      I’d been smiling right along with him, but this comment made me gnash my teeth together. I wasn’t staying. I wasn’t staying, I repeated over and over to myself.

      Gabe’s fingertips brushed against my skin, trailing a line from my elbow to my shoulder. Like a kitten, I wanted to purr at the contact. My natural reaction was to pull away. This was too much, too soon, but like with Randy, it just felt right, too. So, instead, I went against everything my brain told me to do and cuddled up closer to him. “Who do you think tried to hurt us?” I asked, involuntarily shivering. Even though I kept telling myself I was just asking out of curiosity, and that it didn’t really matter because I’d be gone soon anyway, part of me felt like I was a little too invested in his answer for that to be true.

      “Unfortunately, we have no idea,” Gabe said. “Since we’re one guy short, our power is on the fringe.”

      “But you all felt the pull earlier, didn’t you?”

      “Oh absolutely,” he said. “We all felt it, that’s not usually the problem. The problem comes from what we can do after we feel it. I’m glad Liam was able to keep you guys safe. He’s a good witch.”

      “Yeah,” I said, remembering how he’d taken charge of the situation, so different from what I imagined his reaction might be. He went from awkward college kid, to don’t-mess-with-us within a few moments. Hot as fuck, actually.

      Jesus, body. Get a damn grip. You can’t be interested in all three of these guys. Your next stop will be the Jerry Springer Show for fuck’s sake.

      “Did you win your game today?” I asked, trying to keep my focus.

      His lips pressed to the top of my head. This time, there was no exclamation of pain afterward. “Yep, two to nothing. Maybe you can come watch me play sometime.”

      “Maybe,” I offered noncommittally even though my body was screaming at me to say yes. I didn’t want to lie to him.

      “Hey.” After lifting my chin to make me look him in the eyes, he said, “I know things are really weird right now, but it’s kind of nice to talk to someone you have things in common with, isn’t it? It’s cool that I can just be myself with you instead of having to always cover up who I really am. I mean, I can be myself around the guys, but that’s not really the same thing, is it? I’m not asking for you to make any decisions about the coven right now, Norah.”

      My breath caught as he spoke. He was absolutely right. I didn’t know a lot of real witches in New Orleans. Granny and I kept to ourselves, and then when I branched out and opened the voodoo shop, I’d immersed myself in a fake world of palm readers and psychics. None of them were legit. “You’re right. This is actually really nice,” I told him. “It can be exhausting trying to cover up who you really are.”

      “Exactly.”

      His gaze searched my face. The link that was always around us ratcheted tighter and tighter until we were inches away from one another. His hot breath caressed my lips. Fuck it, I told myself. What could go wrong?

      I bridged the gap between us, pressing my lips to his. He sucked in a breath as if he wasn’t expecting me to do that. I smiled to myself, loving that I’d surprised him. His lips swept over mine, and I relaxed into his touch. My body hummed in approval. I reached out to cup his cheek. Breathless, we both pulled away and just stared at one another. He ran a hand through my hair and steered my head back toward his chest. When he spoke, his voice came out tight. “What do you do in New Orleans?”

      Content, I closed my eyes. “I own a voodoo shop.”

      “Really?” he asked, doubt in his voice. “I didn’t see that coming.”

      I shrugged. “It’s a way to pay the bills. I don’t sell them any real spells. Not usually, anyway. The tourists just like the idea of magic. They want to live out the fantasy without really having it.”

      He hugged me tighter to him. “I’d hate to be non-magical.”

      I couldn’t agree with him so I kept quiet, listening to Gabe’s heartbeat as he ran his fingers up and down my arm with steady pressure.

      After a few minutes of silence, he asked, “Are you feeling better?”

      I nodded into him. “Why do I feel like that has a lot to do with you?”

      He held a breath in his chest. I looked up at him, then leaned over to capture another kiss. This time, it wasn’t as sweet as the first. My fingers moved down his chest and snaked under the hem of his polo. Oh, heaven. He was ripped. I tugged his shirt up and broke the kiss to stare down at him. “Holy hell.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      I met his eyes to find him smirking at me. Yeah, he knew he was hot. I pulled his shirt the rest of the way off and took my time playing my fingertips over the dips and planes of his chest and abs.

      “Not fair,” he said. “Your turn.”

      “You already saw mine,” I teased, even though I was already itching to get out of my shirt. Our connection pulled us closer and closer. I wasn’t happy until I situated myself on his lap. His body responded, his hard dick growing under me. And here I was, at a crossroads again. I just hoped he didn’t ask me a yes or no question. To ruin another night with a premonition would be torture.  I didn’t want to think. I wanted to feel. Liquid heat had already formed between my legs, practically soaking my panties. His hands reached up my back as he unclasped my bra, then he stayed there, kneading his fingertips into me that moved my hips closer and closer.

      “Norah?”

      I moaned into his kiss. My body crackled with energy. “If my shirt comes off, I hope you plan on touching me.”

      He all but tore my shirt off and lowered his hands over my breasts. I looked down as he flicked and rolled my nipples between his thumbs. “Gabe…”

      “Shit, I know,” he said. He palmed my breasts, stroking them to the rhythm of my hips rolling into his.

      I’d already worked myself up just massaging myself against him and feeling his hands on me. “This is fucking crazy,” I said, as I undid the button on his pants and pulled his zipper down. Reaching one hand into his boxers, I gripped his cock in my fist.

      “Fucking A.”

      He ducked his head, his lips surrounding first one nipple then the other as I stroked him. My heart beat like mad, and the energy around us sizzled. I sniffed the air, finally realizing what the scent I’d noticed around him was. It smelled like the air after a summer rainstorm. “Rain,” I said, smiling.

      “My magic,” he said breathlessly. “And you just had to be fucking sugar, didn’t you?” He rolled us over until he was on top. After removing my jeans and panties, he towered over me. I still had a grip on him and moved him ever so much closer to where my body begged for him with each breath. His tip teased my legs, and I made a low moan. He matched mine, his glorious chest on full display. “Sweetheart, I hate to be a downer, but I don’t have any protection. I don’t imagine you…”

      My shoulders deflated, and I loosened my grip on him. Talk about a douse of ice water. “No,” I said, searching the room as if condoms would magically appear. “You really don’t” I asked Gabe though I didn’t know why he would joke about this. Not when everything within us was pulling us to one another.

      He shook his head, and I briefly thought about telling him to just fuck me anyway, but the truth was, I didn’t know these guys. Sure, pure, unadulterated bareback sex sounded sexy as hell, but— Wait, what was I trying to talk myself out of?

      Gabe lowered himself on top of me. He kissed a trail down my chest and stomach to the apex of my thighs. He hovered there even as my knees opened in invitation. “Can I lick you?”

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I mewled, my hips coming up to meet his sudden movement forward. The first touch of his tongue to my pussy felt like pure pleasure. Energy crackled out of me and the lamp next to the bed dimmed.

      Well, that was new.

      Gabe’s hands slid under my ass and around my thighs until he played with my nipples as he licked. My fingers splayed through his hair, urging him on. “Do you want more, Norah?”

      I locked eyes with him as he licked me from center to top, his lids hooded over as he paid extra attention to my nub. “More,” I told him. “God, yes.”

      Removing one hand from my breast, he brought it down to my upper thighs, pushing inside as his tongue flicked over me. My fingers clenched in his hair as my orgasm hit me hard and fast. His finger dipped in and out as he rode my pleasure out, eeking every last happy sigh out of me.

      He watched as I came back down, his chest expanding with every deep breath. “That was so fucking sexy.”

      I sat up and pushed him back. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      I followed him as he lay back near the foot of the bed. While one finger stroked his shaft, my tongue played with his tip. He was surprisingly gentle as he wound his fingers through my hair, urging me over his cock while his eyes rolled into the back of his head. I took him all in, running my tongue down his length as I went. I stayed with the pace he set, his hips making tiny movements upwards as I sucked. When he moved faster, so did I, matching his wants. Breathy gasps erupted from Gabe’s throat as his fingers tightened their hold, pulling my hair in a delicious way. “Fuck, I’m going to come.”

      I made a sweet vibration in my throat that tipped Gabe right over. A cry ripped from his mouth as he pushed his hips up several times quickly, with the last one finally releasing into my mouth as I swallowed, licking and sucking him until he lay spent on the bed.

      I collapsed over him, smiling into his chest. “I swear I didn’t come here for that,” he said.

      I knew what he meant. We hadn’t anticipated that, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t fucking amazing.

      “I mean, not that I haven’t wanted you since I first saw you.” He pulled his hands through my hair as he spoke.

      “What do you think this is?” I asked him, sitting up on my forearm.

      His blue eyes turned thoughtful. “I don’t think you want to hear my opinion on that.”

      His words sunk in, and he was right. I didn’t want to hear how he thought I was the fifth and this was some magical bond to the coven. The last thing I wanted to be right now was their fifth.

      I started to pull away, but he followed me and grabbed me into his arms. “Let’s not worry about that, yeah?” His hand came to rest on my cheek.

      All the while I fought against the very idea of being a member of the Order, I couldn’t also deny the attraction, the feeling of right that came with it all.

      But what about what Granny had said? I was in a terrible position, whether it was right or not. She hadn’t been more right in all the years she was alive. But now she wasn’t here to tell me what to do either.

      Damn her.

      He scooted closer. “We’re going to help you figure this out. Whether we get to do that again—I hope so by the way. Or we don’t—I might just die,” he said cheekily. “But either way, we’ll figure this out.”

      I dropped my head to his shoulder. “Right then. So, what should we do now?”

      He took a deep breath. “We should probably head back to the apartment and tell the guys what happened here.”

      I pulled away and raised my eyebrows at him.

      “Not about us,” he said, “I meant about finding you unconscious with your room completely fucked. But now that you bring it up, just how pissed is Randy going to be at me?”

      I ducked my head, uneasiness washing over me as I thought about the instant attraction to Randy, as well as Gabe, and how sweet Liam had been to me. “You know him better than me,” I mumbled.

      “Hey, I’m not upset,” he said, forcing my chin back into the air. “I’ve been around this magic stuff for a long time. I saw the way Randy acted yesterday and I even see the way Liam is with you, there’s something bigger than just the two of us, but you don’t know Randy. He’s…intense.”

      “I actually gathered as much already.” He kind of wore his intensity like a billboard warning.

      He chuckled. “I guess it is pretty hard to miss. Just let me deal with him if it comes down to it, okay?”

      Fear tightened my throat. Would Randy not feel the same way about me now that I’d done things with Gabe? That just sounded too cruel to be true.

      On second thought, how the hell had my mind already switched to wanting these guys?
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      By the time Gabe and I exited the motel, it was dark out. I still had Liam’s hoodie from earlier so I tightened that around my shoulders as we walked to their apartment past similar looking houses. All of them were huge, old, the kind you would think would house a bunch of antiques. Except, there was nothing antique about the witches I’d just met.

      Gabe pushed the door open for me and I walked in, letting the warmth inside the place wrap around me and ease some tension from around my shoulders. Neither Gabe nor I wanted to say anything, but we were both on high alert as we made the quick walk to their place.

      Two pizza boxes sat on the coffee table. Travis was the closest to us when we walked in even though he was looking away. His shoulders tensed. He immediately leaned over, tossing a game controller to Liam and left the room. Jeez. He couldn’t hate me any more, could he? The worst part was I couldn’t figure out what I’d done wrong. I’d only went with my intuition and followed my gut to get here. Gabe squeezed my hand, and I squeezed his right back.

      By now, Liam and Randy were also looking up at us. “Any pizza left?” Gabe asked, pulling me into their enormous living room. As if on cue, my stomach growled.

      Liam was the first to stand, looking me straight in the eyes as he asked if I preferred just pepperoni or another pizza that looked like it had every kind of vegetable imaginable on it. “Pepperoni is good,” I told him.

      He grabbed me a slice, handed it to me and then jogged into the kitchen, returning with a paper plate while I stood there. He tugged on the hoodie after passing the plate to me and I smiled another thank you.

      I sat next to Gabe on the couch as he helped himself to a slice or five. We hadn’t really discussed how we were going to tell them what happened so I just ate my slice with my heart in my throat the entire time. Randy’s eyes bored into me as he watched my every move. I didn’t dare look him in the eyes. I wasn’t afraid of him, per se. Ridiculously enough, I was afraid of how upset he might be with me. I didn’t know many guys that would still be interested in a girl after they did stuff with their good friend. But at the same time, the pull to him was still there. Before I could talk myself out of it, I gave in. My gaze caught his, and I immediately stopped chewing. It was as if he locked me into place with his missile-like stare. It wasn’t exactly an angry glare, but it didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy either.

      After scarfing down what I guessed was his last piece, Gabe wiped his hands on a napkin and sat back. “Minor problem, fellas.”

      “Minor?” Randy barked.

      “Should Travis be out here for this?” Liam asked.

      “Yeah, he probably should.”

      Liam ran off to get Travis as the three of us sat staring at one another. Actually, Gabe and I sat staring at Randy while he only stared at me, sending ice shivers up my back. “We’ll talk later,” Gabe offered.

      Randy’s shoulders relaxed only a tad before Liam walked back into the room followed by Travis.

      Seeing as how everyone was back, Gabe started. “So, as discussed, I went to see if our new friend, Norah, was okay. Turns out she wasn’t.”

      “What?” Liam shouted, his fingers curling into the fabric of the green armrest where he perched.

      “She didn’t answer the door when I got there as well as her phone. I tried the door. It opened and there was Norah, unconscious on the floor with her hotel room ransacked. As you can see, she’s okay. She has no memory of what happened. She can only remember getting back to the room after the attack at the cafe.”

      Liam held his head in his hands. He stared at the carpet at his feet, deep in thought. Randy cracked his knuckles in front of him one-by-one, a more than ominous gesture that sent butterflies scurrying in my stomach.

      “I knew we should’ve brought her to headquarters with us,” Liam mused.

      “I don’t need to tell you how many rules that’s breaking,” Travis said flatly.

      “Still,” Liam said, his voice turning hard. He made me uneasy. He was taking all the blame on himself and I couldn’t have that.

      I stood from my seat and went over to his chair, placing my hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Liam. I’m fine.”

      He looked shocked I’d made the gesture, and I didn’t think I hated my own sex more than in that moment, or hated what in Liam’s past would make him surprised I would be concerned for him. Life could be cruel. He blinked at me, his mouth moving though he still couldn’t form words. Eventually, he said, “I think you should stay here from now on. You’re not safe at the motel and this place is warded off with magic.”

      “Sure, let’s just give the outsider all the information,” Travis sneered.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. I dropped my head and peered over at him. “I’m not the enemy here. I told you everything I know about why I’m here, and considering I’m the one who’s been attacked twice, I’m not sure I’d be acting like the victim in all this if I were you. I was perfectly safe in New Orleans.”

      “She’s right,” Liam said.

      I sucked in a breath and stared down at him. “I didn’t mean that for you.”

      “I know,” he said, smiling graciously, “but that doesn’t make it any less true. We’ve been left alone since Jax, but now that Norah shows up, she or we, are being targeted. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to put two and two together.”

      “We don’t have anything to go on,” Travis said, saying the most logical thing I’d heard him say since we’d met. “The two attackers gave us nothing and if you didn’t get anything out of the motel room, then there’s really nothing to do but sit back and wait until they make their next move.”

      Gabe leaned back with his hands behind his head. “Swept the place from top to bottom. Couldn’t find a thing. The whole place just looked staged. Norah doesn’t even have anything worth taking and they didn’t harm her.”

      “Scare tactic?” Randy grunted.

      “Fuck if I know,” Gabe said, “but I agree with Liam. Norah should stay here. At least until we find out what’s going on.”

      My magic surged in agreement, but my own mind grumbled. I’d been a step away from leaving all this behind. One measly step. I was still confused as fuck as to what needed to be done so I guessed another day or so here couldn’t hurt. If more bad shit turned up though, I was getting the heck out of dodge. Good to know my survival instincts were alive and well.

      A shiver ran up my spine and I instinctively looked over at Randy. Travis stayed long enough just to hear our plans and then he went back to his room. Liam looked back and forth between the three of us, and sensing, as just about anyone could, that things needed to be said, excused himself. When he walked past Randy, Randy whispered something to him, but Liam shook his head. A little while later, his door closed.

      Gabe leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “So, Mate, there’s something going on here and I have no idea if Travis or Liam feel it, but I know you and I both do. In the interest of Travis not giving a fuck and possibly embarrassing Liam, I didn’t want to say anything in front of them.” Randy nodded so Gabe continued. “From the way you were acting at the bar last evening, I know you feel it too.”

      Jeez, had the night at the bar just been yesterday? It didn’t seem possible that so much had happened in such a short period.

      “I know you had an opinion earlier on something,” Gabe hedged. “But I got to say that mine is unchanged, and there’s only one reason why I think we would both feel the same way.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling dumb. They had obviously all discussed me earlier, so I was missing out on half an event.

      Gabe patted my knee. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Dammit. It’s the fifth thing again.”

      Gabe shrugged, then turned his attention back to Randy. “What does it feel like around her?”

      “Dude, seriously? I’m not going to discuss this with you.”

      “A pull, right? A tug in your stomach? That every time she touches you, it feels like your body is humming, surging you forward?”

      Randy made a low growling noise. My mouth dropped. He explained what I’d been feeling to a ‘T’. “That’s what it feels like for you too?”

      Gabe nodded. “From the moment you walked in the bar last night, I felt your presence. The rest of us did, too. You walked in and all of us were at attention. Travis doesn’t have the head space right now to deal with something like this and when Randy started to show interest, I backed off because it was his birthday.”

      “I see that lasted only until midnight.”

      “If you feel what I feel for her, you wouldn’t be able to let it go either.”

      Randy’s jaw clenched together, pretty much giving up his true feelings. He shook his head, and I felt the tightly wound connection between us fraying. As if I was being pulled, I walked toward him, the tips of my sneakers hitting his socked feet. He ground his teeth down and looked up at me. “What the hell did you do to me last night?”

      Everything came crashing down on me. His question, my premonition, then finally, the sleep spell. Part of me wished I’d just put Gabe in a sleep spell too, left this town after he woke me up and never looked back again, but already I could feel that the connection between us all would be very unhappy about that. I knelt between his legs and put my hand on his knees. “I got scared, so I put a sleep spell on you. I didn’t realize what was going on. Everything was so intense and I didn’t even know who you guys were. It had been my plan to come in here and look around so that’s what I did. I put you in the sleep spell and searched your rooms. For the record, I didn’t find anything.”

      Randy blew out a breath and ran his hands through his hair. “That’s it? Just a sleep spell?”

      Aw, fuck. I really wanted to keep my premonitions to myself. It was a special bit of magic I had. Granny knew about it, but she was the only one. There really wasn’t much to tell since I couldn’t control it. “Yes,” I said, my voice strained. I hoped it seemed more like I felt sorry for what I did and not that I was lying. Really, I wasn’t lying, I was omitting. There was a difference.

      He cupped my chin. “So, you did want me?”

      I gulped, his eyes taking up laser focus on my own. I nodded.

      “And you want Gabe?”

      I nodded. At the same time, Gabe’s hand squeezed my shoulder.

      “Liam?” Randy asked, his eyebrow quirking.

      I groaned, not entirely loving the way he was dragging this all out of me. Couldn’t a girl have some secrets? “Yes,” I whispered. Liam would be a tough one though. He was so shy, and that was something I never was. I couldn’t deny the pull to him, but in what way? A romantic one? A friendly one? “I don’t know what it is.”

      “Travis?”

      My initial reaction was fuck no, but just as the words were about to spring from my mouth, I sat there in shock. “There’s a pull. I can’t say I like the dickhead very much, though.”

      “He’ll grow on you,” Gabe said.

      “Not likely,” I growled. I preferred men who weren’t assholes.

      “She’s the fifth,” Gabe said, saying what all of us were thinking.

      I shook my head, still denying it. The truth was, we didn’t know. I could still have some sort of freaky reaction to all of them that was magically-based even if it had nothing to do with being their fifth. “I’m not—no.” Giving into that would be like giving into a life I didn’t know and wasn’t prepared for. From what I’d seen of it already, I didn’t want it. I’d do everything in my power to stay the hell out of it, too. That much I could promise them.

      “It’s okay,” Randy said. “We don’t have to know that right now. I think all of us have shit to figure out.” He squeezed my hand and then stood. He towered over me as I watched him walk around the sofa and toward the room he’d taken me to last night.

      “He just needs some time,” Gabe said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      The magic in me flickered and all around the living room, the lights dimmed to match my mood. I’d just opened up, told them everything, and still, Randy walked away. There was no trace of anything we’d shared last night. Nothing. He was like an emotionless pit just scraping me for information and piling it in his bank to keep without giving me anything in return. What the actual fuck?

      My chest burned. Gabe pulled me to my feet and spun me, holding me close. I immediately relaxed, and he continued his slow circles on my back and whispering into my ear. After a few moments, he asked, “I can sleep on the sofa if you want and you can take my bed. Or…?”

      “Or,” I said, deciding for him before he even voiced his question.

      He chuckled into my ear and then led me down the hall. His room welcomed me like I’d known it for awhile and I immediately stripped down as he handed me a shirt of his to wear to bed like we’d done this very thing for all our lives. When I pulled it over my head, he shook his head. “Damn, you’re sexy.”

      “You have no idea,” I breathed as he whisked his own shirt off and I took the sight of him in.

      For the first time since getting to Salem, I felt secure. I felt like I was right where I needed to be as I drifted to sleep on Gabe’s chest.
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      Feeling like the literal King of England, I strutted into the living room, leaving that perfect ass in my bed behind as she snored softly, her hair a wild mess around her. I couldn’t even keep the goofy grin off my face as I waltzed straight into the kitchen and turned on the Keurig.

      “Don’t look so damn full of yourself,” a voice from behind me said.

      I snickered. Randy could act all he wanted, but he was jealous as fuck of me. “Yeah, yeah.”

      I retrieved my favorite football mug from the cabinet and turned toward him. He was in the small entryway that led from the kitchen to the living room, his eyes trained on the hallway.

      “She’s still sleeping.”

      “No shit.”

      As much as I would’ve loved to tease him about me getting her first, I felt guilty about it. I wouldn’t want to feel that way if I was in his position. And what positions were we even in anyway? She had feelings for all of us. She admitted as much last night, and ditto for the rest of us, maybe minus Travis. Were we really going to do this? Did we even have a choice?

      “You look like someone shit in your Cheerios.”

      “Bugger off,” I said, turning to start my single serve cup of heaven. I dribbled my fingers against the counter before turning around, unable to keep my mouth from vomiting up everything I was thinking. “So, we’re really going to share her?”

      Randy shrugged. “Sometimes I hate fucking magic.”

      Seriously. “How is this going to work?”

      “Fuck if I know. We’ll probably tread carefully at first.” He walked into the kitchen and leaned against the fridge. “This is going to sound stupid as fuck, but I wasn’t as jealous as I thought I’d be at the idea of her in your bed last night.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe it. “I mean, I didn’t hear any noises or anything so who knows how I would’ve reacted to that, but I was kind of just thinking that I hoped she was comfortable. I know how you snore sometimes, Dude, and it’s super unattractive.”

      “Really?” I said, ignoring the jab. “Not jealous?”

      “I said not very jealous.” He ran his hands through his hair. “And since you know me, you know that’s fucking weird. I don’t get it.”

      “This is probably good then. It’s more like teamwork, like how we’ve been doing the coven thing all along. We share duties.”

      Randy raised his eyebrows. “I’d love for you to bring that up in front of her, especially since you just made it sound like working with her would be a duty. Or that she could easily replace one of us with another.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I’m not sure she’d give a fuck. She’s strong. She doesn’t seem like she’d take shit very well, including you saying something stupid like making her needs out to be a duty we have to band together to take care of.”

      I frowned. I hadn’t meant it that way, but I could see his point. Norah was feisty. Probably just the type of girl who could take the four of us on. I picked up my coffee and pushed past him back toward my bedroom.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Where do you think?” I called over my shoulder.

      For such a big guy, Randy moved so smooth. He put a hand on my shoulder to stay me. “Really? Can’t someone else have a chance?”

      “You told her yesterday you needed time.”

      “Maybe the night was all I needed.”

      The floor creaked, and we both looked up to find Travis scowling. His dark hair standing on end, he looked more frazzled. His relationship with life had gone downhill since Jax, and steadily declined since he got back from Adams. “You two sound like a bunch of old maids. What happened to her not being the fifth? I’m still going with that theory so as you guys lose your balls to some girl who doesn’t even matter in the long run, keep it quiet, would you? I don’t want to feel bad that you’re losing your manhood.”

      If I knew Randy, I wasn’t the only one grinding my teeth. Travis had given up a lot for the coven lately, so I wasn’t even going to school him on anything. But if Norah was the fifth, and there were mutual feelings involved, he wouldn’t have to give up this girl. He just had to give her a chance. If he felt an inkling of what I did, there’s no way he could resist her. The pull was too great.

      Instead of starting another argument with Travis, Randy and I just gave him a wide berth as he slipped past us into the kitchen. When we made it into the living room, Liam was already there, book in hand and laptop sitting on the coffee table. Liam was so unassuming that half the time I forgot that he paid attention to everything. As soon as we sat, he whispered, “I’m glad you guys aren’t engaging with him anymore. We don’t need another argument. He’ll work through his stuff on his own time.”

      Which was exactly the advice he gave us the last time this tiny apartment erupted into an argument. We’d never fought before, but when we lost our fifth, things weren’t the same. Travis could deny it all he wanted, but just having Norah here was already a calming presence, and she wasn’t even a full-fledged Enforcer yet. First woman Enforcer, to be exact.

      I took a sip of the coffee and sat back on the sofa with the clear line of sight to my bedroom door. I’d be the first to see when she woke up. “What are you doing, anyway?”

      Liam raised his eyes just to see if I was talking to him. He pushed his glasses up his nose and sat back. “Doing some research. I find it hard to believe that there’s never been a female Enforcer.” He pushed the book toward me on the table. The title read, The Complete History of the Order. “But there’s nothing in there. It doesn’t say there’s never been a woman or why there’s never been a woman, it just doesn’t even bring it up.”

      “I’ve never heard of a woman Enforcer before, either. I suppose I could call my Grandfather.”

      “No,” Liam said, his eyebrows flying up his forehead.

      “Whoa. Okay.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I just think we should keep this to ourselves until we figure out what’s going on. If there’s never been a woman Enforcer, is there a reason for it? We don’t know enough yet, so I don’t think we should tell anyone that we have a possible fifth.”

      Randy perched his feet on the table, knocking Liam’s book out of the way. “Yeah, cool, except Walter calls us once a week for updates. Do we really want to lie to him?”

      Liam picked up the book and brushed the side that touched Randy’s foot off. He shrugged. “I think we should. We don’t really know what’s going on yet, and besides, she’s not too keen on being the fifth anyway, so why even bring it up?”

      Travis walked through the living room and plopped down next to Liam, causing Liam to bounce on the cushion. “Let me get this straight. You want us to cover up Norah’s presence? To Walter? Head of the Order?”

      Liam’s face flushed. “Y-yeah.”

      Travis made an exaggerated sound of disapproval. “Well, since when did we turn into the rebel of the group?”

      “Like you’ve never asked us to lie to Walter,” Randy said, a challenge in his voice.

      “Yeah,” he said, “When it was for the good of the coven. We don’t know anything about her except that when she showed up, shit started to go down. Have any of you thought for a moment that all of this might be her doing?”

      “It’s not her,” Liam said. “She’s completely oblivious to who we are. She was drawn here, just like Gabe.”

      Travis flicked his gaze to me and I gave him a shit-eating grin.

      “Trav,” Randy said, his voice taking on an authoritative tone. “I think you need to let us make the decisions for awhile. You’re on edge and not thinking clearly. You’re aggravated a hundred percent of the time. We should go with a majority vote and majority vote says we keep Norah a secret from the higher-ups. For now. Until we can figure out more stuff.”

      Travis looked at us all in turn. He didn’t balk at Randy’s assessment. He was too level-headed for that, he was also just too pig-headed at the same time to see what he was really doing to himself. When we all nodded, he sighed, defeated.

      “Maybe you should try to get to know her?” I suggested.

      Travis’s jaw clenched, and he stared at an invisible spot across the room. He gave a quick shake of his head. “I just can’t right now. It’s not the right time.”

      Liam punched him in the arm. “We get it, bro. No worries.”

      Travis took a deep breath and shook his hands out. He was tense the majority of the time now, his forehead wrinkled, as if he was always thinking about something important. It was more than just the heavy weight on his shoulders from Jax and Jennie. He wasn’t ready to talk about it fully, but we were all going to be here when he was. For all our sakes, I hoped it was sooner rather than later.

      “Okay,” Randy said. “I was doing some thinking last night.” He looked around the room and caught Liam’s gaze. “How’s Norah’s magic? You got to see a little bit of it, right? Do we need to help her with any kind of defensive spells? Since it seems like she’s the one being targeted, I’d feel a hell of a lot better if she knew what she was doing.”

      Liam, as usual, took his question with the utmost care. He sat back and tapped his finger to his chin as he thought it through. “I think she definitely has the power. She didn’t know I was doing any defensive spells, so she probably should be taught at least the basics.”

      “She doesn’t know any defensive spells?” I asked, shocked. That was like Magic 101 in my house.

      “Remember,” Travis said. “Not everyone grew up like you.”

      I looked to Liam and immediately wished I hadn’t said anything. Randy, Trav, and I had all grown up in magical houses. Randy’s wasn’t so hot, but at least he knew what he was. It was Liam who’d spent his younger years not only being awkward, but thought of as a freak for what he could do, most of the time trying to hide it anyway.

      “I’ll show her some stuff today,” Randy said.

      Bloody hell. I wished I’d thought to speak up quicker than that. Though, Randy did make sense. He was great at fighting with magic, not that we ever had to use it that much, but we trained for it in case.

      “As long as I don’t have to do anything,” Travis said, “Knock yourselves out.”

      Liam frowned. “I’ll continue to stay on research. It’s been something I’ve been putting off, anyway. I know Walter keeps saying the fifth should turn up soon, but I’d like to see how long the longest has actually taken among other things.”

      We all knew what those other things were, too, and we’d all been putting it off. If the fifth never showed, it might get worse than just the coven disbanding. There were rumors that the members would die out as well. That they couldn’t live without being complete. I’d put off asking my grandfather about it for the exact same reason. I was scared to hear the answer, and I always just assumed we’d get the fifth. Why wouldn’t we? But with Norah here, and her reluctance to be the fifth even if she was, this was becoming a bigger issue.

      The door to my room creaked open and all of our heads turned. Norah tiptoed out, but when she saw that all of us were there, and staring right at her, she straightened and walked normally. She wore one of my Salem State shirts and a pair of jeans. She tugged at it. “I hope you don’t mind. What clothes I do have are back at my room that you guys don’t want me to go back to.”

      I swallowed. She looked hot in my clothes. From the corner of my eye, I couldn’t help but notice Travis was checking her out too. Briefly. Very briefly. I’d have to check his pulse if he didn’t. “I don’t care,” I told her.

      Liam rose to his feet, offering her pretty much everything we had to eat in the house. I watched after him, realizing he was a far better man than I. Instead of ogling her, I should’ve been more worried about making her feel comfortable here and seeing that she was at the very least fed. Since he was now handling it, I turned my attention back to the other guys in the room. Randy sat forward, looking riled up. I would be too if I was spending the day with her, but I supposed I should stay here and help Liam. I could ask my Grandfather about what I’d been avoiding too. I’d keep Norah out of it, but finding out what would happen to us if she wasn’t the fifth, or refused to be the fifth, was something good to know. Especially since I’d fallen for the girl now teasing Liam in the other room. If I could, I’d like to stay around a hell of a lot longer just to be with her.
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      “So, you drew the short straw, huh?”

      Randy and I had been driving through Salem for the past ten minutes, but he’d barely uttered a word. He looked keyed up, making me that much more on edge considering how we left things last night. I doubt he’d figured his shit out over the past twelve hours or so.

      “Excuse me?” he said.

      “The short straw? You know, having to show me how to do defensive spells?”

      He shook his head. “Oh. I guess.”

      I cracked a smile, thinking he was joking, but there was nothing. Just complete emptiness on his face. Okay, clearly, this guy was intense all the time.

      I turned my attention out the window for a bit, but nothing bothered me more than silence, especially awkward silence. “So, when did you learn these defensive spells?”

      He took one hand off the steering wheel to scratch the stubble on his jaw. My eyes glued to his movements. His bicep muscles rippled as he moved, sending my heart fluttering. After giving into the feelings with Gabe, I felt more attuned to all of them, something I was trying to fight against. Maybe I was just running on fire all the time because of the amount of testosterone around me, but I didn’t think it was all that. Then, of course, there were the images from that premonition I’d had. Randy’s nipple piercing. His hard cock as he slammed it into me. Damn. I was getting another hot flash. I pulled the neck of my shirt out to get some air.

      “Norah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you hear me?”

      “No. Did you say something?”

      He peeked over at me with his eyebrow raised, and I shifted in my seat. “I was giving you the answer to the question you asked.”

      I’d asked a question? It took me a minute to realize that yeah, I had asked him a question, but then was sidetracked by his hotness. I couldn’t believe I had to spend the day with him. Fuck me. This was going to be torture. “Sorry. Can you repeat your answer?”

      His fingers fanned over the steering wheel and gripped it until his knuckles turned white. “I was young. Five probably. My mom thought it important that I learn defensive spells right away.”

      “Really? Why?” It seemed odd that anyone would want to hurt a five-year-old. Why bring them into the real world so early?

      Randy’s shoulders tensed. “Reasons. I won’t go into them right now.”

      Mmm-kay. I guessed I’d have to just take that non-answer for what it was, an evasion. Listen, I was the first to realize that no one wanted to unload all their shit on someone else from the get-go, so, I’d just have to deal with it. “You must be really good at it then. I was surprised at Liam.”

      “Liam knows more than you think,” Randy said, an edginess to his voice.

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      Randy swallowed. “I know. Sorry. Liam’s a hot button for me. He’s probably the best human being on the planet and he deserves better. He definitely deserves a better friend than me.”

      What did I say to that? I bit my lip and turned away. We’d taken a city road out of town and were now headed into the country in a small sedan that Randy could barely fit into. I was kind of hoping we’d be taking his bike again, but he’d said we’d probably be tired by the time we got done and he’d rather not see us get in trouble with the bike. I had a sneaking suspicion it had more to do with the fact that he didn’t want to be that close to me. It probably would be awkward to have my legs wrapped around him after what he’d told me yesterday.

      Randy pulled off the road into a small clearing. Tiny stones flew up as we ground to a stop. In front of us, a trail headed up over an embankment and disappeared.

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re headed into a clearing I know. It’s out of the way and we won’t have to worry about anyone coming across what we’re trying to do.”

      “So, we need a wide open space for this?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said, tucking his body so he could get his legs out of the car. Watching him unfurl himself was like watching a giant stand up from a kiddie pool. He motioned for me to head toward the trail, so we did so. I walked in front of him up the embankment, but once we got to the top, there was enough room so we could walk side-by-side. After a short walk, we got to a huge clearing. The grass was still matted down from the winter and it was surrounded on all sides by trees, trees, and more trees.

      “Wow.”

      “I know. You’d never know this was here. We’ve been training up here for years and have never come across anyone else.”

      I swallowed, imagining the four—or five of them, I guessed—here training for their Enforcer jobs. “Was Jax any good?”

      “What?” Randy said sharply. When I blanched, the corners of his mouth turned down. “Sorry. We don’t talk about him much anymore, but yes, Jax was good. As good as Travis.”

      “Travis is good?”

      Randy chuckled. “Probably the best.”

      “Wait. We are talking about the same Travis, right? The one who can’t stand the sight of me?”

      “He’ll get over it.”

      “So you guys keep saying.”

      “Travis and Jax were best friends. It killed him to do what he had to do, and then with Jennie…”

      “His sister, right?”

      Randy nodded. “He was only supposed to take one of Jennie’s abilities, but the power he wanted to take was attached to everything she had. So, when he pulled that one out, he ended up stripping her, too.”

      I gasped. All of her powers. Everything. I hated to feel bad for Travis, but hell, he’d devastated his sister and I was sure he wasn’t immune to that. “How awful.”

      “It was.”

      The hairs on my arms stood on end as we walked further into the clearing. When we were somewhat in the center, Randy turned toward me, “Okay, I want to start with just a basic defensive spell. So, if someone were trying to blast you with some negative energy, you’d need to block it.”

      “Liam said something similar, but I’ve never had to do anything like this before. We don’t do negative stuff in voodoo.”

      Randy’s eyebrows crinkled. “I thought voodoo was all negative.”

      “No,” I said, probably a little more snottily than I’d meant to. I hated that voodoo got a bad rap. It was all that Hollywood bullshit. “I don’t even know how to hurt someone with magic like those two in the cafe were doing. I understand spells, but not spells without tangible things.”

      Randy rubbed his forehead. “Right, okay. We’ll have to start from the true beginning.” He looked around the clearing and then moved toward me, turning me toward the far corner of the clearing. “See that stick there on the ground?” He pointed, and I nodded once I saw what he was trying to show me. “I want you to try to send a negative spell toward it and hit it.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t say you can’t do it,” he said, totally stopping me from saying the exact thing. “I saw you send that coffee mug to Travis’s face. That’s basically doing the same thing except you’re not using the mug. Think of it as like a virtual mug and you’re sending it right at that broken branch. Instead of an actual mug though, you’re sending a blast of magic.”

      I took a deep breath and stared the branch down. While I stared, Randy moved my arms and legs into a somewhat fighting position. Narrowing my eyes, I sent what I thought was a pretty good blast of magic toward the branch. Nothing happened.

      Randy moved my arm up a little higher and flattened my palm. “Nice try. I could feel you doing something. The magic came out, but it kind of dispersed, and it wasn’t negative. Act like that branch is trying to hurt you and you need to keep safe. Take a deep breath…”

      I did as he asked.

      “Imagine a ball of magic forming from your palm. Visualize it growing and growing in power until it’s vibrating so much, you can barely contain it. When you’re ready, open your eyes, and look at that branch with the intent to keep yourself safe from it. Do it like your life depends on it.”

      I did as Randy suggested, pulling the magic into my palm, feeling the way my fingers tingled with electricity. When I thought I had enough, I opened my eyes and stared the stick down. Leaning slightly on my front foot, I brought my hand back, then forward, in one quick movement.

      My mouth dropped as purple magic streamed from my palm. The branch flew in the air and hurled clear across the wide open space in front of us, spiraling on end until it landed with a thwack against the thick trunk of another tree.

      I gasped and turned my hand toward myself. It looked normal. I’d half expected to see a ring of dark or purple still streaming from it, but it looked like my hand except my fingertips still buzzed.

      “Fuck,” Randy breathed.

      I turned toward him. His face was ashen white as he stared where the stick hit. “Was that good?”

      He turned wide eyes toward me. “Was that good? Are you fucking kidding?” His eyes trained on me and he took a step forward, grabbing my palm up and staring at it like I had done. A zap passed between us and Randy held on tighter at the welcome intrusion. “Shit, Norah. I’d never seen anyone do that on their first try before. Hell, I don’t think most of us could do that now. I physically saw your magic. It was purple.”

      I shrugged. “I like purple.”

      “You like purple?” He shook his head and stared at me as if I was an enigma. “Girl can kick ass and she just shrugs and says she likes purple,” he said, mostly to himself.

      I smiled, loving the praise he gave me, but also feeling like such a total badass myself.

      “What can you do?” I asked.

      Randy smirked. He took the same stance he put me in. Sitting back on his back leg, he shot forward, his arm outstretched. A second afterward, the ground shook and Randy fell back a couple steps. He turned his palm toward himself and looked down at it in amazement.

      Excitement curled in my belly. “I’m guessing you’ve never been able to do that before.”

      A few feet from us, wisps of smoke rose up from a two-foot gaping hole Randy had just made in the ground. He shook his head.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I have no fucking clue.”

      With Randy struck with surprise, a wave of fear swept over me. I didn’t want to have to hurt people. Magic wasn’t about hurting people. This was a mistake. I didn’t want to have to send a branch clear across this space. Imagine if that had been a person. At the same time, I wouldn’t use it on just anyone. It was for defense. That was the Order’s decree. Harm none. This wasn’t about hurting people, it was only about keeping others from hurting me.

      “Okay, well,” Randy started. “I was going to show you how to block magic, but with both of us sending off some really crazy shit, I don’t want to do that right now. I’m afraid one of us might toast the other.”

      “We should be able to control it,” I offered. “In theory.”

      “In theory,” he agreed.

      So, that’s what we did. We spend the rest of the afternoon trying to harness the way we used magic. Randy had told me to wait and gather as much magic as I could in my palm, not realizing that I could apparently gather a lot. Instead of doing that, I started closing my eyes for only an instant, visualizing little purple specks and sending them. Eventually, I figured out how much power I could put behind certain things to inflict a lot of damage, all the way to just burning the edge of a blade of grass. Randy, too, was getting better at it, but he had to unlearn a lot of things that had come naturally to him before.

      At the end, he just stood there and shook his head. “This has got to be because of you.”

      “But, you had Jax? Wouldn’t you have been that strong with Jax?”

      “I honestly don’t know. Logic would say yes, but I’m telling you nothing has ever been like what we’ve just been working on. It’s as if you amplify our powers. It’s fucking cool.”

      “Scary,” I said, trying to finish his sentence. I frowned at him when I’d understood that he’d said cool.

      “You’re just not used to it, Norah. You’re a stronger witch than you think. We’ll have to get the others to come out here and practice. If we’re attacked again when you’re there, we don’t want to burn down all of Salem.”

      Yeah, I’d prefer it if we not do that either. “What are you all expecting to happen, anyway?” I asked.

      Randy’s gaze focused on mine, the color deepening until he was his tense self again and less like the kid in the candy store like he’d been acting. “As Enforcers, we never know. We just know that we have to be ready for anything and to keep people safe. The use of magic to harm anyone is strictly forbidden.”

      “But you just taught me how to do just that, didn’t you?” I asked, prompting him.

      “That’s for protection,” he said, his face even more earnest. “There’s a definite difference. The dark isn’t a good place to be, and the Order can tell the difference. They know whether you’re using magic to defend yourself or to hurt someone. Defending yourself, or others, will not get you stripped. The other will. We’re not the bad guys, Norah. We’re the good ones.”

      In my heart, I knew he spoke the truth. His face was open, caring, and staring at me as if he wanted—no, needed—my approval. I walked up to him and placed my hands on his chest. From under his shirt, I could feel the nipple piercing, and he hissed as my thumb passed over it. I imagined a nipple piercing was sensitive. Just thinking about it made my nipples peak and harden. Facing him, the tie that connected us tightened, bringing us closer together. My body craved more, much like that first night.

      “Norah…” he said, a slight warning to his tone.

      When I looked up, his eyes were shut tight as if he was trying to fight against the pull. I immediately stepped away from him. With each foot between us, the less the urge was to attack him except that I was on edge. My body was already tight with want as if he’d fired me up just to leave me panting for more.

      I barely spoke as I turned toward the trail and followed him all the way to the car. It felt like a lifetime before we hit the city limits again and an eon before we pulled up to the house. The closer we got, the more my magic swirled around me. I gritted my teeth, cringing, as if he could hear me grinding my jaw down each time. I needed release from all this. I tried to keep calm as we walked up the porch steps and in the front door. I sucked in a sharp breath when all of them were in the same room. It was as if it was that first night again when we stepped into the circle. Liam was the first to get to his feet and come to me, his hands outstretched. When he touched me, he pulled back right away.

      “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know,” Randy said, clearly concerned. “She didn’t speak at all on the way home.”

      Travis’s eyes were furrowed as he stayed in his seat on the couch, but Gabe now, was coming over. I walked past them and grabbed his hand. I knew what I needed, but I was too embarrassed to say anything about it in front of everyone. Randy had tightened the connection, but didn’t do anything to release it. Now I was wound too tight to even think as Gabe followed me into his room and shut the door behind us. “What is it, Love?”

      “Don’t laugh, but I think I just need you to touch me.”

      His gaze narrowed, but I shot him a warning look.

      “It’s the connection. I’m not sure what’s happening, but I just need—” I groaned in frustration and pulled Gabe to me. Sparks of electricity flew between us as our mouths met. He hissed in pain. “Sorry,” I said, around his lips. “I think it’ll get better if—”

      He picked me up, forcing my legs around his hips. I gasped at the contact, and a little of the magic fell away from me.

      A knock sounded on the door. “Not right now,” Gabe called out, pulling my shirt over my head.

      “Unless you want to join,” I added, smiling.

      Gabe growled, capturing my lips again with a forceful kiss. The pain subsided, and it started to feel amazing again. He unhooked my bra and threw it to the floor. Bent over, his lips immediately found my nipple as his hands kneaded my ass.

      “Fuck yes,” I told him, arching my back to give him ample room. “Please tell me you have condoms now. I want to feel your cock inside me.”

      Gabe pulled away, his hands coming to rest on my cheeks. His chest warred against mine. After a moment, his right hand dropped to play with my nipple as we stared at one another. Finally, he nodded, his breath hitching as he shot forward again to claim my lips. I moaned into him, reaching my hands up under his shirt to feel his sexy chest before helping him pull it off. In the next instant, I was freefalling to the bed and Gabe was on me, unbuttoning my jeans and pulling them off along with my panties. I sat up, streaming kisses along his belly button as I worked his pants off, finally throwing them clear across the room.

      His dick stood at attention and I licked my lips. Gabe put a hand on my shoulder. “Not this time.”

      He reached into the drawer and pulled out a square package. After ripping it open, he slid it down his cock and climbed on top of me. He pushed one knee to the bed, then the other, leaving me wide open, my thighs soaked with my own juices. His finger glided up my thigh and pushed inside. My hips rose off the bed as I welcomed him. Our gazes collided, and a new heat started. This wasn’t just the magic anymore. This was about Gabe and I—together like this.

      I reached up and gave him another searing kiss as he played his finger inside me. After a few minutes of that, I pulled away. “I want to feel you. Please.”

      “Fuck, Norah.”

      He pulled his finger away and poised his tip at my entrance. I bit down on my lip as he pushed inside. “God, yes,” I said, squirming, wanting all of him inside me.

      “Christ,” Gabe said, pushing forward, slamming his whole cock into me.

      My fingers dug into his backside as he started a fierce rhythm, the mattress creaking underneath us. “Fuck, I wish this would last.”

      Gabe bent over and bit my ear lobe, sending a spark through me. “All good things must come to an end, but that doesn’t mean we can’t just do it again…” He slammed inside me. “And again…” With his next thrust, his thumb flicked against my nub. “And again…”

      “Oh fuck,” I screamed, baring down as my orgasm hit me fast and hard. The promise of more sex like this along with Gabe overwhelming my body was just too fucking much. As soon as I clenched around him, Gabe’s jaw set, then his hips pushed forward with his release.

      He rocked into me for a few more strokes, prolonging both our orgasms a little more until we were spent. I pulled him down, kissing him, needing that intimacy after such an almost primal act. My lips fell apart, and he deepened the kiss as he collapsed on top of me. After a moment, he chuckled. “What does it say about me that I kind of liked the pain at first?”

      I bit down on my lip. “What does it say about me that that turns me on again?”

      He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “If you ever need some help releasing some energy, you know who to come to.”

      I hooked my leg around his and pushed him over until I was on top. “Next time, I’m riding.”

      He pinched my ass. “Don’t tease me with a good time.”

      A knock came on the door again. “Come in,” I called.

      Gabe chuckled. When I looked back, I was a little embarrassed to see that it had been Liam who’d come in. His cheeks flushed. Aw, my poor guy. I shimmied away from Gabe and stood, realizing I was fully naked, but feeling extremely bold at the moment. Liam blinked at me, his jaw tensing as if he was trying really hard not to look below my eyes.

      “Hey,” I said, walking up to him and grabbing his hands. “Are you okay?”

      At that point, I didn’t care that I was fully nude, I was just worried about Liam.

      “I don’t think there’s actually something wrong with him, Love. He may have just lost himself in his pants though.”

      I took a quick glance down and noticed Liam had grown hard. So much so that his pants tented in front of him. I leaned over and kissed his cheek before whispering into his ear, “Don’t listen to him. I’m ready when you are, Big Guy.”

      At that, I winked at him before pulling my clothes on. Well, my borrowed shirt of Gabe’s and my other clothes.

      It wasn’t until I was fully dressed that Liam could bring himself to talk. “I was just worried about Norah. She looked a bit of a wreck when she and Randy got back, and he won’t say anything.”

      “Yeah,” I said, drawing the word out. “We may have a bit of a problem we need to discuss.”

      Liam arranged his glasses on his nose. “I’ll get the guys together?”

      “Thank you,” I called after him as he slipped from the room, his cheeks still pink and his eyes as wide as saucers.

      Gabe leaned forward and kissed my neck. “I’m glad he’s fallen for you. He’s too good for most people out there, Love. Way too good.”
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      Feeling a million times better, Gabe and I walked out into the living room hand-in-hand. Liam avoided us, but Randy’s eyes were affixed on us both. Travis sidestepped us as he made his way into the living room for the meeting.

      Randy and I did our best telling them what happened to us out in the field. He explained how my presence had somehow amplified his magic. As soon as we started talking about that kind of stuff, Liam was all ears, asking questions and sitting on the very edge of the couch as if he’d be the first to hear everything if he could just get a little closer. I loved the way his mind worked.

      When we got to the other part, however, how it seemed to have fried my body until I was buzzing with electricity, everyone’s eyebrows rose. Except for Travis, of course. Who looked bored and deliberately doubtful when I explained to them how hyped up I’d been. “So, you needed a quick fix afterward?”

      I narrowed my gaze at him. I didn’t like his implication even though that was, in essence, basically what it came down to. “I don’t have any answers for you, Travis. All I can tell you is what it felt like and it was scary. It hurt, at first.”

      Gabe rubbed his chin. “I’m not gonna lie, it was hot, but yeah, her body was screaming.”

      “TMI.”

      “Whatever, Mate,” Gabe said, scowling at Travis. Travis hadn’t put the full dickhead experience into his response, so I wasn’t even that mad. I’d heard him be worse.

      Liam’s leg tapped up and down. “I think we should all try to do some magic while Norah is around. I didn’t notice any increase when we were at the cafe together, but then again, everything happened all at once. I’d like to do some research to see that if what happened to Randy happens to the rest of us.” He chewed his lower lip. “I hate to say this, Norah, but this is only another piece of evidence to you being our fifth.” He held his hand up before I could say anything. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but at some point, you’re going to have to look at all the facts.”

      Okay. I thought I liked his personality the best. Maybe not. Know-it-all.

      I didn’t know why I was pushing against it so hard. Maybe because it would turn my life upside down? I lived in New Orleans, not Salem, and I wasn’t prepared to move to Salem either. I liked my life where I grew up. I liked my job. I didn’t bother anyone, and no one bothered me.

      “Still,” Randy said, “I’m not saying I don’t agree with you, Liam, but even when we had our fifth, I’ve never felt anything like that before. Norah’s something…other.”

      “I’d prefer the word special, but okay.”

      “I think you’re special,” Gabe said, squeezing my thigh.

      My lips pulled back into a smile. I had no doubt he did.  His hand crept up, closer to my core, and the fact that we’d just done something not that long ago didn’t even cross my mind. I wanted him again.

      “Focus,” Liam said, snapping his fingers, making me feel like Granny was right there in the room with me.

      Gabe pulled his fingers away, muttering “Sorry.” He probably didn’t even realize what he was doing because I certainly didn’t. I would’ve let him touch me right there in front of everyone. I was so not that kind of girl, but the thought of that with all my guys around, turned me on more than anything. My face flushed. Tearing my gaze away from Gabe, I accidentally looked at Travis. His hard, green eyes grabbed my attention, effectively dousing me with ice water. The mutual disgust between us was palpable, even as my stomach tightened.

      Forget that.

      I stood, not waiting for any mysterious pull in that direction. “Now that we’re all up-to-date on the freakiness that is now my life, I’d like to get to bed. I’m assuming my hotel room is still out of the question?”

      Liam took his glasses off and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I checked you out today. Your bag and everything you brought with you is in my room.”

      “You checked me out? I wasn’t paid up.”

      He waved his hand, his face flaming again. “I took care of it.”

      “But—”

      “Oh God,” Randy said. “Please don’t ask. If Liam said he paid for it, just let him do it. I’d rather not go down that long story tonight. I’m fucking exhausted, too, and worse, I didn’t get to expend any of the energy I’d built up.”

      He gave me an accusing stare, and I shrank back.

      “That’s why God gave us hands,” Travis mused, looking at his own.

      Without attempting to even find an answer to that, I turned and walked away. Finding myself in Liam’s room with all my stuff, I sat down on his dark green comforter. His room had a different vibe than Gabe’s. It was still nice, still familiar. I liked the neatness of it all, being surrounded by books and knowledge. Before I knew it, my eyes were drooping as I took in my surroundings. Without bothering to get undressed, I pulled my legs up and laid down. This was as good a place as any to lay my head down tonight. Now, if Liam would join me, it would be even better.

      Soon, the darkness on the reverse side of my eyelids turned to dreams and Granny flickered in, promptly interrupting my sleep. “Norah Girl, is that you?”

      Her eyes were narrow slits as she gazed at me as if through a dark tunnel, which I guessed it was. “Yes, Granny,” I groaned. I could really use a full night’s sleep without being bothered by dreams or worse yet, these dreams that also seemed to be real even though I was talking to my dead grandmother. “What’s up?”

      “What’s up? What’s up? Girl, I know you did not just say that to me like that.”

      I bit my lip down to keep from smiling. She always hated teenage slang. Glad to see that hadn’t changed in her afterlife. “Sorry, Gran. How are you doing? Is it a good day in your…whatever you call where you are?”

      Granny rubbed her forehead as she tsked. “I’m still getting the weirdest vibes from you. One minute I’m getting nothing but excitement and happiness, but the next, I’m just in pure confusion.”

      So, basically, she was living my life with me? Wonderful. “I don’t know what’s going on, Granny.” I told her truthfully. “I am confused. There’s a lot going on here right now and I wish you were here.”

      She reached over and pinched my arm. “Ow!” I looked down to find a pink welt forming. She winked. “I am here, Norah Girl.”

      “Why? How? What do you do all day?” I said, rubbing at the spot on my arm.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s weird here, too. Talk to me about what’s going on.”

      “Well, there are these guys.”

      “So, that’s where the happiness comes from, hmm?”

      I pressed my lips together. I was thinking the excitement part, but I wasn’t going to explain that to her. We’d just go with happiness.

      “But there’s something else?” she asked. “I can tell.”

      “It’s weird,” I offered. “My magic seems to increase around them. Same for them, too. Today we were working on something and I’d never felt more powerful. It was amazing until…it wasn’t. The aftermath was scary. I felt like I’d had too much. Kind of like OD’ing on magic.”

      Granny’s eyes widened. “Oh, Honey.” She sat forward, her eyes closing. I’d seen her do this many times when she was alive. She was searching herself for answers, for the magic to do something or another for a neighbor. People just loved Granny. “This isn’t good,” she finally said. “Who’s this guy who does this to your powers?”

      “Well, there’s four.” Ugh, did I just count Travis in that? No. “Three, actually. The fourth doesn’t count. He’s a prick.”

      “Language, Norah Girl,” Granny scolded.

      I rolled my eyes. She’d think the same thing if she ever met him. Infuriating. Ridiculous. Sexy as fuck though. I had to acknowledge that.

      Granny snapped her fingers in front of my face again. “Focus, Girl. Tell me about these four guys. How in the world did you get mixed up with four? How long have I been dead? Is it socially acceptable to be with four guys now?”

      This last sentence she asked with true interest as if the world had turned on its head in the short months she’d been gone. I merely shrugged. “You’ve only been gone for six months or so, Granny, and no, I don’t think it is socially acceptable, but I can’t help it. I get this little feeling in my gut, and you always told me to follow my gut.” I pointed out, then smiled when her wrinkles became more pronounced as I threw her advice back at her. She hated when I did that. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Granny just sat there shaking her head. “I don’t like the sound of this. Not one bit. You may not like this, but I think you need to get as far away from them as possible. I’ve heard stories, Norah Girl. Terrible stories about what can happen to witches in similar situations. Trust me, it’s nothing you want to get mixed up in.”

      “But then why would my magic have brought me here?”

      “Magic has two sides. You know that. There’s a dark and a light, and lots of times, magic is only looking out for itself. You’re still young, you don’t have the control you need to let in only the light. You need to leave, Norah Girl. Leave and don’t look back.”

      My mouth dropped and at once, I was forced out of the dream. I sat up in bed, a big gasp at my lips.

      “Hey, hey, I’m sorry,” Liam said. He scrambled over his own feet and almost fell over.

      He had on nothing but a pair of boxers. My mouth gaped open at the body he’d been hiding. He wasn’t just studious. Though thin, he had muscles hidden underneath his shirts. Nothing like Randy and not as athletic as Gabe, but that didn’t make it any less sexy.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll sleep out on the couch.”

      “No,” I said before I could stop myself. Gah! Why couldn’t I think before I speak? Shouldn’t I be doing what my grandmother told me to do? “I just had a nightmare, that’s all.”

      In the dim light, I saw Liam smile. “I kind of thought you were. You were mumbling in your sleep. It was cute.”

      I reached out for his hand, and he moved forward so I could take it up in my own before pressing it to my cheek. Just one last moment with sweet Liam wouldn’t hurt anything. Right? “Were you trying to get into your own bed?” I scooted over. “Sorry I took it on you.”

      “I don’t care,” he said. He looked toward the closed door. “Really, if you’d rather sleep by yourself, I’ll take the couch.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I told him. “I did just have a nightmare.”

      I pulled the covers up, inviting him inside. He rubbed his jaw and put his glasses on the nightstand before slipping into bed next to me. The heat from his body put mine at ease instantly. I cuddled up to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and laying my head on his shoulder. “What did you dream about?” he asked, his voice a whisper in the dark.

      My body locked up and his hand came up to my back, forcing me closer until I was surrounded by him. It took me a few minutes to answer. I couldn’t tell him the truth. He’d never let me leave based on the fact that my dead grandmother told me I should. So, finally, I just said, “Something terrible.”

      Liam kissed the top of my head. “You know what I do when I have a bad dream?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Remember all the good things in my life. Like the coven, and magic. Like how I’d do anything for the guys and they’d do anything for me.”

      “You’re lucky,” I told him, pulling him closer. “It’s nice to have people that care about you.”

      “We care about you,” Liam said. His careful, even breaths hit my shoulder sending goosebumps up and down my body. I closed my eyes, fighting against all the emotions warring within me. I couldn’t do this to Liam. I couldn’t give into the feelings and then leave him alone in bed the next morning. It might just break him. As the other guys had said countless times, Liam was too good.

      “Can you just hold me tonight?” I asked. I’d have to figure out how to extract myself from him later on when I left. I’d probably have to resort to magic, so he’d be as pissed at me as Randy was. Then again, did it matter? When I left, I probably wouldn’t be seeing these guys again. They’re actual fifth would show up, and they’d move on. They said it themselves that it was unprecedented for a coven member to be a girl. Maybe we had this all wrong and it was exactly like Granny said. Magic was just playing games and we should cut our losses before we got in too deep.

      “I’ll do whatever you want,” Liam said.

      My breath caught. I had many ideas when it came to spending the night with Liam, but I could show restraint—for his sake. For both of ours, actually. I put my best sexy smile on and looked up at him. “One of these days, I want to do something else, but just not today.”

      His body temperature rose by a few degrees, and I clung to him, my skin blazing under his. On my thigh, I felt his cock harden, but I bit my lip and pretended I didn’t notice. He moved it carefully away from me and I sighed internally.

      His voice got quieter. “I can’t stop thinking about the way you looked on Gabe.”

      My throat dried. I pulled Liam closer, anticipating that that had taken a lot for him to say, as shy as he was. I was glad he was opening up to me. Yet, it didn’t matter. “Are you trying to torture us both?” I asked, keeping the mood light before I gave in to the heat pooling between my legs.

      “Not meaning to,” he clarified. “Just sharing. Randy says I should be honest with you.”

      That was interesting to note. I pulled away and kissed his cheek. “I bet you’ll like the look of me on top of you better.”

      Liam groaned, and even though his hips were further away this time, his cock lengthened until it hit my thigh again. “Fuck, Liam,” I moaned. “You’re as hard as a rock, aren’t you?” Clenching my fingers together, I willed myself not to wrap my fist around him, to feel him pulse under me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just going to lay back and think about calculus.”

      He twisted away and the pressure between us both released fractionally.

      “Is that the non-sexiest subject?”

      “I do love math. Maybe I should think about Science instead. There’s nothing sexy about atoms and the periodic table.”

      I had to agree with him.

      We stayed up a little while longer talking about his classes at Salem State. Eventually, we both calmed down enough until we were able to touch one another again. Shortly after, Liam’s soft snores filled the room. I sat up, glancing down at the peaceful look on his face. I yearned to touch him, but was too scared he’d just wake up and ruin my escape plans.

      Somehow, I managed to step around him, my feet hitting the floor without actually waking him up. Before I left, I sat down and wrote him a short note that I left on his desk. Out of all of them, he deserved to know the reason why I left. Maybe he’d do the research. Maybe he’d be able to figure something out, take Granny’s clue and run with it to figure out a way we could be with each other without simultaneously destroying ourselves.

      “Bye, Liam,” I whispered. Then, I tiptoed from his room with my bag in my hand, through the apartment and out the front door before I felt the first traces of tears down my face. I tried to tell myself it was the cold-as-fuck weather messing with my tear ducts, but it wasn’t that. Even though it had been such a short amount of time, I’d grown close to the guys in that apartment, and even though I knew it was the right thing to do, for all of us, I didn’t want to do it. Not at all.
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      The trek to the bus station was just as I remembered it, except in reverse. The feelings I had walking there were much different. When I’d gotten here, finally, feeling confused as fuck about where I was headed and angry about being taken away from my normal routine, I’d prowled the streets of Salem with a big chip on my shoulder. And when I’d finally been drawn to my final destination, the apartment of four college guys, you should’ve heard the slew of profanities that popped from my mouth. I was a twenty-one-year-old business owner from down South who’d built her small shop into something big from the ground up and somehow, mystically, I was being drawn to these four college students.

      Except, that’s how it only looked on the surface. There was Randy, who I’d first noticed wasn’t actually in college. That he worked for a living, and then there was Gabe who, though still in school, was actually an athlete, adding other things on top of his already full schedule. The appearance of their easygoing life was just that, an appearance. Though Travis and I didn’t get along, from what everyone had said, he’d had a rough few months, and Liam, Liam had it tough too.

      I’d been drawn into their circle and here I was, willingly giving it up just to make sure we all didn’t hurt one another. I still didn’t want to be their fifth even though the idea of it enticed me more and more. None of that mattered though. There was nothing to work through because being close to them was scary. In more ways than one.

      I handed the ticket over and hopped on the bus. The only thing I wouldn’t miss about this place was the weather. I’d taken Liam’s hoodie. I pulled it around myself and breathed in his scent. Here, in the dry air of the bus, I could put my finger on his smell. The sea. It smelled like the ocean when Granny took me down to the Gulf when I was younger. I’d bottled that memory up and clung on to it for as long as I could. It was one of the few times we’d ever left the parish.

      I waited as more and more passengers got on the bus. I put my feet up on the seat next to me and leaned my head against the cool window, pulling my bag tight to my chest and holding it like I’d just done with Liam. I had a long trip ahead of me. I might as well get some sleep in. Maybe I’d sleep right through this chilly weather and wake up when it got to a decent temperature.

      The bus spit and sputtered as it finally pulled away from the station. The vibration of the bus jostled me for a little before I settled back into an almost comfortable position. The more I tried to sleep, the more my mind stayed on the guys. Even Travis. Being taken away from them was almost physically painful. Nausea rose up in my throat, but I fought against it. I wished for sleep in hopes that Granny would come visit me again. I wanted to ask her if this was the right thing to do, why did it feel so awful? Why was it making me physically sick? I ground my teeth down and tried to work through it, conjuring my magic in the area where I felt the greatest pull and trying to heal myself. I’d only done it once before under Granny’s guidance, but I wanted to do it now. I didn’t want to feel this way.

      One second, I was so caught up in trying to heal myself, that when the jolt jarred my body, I didn’t know if it was something that was happening because of magic, or out in the real world. My eyes flew open. Screams rose up and bodies started flying through the air as the bus swerved, tilting at an impossible angle. We glided along on two wheels before another hard crash sent us screaming into the road. The sound of metal scraping the highway and glass breaking impaled my eardrums. I grabbed for the seat, trying not to get thrown toward the area where the glass broke, but I couldn’t. I reached out, but my fingers slipped away from the fabric. I fell, my shoulder hit the side of the bus hard and then worse, it was being dragged along the highway. The bus skidded to a stop on its side. Moans rose up around me. There were a few cries and screams. A baby’s yell pierced the air around me as I blinked, trying to get my bearings from being tossed around like I was in a washing machine.

      What the holy fuck? Decide to leave the guys and get in a fucking bus accident? Christ.

      The peeling of metal away from metal caught my attention as I tried to assess the damage that had been done to my shoulder and head. A square in the side of the bus was being ripped open, and a body stuck his long leg through. People immediately started crying, yelling out for help, but the guy walked right past them all, ignoring several outstretched hands as his eyes roamed over everyone. I made myself as small as possible, trying not to garner his attention. This wasn’t some rescue worker. He looked exactly like one of the guys who’d been in the cafe the other day.

      I pulled my hood up, but it was too late. A strong hand grasped my wrist and yanked. A searing pain shot through my body. The light around my vision started to dim. No matter how much I fought against it, I couldn’t keep the inevitable from happening. I passed out.

      

      As soon as I felt aware again, I hissed in pain. My head throbbed like an ice pick was being shoved into my brain over and over again. A whimper escaped my throat the more aware I became of the damage that had been to my body.

      A scuffle in front of me pulled me out of my own head, reminding me what had happened last. I’d been taken by the people who’d tried to hurt Liam and me. “Hey, shh,” a whisper came. It was a girl. Not what I was expecting. “They’ll come back if they know you’re awake. Trust me, you don’t want that.”

      Slowly, carefully, I propped myself up on the nearest surface to me. It was still too dark to see more than just the outline of things and I cringed at the wet, cold of the wall I placed myself against. “Where are we?”

      The voice came a little closer. She was still a ways away and the more I looked in that direction, I noticed I was in a small room with bars on one side. Through the darkness, I could see another set of bars and the voice came from the other side of that. “I have no idea.”

      My hand roamed up my arm, and I groaned at the raw, flaming skin I felt there. I needed medical attention. My whole body felt like it had been through a blender. “How long have I been here?”

      “Not even a whole day yet,” the girl said.

      Yet? What the fuck? “How long have you been here? Were you on the bus too?”

      “The bus? No. I’ve been here for a couple weeks.”

      “A couple weeks!”

      “Shh,” the girl scolded. “They’ll hear you. You don’t want them to hear you. Please, please. Don’t make them come.”

      Her voice was bordering on hysteria, so I lowered mine to a whisper again. “I’m sorry.” I took a deep breath trying to calm myself and reassure her that I wasn’t trying to get her, or myself, in trouble.

      “Are you injured? You didn’t look too good when they brought you in here.”

      I took stock of me again. It was my shoulder, mostly, but my head didn’t feel too hot either. “Yes,” I told her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and her voice sounded as hollow and desperate as I’d ever heard.

      I closed my eyes around a shudder. Looking around the cell, I noticed there wasn’t a window. Of course. No toilet. No bed. Just a room with a smooth, cool floor and matching walls. “I don’t suppose you know who has us?” I asked.

      “I do,” she said, her voice hard. “Jay. He was so nice to me, and handsome.” Her voice broke. “He was older, and had money, you know? The kind of thing every girl dreams of. I hadn’t known him for that long, but when he asked me out on a date, of course I said yes. I ended up here, rotting away in this cell.”

      Jay? I didn’t know a Jay. And the two who took me certainly weren’t handsome. I listened to her soft cries until I thought I could bring myself to talk again. My heart went out to her. “What’s your name?”

      “Mandy,” she said. “Mandy Shifborn. I go to Salem State, Kappa Delta.”

      I blew out a breath, trying not to judge her as I did my guys at first. “That’s a sorority, right?”

      Through the dark, I could just see her outline nodding. “Only the best at the college. Mary, my friend, was so jealous Jay had asked me out, too. She’d been there when I met him, at the Starbucks downtown.”

      Her story didn’t sound like mine at all. Was this even magic related? Or did I just somehow fall into the clutches of a psycho as it seemed Mandy had done?

      A door creaking open echoed down the hall. A scared cry ripped through Mandy’s throat. “Pretend you’re asleep,” she said quickly before laying down on the stone floor.

      I doubted that would work, but I did it anyway. I tried feeling the magic inside me in case I needed to use it to defend myself. Slow footsteps echoed down the corridor until they stopped in front of our cells. It sounded like a decent length of hallway and I wished I’d asked Mandy if there was anyone else down here with us. Just my luck, I heard whoever had come down fiddling with the lock on my cell. I conjured my magic, trying to pull it from deep within me just like Randy had tried to do, but each time, it flared out before I could even get it to catch.

      I froze as the cell door finally creaked open. Footsteps marched my way and then a sharp kick hit me in the side. I couldn’t help the groan that came from my mouth. “Good,” the voice said. “You’re up. I have someone who wants to talk to you.”

      “Fuck you,” I said. It was of no use pretending to sleep now.

      The guy kicked me in the side again and then hauled me up by the shoulders. His breath was putrid as he breathed on me, like stale alcohol mixed with garlic. “We might can arrange that. I know Jay has his fun so…”

      There was a movement in the other cell and before the guy could look that way, I spoke up. “You’re disgusting.”

      His lips curled up as he brought his attention back to me. “Thank you.”

      He pushed me forward, and I nearly fell. My feet were banged up too, which I hadn’t noticed with the constant throb of my shoulder. By some miracle, I managed to stay on my feet and limped from the cell, trying to get a glimpse of Mandy as I went. No luck, she’d retreated further inside, right into the shadows. As I walked, I looked from side to side. There were other cells in there, but none of them were occupied. When I got to three stone steps that led to a door, the man behind me pushed past me, unlocking the huge metal door and pulling me inside.

      The scenery immediately changed. I blinked at the sudden light that seared my irises. The man’s hand wrapped around my forearm and pulled me along beside him as we went up another flight of steps, a maroon-colored runner lining the center. Once at the top, he pushed open a door to our right and gave me a shove toward the center of the room. A man in front of us sat at a huge mahogany desk. He had dark hair that covered his features. When he looked up, he was still obscured by the mass of hair, but when he pushed it out of his face, I gasped.

      The man’s face lit up with a grin. “So, you do recognize me?”

      Son of a bitch. I tried to piece together his name, but came up with nothing. I only recognized him as someone I’d sold a weak voodoo doll to. He’d been creepy as fuck, but the money he was willing to pay was good. I usually didn’t mess around with voodoo dolls, and I told him as much, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I’d decided to make him up one with only a glimmer of magic that would satisfy him. Apparently, that didn’t work out.

      “I bet you didn’t think you’d be seeing me again.” He steepled his fingers together in front of him, looking every bit as dangerous as the day he walked into my shop in New Orleans.

      “How did you find me?” I immediately snapped my jaw shut after vomiting that question out.

      “It wasn’t that hard, actually. Well, it was a little hard at first because you’d also charmed the doll to not remember who you were.” My mouth formed an ‘o’ and the guy laughed before standing and coming closer. “Good thing you’re not the only one who can do magic. I’m quite surprised at the number of you, actually. It didn’t take me that long to figure out the voodoo doll wasn’t the real thing, by the way. It just took me a lot longer to figure out how to fix it. That’s when I met someone more powerful than you with my same thirst for vengeance.”

      “You seriously brought me here because I sold you a fake voodoo doll? Don’t you have better things to do?”

      The guy’s eyes narrowed, his southern accent slipping through. “You ruined something for me, then made it so I couldn’t punish you for it. You deserve to pay.”

      A niggle of ‘I told you so’ formed in my chest. Granny was always telling me I might mess with the wrong person. I hated it when she was right. But that didn’t make sense as to why the guys were involved in this? Or did I bring them into my shit and then left the only ones who could protect me? “Who are you?” I asked, fed up with the whole situation. A quick check around the room told me that there were two windows. I had a brief glimpse of me running full force toward one, turtling into a ball, and bursting through the window. Then again, I’d only seen that attempted on TV and I wasn’t sure if I could even break the window like that or where I’d end up once I did. For all I knew, we could be on the tenth floor and I’d fall to my death.

      “You messed with the wrong person, Norah Darbonne. Did you think it was an accident I came into your shop?” He shook his head. “No, I’d heard of your grandmother. Even tried to work with her, offered her a mighty sum of money, but she turned me down. She was a lot stronger than you. But when you said you couldn’t make me the voodoo doll, I knew you were lying. No descendant of your grandmother could deny her ability to make a voodoo doll. Now, isn’t that right, Child? It’s too bad you didn’t keep up your end of the bargain.”

      He stepped toward me and I matched him, taking a step back. Mandy thought these people were extremely dangerous and I didn’t want to be anywhere near them. “What do you want? Is it a doll? I’ll make you a real one now if you just let me go.”

      His crack of laughter thundered through the room. My gut clenched. “It’s too late for that, Darbonne. I got what I wanted thanks to someone else. It just so happens, he needs you now more than I do so it was my job to bring you here. I just wanted you to see my face so whatever happens to you while you’re here, you know it was because of me. You know it’s because you messed with the wrong person. Don’t think your witch friends will save you either. I’ve been assured that whatever ties you together won’t be working as properly.”

      He motioned toward the guy behind me. Strong fingers clutched my forearm again and pulled. Desperate, I looked around for a way out, but it was too late. The guy from the cafe had a death grip on me and he was already leading me out of the posh room and back to the crisp, dark area with the cells in it.

      He pushed me down the hall and then threw me inside my cell. I fell to my knees and skidded, making another round of raw injuries on me. To my utter horror, the guy didn’t leave though. He followed me in. He pulled at the waistband of my pants and forced me to my back. “Considering how much Mr. Dupre hates you, I don’t think he’ll mind if I just…” His voice trailed off as one of his slimy fingers trailed down my chest to my navel. My stomach clenched. I tried to kick out, but he tucked my feet under his knees and leaned over.

      “Don’t,” I said, trying to sound as powerful as I could, but it came out begging anyway. All his weight on my toes sent searing pain up my legs.

      Swirls of emotion surrounded me, and I tried to grasp on to the ones I recognized as magic, but fuck if I couldn’t. It didn’t come as easy as when Randy was standing there next to me.

      His hand slipped underneath my shirt and started to rise. I tried to slap him away, but he took both my hands and pinned them over my head, holding them with one hand while his other returned to my bare stomach. “You are a sight,” he said, taking a second to stroke his dick through his pants while I watched.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “Please. Don’t. I’ll give you whatever you want. You heard Dupre, I have powers.”

      He paused for a second. “But I also heard you’re a tease with those powers, making up fake spells.” He leaned over, his breath dangerously close to my neck. “I don’t like teases.”

      “I won’t,” I told him. “I’ll give you the real thing. What do you want?”

      His soft chuckle started a tremor in my hands. Again, I searched within myself. My magic was there, just trying to break through the surface, more than what I’d felt before, but it still wasn’t enough. “Just you,” he said. “There’s no way I could let you go. Mr. Dupre’s scary enough, but you haven’t met the other one yet.” The big guy on top of me shivered before tracing his lips up my neck.

      “Please, don’t.”

      His lips roamed higher and higher, over my neck to my chin and then hovered at the corner of my mouth. His hips moved forward and I screamed.

      “Don’t!”

      He stopped. Mercifully, his whole body froze. I opened my eyes to find his wide and panicked. At the end of the hall, the big metal door clanged open and footsteps thudded against the stone. I waited with my heart in my throat. Were these people going to help me? Or hurt me?

      The man on top of me looked as if he wanted to move, but he was stuck in one place. Suddenly, a voice called out, “Norah?”

      Randy! “Here!” I screamed. “Help me! Please, help me!”

      The cell bars next to me rattled. A spark of green crackled from his fingertips and the doors flew open. He ran inside, barreling himself toward my captor and sending him flying toward the stone wall. The guy hit it with a thud and then rolled down, collapsing in a heap.

      I sat up, pulling my shirt down, and clasping my hands around myself, pulling Liam’s hoodie tight around me. Strong hands pulled me to an even stronger body. “Shh, baby girl, we’re here.”

      A sob tried to escape, but I tamped it down. I stood on shaky legs, Randy helping me the entire time. Gabe stood by the cell, his face stricken as he looked on. “A girl,” I said, pointing to the next cell over. “Mandy, she’s in there. We need to help her.”

      Gabe immediately turned and unlocked Mandy’s cell using magic. My body surged as his sparked to life. The cell creaked open and a body soared into his arms, nearly toppling them both over. “Okay, okay,” Gabe said, trying to comfort her.

      “Are you guys coming or what?”

      Randy walked me out into the hall and I saw Travis ahead next to the door that was now off its hinges. His face was hard, but as soon as he saw me, he softened a little. Just a tiny bit, but it was there. Gabe and Randy escorted Mandy and I out of the hallway. We bypassed the stairs the guy had taken me up before and went deeper down a hallway that led to a back door. They ushered us outside and to a white van that waited on the street. The door slid open and Liam was right there. He held out his hand to help me in the van and I willingly took it. He held me close to him as I curled into a ball at his side. Gabe, Travis, and Mandy came in next while Randy hopped into the driver’s side. Within moments, we were pulling away from the curb. Mandy sobbed into Gabe’s chest and he did his best to comfort her while also peeking at me.

      After about a half an hour, the van pulled over. Liam helped me down from the van and I frowned. We were in the middle of nowhere. “We’re not home?”

      “No. We’re hours away yet still.”

      I watched as Randy and Travis made their way to two vehicles that were stored in the woods. Headlights flashed as they unlocked the car doors. “Where are we?”

      “Maine.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “No kidding, Love,” Gabe said. “If it wasn’t for Travis, we’d never have found you.”

      “What?” I almost choked. Travis? The one who hated me?

      “Someone named Granny came to visit him in his sleep and told him where to find you,” Liam said, his fingers teasing through my hair.

      “Granny visited Travis?”

      Travis walked up to our group. “I wasn’t happy about it either.”

      None of this made sense. Granny visited Travis, too. Half the time I thought I was losing it when I saw her, but maybe she was the real thing?

      “She said she’s sorry for telling you to leave, and that she’s old, so…” He shrugged. It was as if he’d just spoken those words right from her mouth.

      “Fucking A.”

      Liam took my hand and led me to the sedan Randy was driving. Travis, Gabe and Mandy got in a Jeep. Before she got in, I whispered to her, “You can trust these guys.”

      She nodded into Gabe’s spotty t-shirt where she’d left tear circles. He looked at me longingly but got in after Mandy. As much as I would’ve loved to have all of us in the same vehicle, I knew that couldn’t happen. Instead, I snuggled up next to Liam in the backseat, loving the way his even breaths calmed me.
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      My eyes started to drift shut when I’d heard Liam speak. I’d already given them a rundown of what happened and they asked their questions. Not as many as I was sure I was going to get but enough to satisfy them for the time being. “She’s pretty banged up,” Liam said, his voice tense.

      “Will she live?”

      “Well, y-yeah.”

      “Then we’re not stopping anywhere. We need to put as much distance between us and them as possible.”

      “I’ll be alright,” I said. “I can wait.”

      Liam nuzzled me. “You’re shaking, and your wounds look like they really hurt.”

      I closed my eyes and searched for my magic. I felt it at the surface, ready and willing. “I um, I might be able to heal myself…” I ventured.

      “Say that again?”

      “Heal myself,” I repeated. “I’ve only ever done it once when Granny was around to help me. I’ve never done it since. Never had to.”

      I tried a small smile, but Liam had on his research face as if he was trying to figure me out. “If you can, I think you should do it. You must be in pain. You looked a lot worse than the other girl.”

      “Yeah, well, the other girl didn’t get taken from a bus crash. She was on a date with some guy named Jay.”

      Liam shook his head. “Okay, one thing at a time. Do you want to try to heal yourself?”

      I nodded, and Liam helped me sit up a little. I closed my eyes and pictured my magic like Randy had said to the other day. I pictured it reaching out over my entire body like vines, roping and twisting and turning all over my limbs. Over my shoulder and head, the magic felt as if it was pooling.

      “Shit,” Liam said.

      My eyes opened. The car was glowing purple. I pulled my arm out of Liam’s hoodie and pulled my shirt down. In front of our eyes, my skin was stitching itself back together again, much like when I was sixteen and accidentally cut myself with a knife when I was making dinner. Granny liked to make everyday things a lesson in magic when she could. When it was fully healed, and the lights dimmed again, Liam just stared at me.

      “You’re amazing. I can’t believe it. Randy, she just healed herself. I saw it.”

      Randy’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror. He was smiling, looking at me.

      I couldn’t bask in it for too long because shortly after, my body started to go haywire again. It shook and shook as if I’d drunk too many energy drinks. My limbs started to hurt. I sucked in a breath. “Ow.”

      Liam’s hands hovered over my body. “What’s wrong? It didn’t work.”

      I shook my head. “No, it worked too much. It’s like the other day when Randy and I did magic together. I must have used some of your guys’ magic to heal myself.” I hissed, breathing through a particularly painful jolt through my body.

      “Oh. Ohhh,” Liam said as it finally sank in. He’d seen the very aftermath of what Gabe and I had done to calm me down, to expend some of the energy coursing through my frayed veins. “Randy?”

      “I’m driving,” he said. “Do something, Liam. She shouldn’t be in pain like that.”

      Liam pulled me closer to him and wound his arms tight around me. Though that made me feel a little better, it wasn’t what I needed. I lifted my hand up and touched his chin. He had a bit of stubble there that wasn’t there the other day. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you woke up,” I told him.

      His eyes turned from fear-ridden to soft. “It’s okay. I got your letter explaining everything.”

      I smiled, then arched up, catching the corner of his lips. My body surged. I did it again, and Liam responded, pressing his lips to mine.

      Humming, my body wanted him closer. I pulled at his shirt and planted my full lips on his. He growled deep in his throat as I let him in. His tongue swept between my lips sweetly, but I needed more. I bit his lip and he pulled away, his eyes wide. “I don’t know if I can be what you need right now, Norah.”

      “It’s okay,” I told him. I cringed as a shiver rocked my body.

      “I want to,” he said, his fingers gripping me. “I just don’t know if I’ll be enough. Randy…”

      “Damnit, Liam. Just do it.”

      I hissed in pain and Liam looked back and forth between Randy and me. “You would be better at it.”

      “Dude, she’s into you. She wants you right now. Not me. It doesn’t matter how you do it. Just take care of her.”

      Liam swallowed as he caught my gaze. “I’ve never done it with an audience,” he whispered.

      “Neither have I,” I offered. Not that that idea didn’t turn me on. Especially Randy being able to watch us through the rearview mirror.

      I bit down on my lip at the thought and Liam groaned. “Why do you always have to be sexy as hell?” He shot forward, his lips landing soundly on mine as he took control. His hand came up to cradle the back of my head as he kissed me thoroughly. With one hand holding me there, his other ventured down, cupping my breast.

      “Oh fuck,” I gasped, hissing my pleasure.

      “Aw, shit,” Randy said. I peeked over and watched as he shifted in his seat.

      “Sorry,” I breathed.

      “Just don’t mind me while I get fucking turned on about my best friend fucking you.”

      “Mmm,” I smiled before turning toward Liam and meeting his gaze. His eyes were molten. A flicker of surprise shot through me that he’d be just as turned on by that as I was. “Oh fuck that sounds amazing.”

      Liam’s hand squeezed my breast harder and I arched into him, my hips meeting his stiff cock.

      My fingertips tingled and my nerve endings started to fry. I reached out and tore Liam’s shirt over his head, my hands coming down to explore his body. He pushed his hoodie away from my shoulders and down, pulling it off to the side before grabbing my ass and pulling me closer. “God yes.”

      I moaned, and Randy followed, though his sounded painful.

      I pulled my shirt up over my head and leaned over to Liam’s ear. “Let’s give Randy a show, shall we? I want you to touch me.” Reaching around my back, I unclasped my bra. My breasts fell in front of Liam, and a hunger formed in his gaze. He shot forward, his lips surrounding my nipple as his hand went straight for my center, stroking up the inseam of my jeans again and again. “Oh, fuck. Liam. I want out of these pants.”

      His hands fiddled with the button and then unzipped me. I stood a little, awkward as fuck in the car, until he had my jeans around my ankles and then finally free. “Eek,” I squeaked out as Randy reached up to pinch the part of my ass that I was resting on the seat behind us.

      “Couldn’t help myself,” he said gruffly.

      Liam lowered me back down, rubbing the spot where Randy had pinched. “I’ve thought about this,” he said. “So much.”

      His finger found my center, and he inserted it, curling it up when he reached my wall. I let out a short scream.

      “Fuck me,” Randy said.

      “Can’t,” I shot back. “I’m too busy right now.”

      Liam chuckled, his finger thrusting in and out of me. His thumb brushed against my nub and I cried out again. “Shit. As much as I love this, I want to come around you. I want to feel you inside me.”

      My hands reached into the waistband of his pants and pulled down. My knees perched on either side of him, I lowered myself down, his tip just barely grazing me.

      “Norah, fuck!” His jaw tensed and he ground out a growl. “I don’t have a condom or anything.”

      “I can vouch for him. He’s clean,” Randy said from the front, his voice low, barely tethered in place as if he wanted us to get on with it as much as I did.

      “Me too,” I said, easing down over him. “I mean, except Gabe recently, with a condom on.”

      Liam grabbed my hips and pulled me down over him. I let out a quick curse before grinding my pussy over him.

      “Fuck you guys. I don’t think you understand how hot it is to hear you guys do this.”

      Liam squeezed my ass before pulling me forward. “She feels fucking amazing.”

      “Bro, I don’t even doubt you. Touch those perfect tits for me, would you?”

      I threw my head back as Liam’s mouth covered my breasts again, his other hand coming up to tease the other nipple, rolling it between his fingers. We started a steady rhythm, my fingers curling into the fabric of the backseat as I rolled my hips again and again into Liam.

      I took in a deep breath and smiled. “The sea?”

      “Excuse me,” Liam said, his head lifting from my breast for a second.

      “That’s your scent. The sea.”

      He tightened his grip on me, his hands quickening my hips. “Fuck, I’m not going to last much longer, Norah.”

      My thighs tightened around him. “And you think I am?”

      He met me stroke for stroke until the magic subsided and the feeling of an oncoming orgasm took over. I picked up one of Liam’s hands and put it on my nub. He took his cue, rubbing it over and over until my heady breaths echoed through the car. I heard Randy curse just as I was overcome with Liam. “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes!”

      My walls spasmed around Liam’s hard cock and with one more stroke upward, Liam came too, his eyes wide as he emptied himself into me. I hugged his neck, holding on for dear life as we came together. Our breaths and cries mixing until we were spent.

      “Holy fuck,” Randy said. “I’m harder than I’ve ever been in my life.”

      “Mmm,” I hummed in pleasure. I kissed Liam with everything I had. He touched his forehead to mine and smiled. “Go,” he whispered, hitching his chin toward the front seat.

      I kissed him again, loving his willingness to share this moment. I eased myself away from Liam, feeling empty once he was all the way out. I groaned, hating that feeling. He helped me up over the seat until I was on all fours to the side of Randy. “What are you doing?”

      I reached out to massage his hard cock. “He is hard,” I murmured.

      Liam put a hand on my ass and urged me forward. I definitely didn’t need his encouragement, but it was sexy as fuck.

      “Norah?”

      I reached over to unzip Randy’s jeans. I did so and then peeled the material away, looking just as I had imagined in my dream. He was hard as fuck and waiting for me. I pulled his boxers down just so the tip of him showed. Before he could say anything, I darted down and licked him.

      “Fuuuck,” he said, hissing. “I’m driving.”

      “I know.” I worked his pants down lower and his hips came up to help give me space. His cock was like a sentry, just waiting. There was already cum beaded at the top and spilled over into his boxers from the show he got to hear from Liam and I. I licked it up and he swore, a quick curse that filled the interior of the car, only spurring me on. “Mmm,” I murmured as I placed my lips on his silky sin, then opened my mouth and taking him all in. Randy’s body stiffened and more cum released. I fisted him with one hand and pulled him up to meet my mouth while I tightened my lips around him.

      “Holy fuck.”

      “I know,” Liam said in response, his voice very close.

      I closed my eyes and imagined Liam watching us. I moaned and took him all in again, increasing my speed. Randy’s hips made sharp upward movements as I sucked.

      I sucked in a breath as a touch came at my ass. Fingers pried me apart from behind and I whimpered as I spread my knees apart, giving Liam easier access. He rewarded me with a finger pushing inside my pussy. “Oh, fuck.” I clenched around his finger and he dipped inside me over and over again at the same pace I sucked Randy’s dick.

      “I don’t know what you’re doing, Liam, but keep at it,” Randy said, his voice strangled. I had a brief thought that I hoped we didn’t get into an accident with Randy being so preoccupied, but it slipped my mind when Liam pushed two fingers inside me.

      “God, yes!”

      My lips slipped down over Randy with a vengeance. Liam picked up the pace to match my own. I pushed back on Liam’s hand and then moved forward down over Randy’s hard cock in my mouth. This was like pure ecstasy. Every time Liam gave me more, I gave Randy more until my orgasm came on me quick. Purple light burst in front of my eyes as I clenched around Liam’s fingers. He crooked his fingers inside, sending me over again and again.

      I moaned around Randy’s cock and he thrust his hips in the air, going deeper until I felt hot cum in my mouth. I continued my attention, riding out Randy’s orgasm just as Liam did the same for me. When I was done, I pulled back, a dopey smile on my face. Liam pulled his fingers from me and I sat back on my haunches, looking the two of them in the eyes. “Wow. If I thought I could keep going, I’d figure out something else to do with the two of you.”

      “I can think of something,” Randy said. “Only problem is, you made us come too soon.”

      God, I must’ve used a lot of magic because even after all that, I still felt the shakes. “Maybe you can just tell me what it is,” I said, breathless all over again.

      “It involves you bent over in front of me, but since that’s impossible right now…”

      “Mmm,” I moaned. My finger traveled up, sinking deep into my already wet pussy. “Tell me.”

      Randy peeked over. “Fuck, Norah.”

      “You were saying? Bent over in front of you? I hope it involves my tits bouncing up and down with the force of your strokes.” I pushed in and out of myself faster.

      “Liam?” Randy said, his voice tight.

      “On it,” he said. He scrambled over the seat and put my seat back while getting to his knees in front of me. “Damn girl,” he whispered, his breath caressing my pussy. “The two of us isn’t enough?”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I said, unable to stop releasing all the energy.

      “There’s nothing fucking wrong with you,” Randy said. His hand landed on my thigh and edged my fingers out of the way. “You lick her, Liam. I’ll touch her here.” He pressed onto my nub and I mewled as Liam dipped his face into my pussy. His soft tongue caressed my lips and I cried out. Randy’s fingers flicked out over my nub and Liam’s fingers curled into my ass as he ate me out.

      “Yes!” My orgasm was right at the surface. “More!”

      Liam sharpened and quickened his movements as Randy flicked faster. “Come for us,” Liam said. “Fuck, Norah. Come for us. This is hot as fuck. I’m tasting you. Randy’s massaging you. You feel it, right? Both of us. We can’t get enough of you. Oh fuck, sweetie. You taste like pure sugar.” His tongue swept up, curling around the nub and Randy’s finger and I broke apart, screaming as my orgasm ripped through me.

      Liam let out a breath and then bent over me, hugging me. I wrapped my arms and legs around him and held on.

      “Fucking Christ,” Randy said. His head fell back against the headrest. “Thank God it’s in the middle of the night and there are no cops on the road. I’m sure they would’ve pulled us over by now.”

      I breathed in Liam’s scent and chuckled. “Having a hard time driving, are you?”

      “We’re all lucky we’re not dead. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “What a way to go, though, right?” I asked before kissing Liam’s cheek.

      He sat up, taking the seat, and then arranging me in his lap. His arms wound around me as if he never wanted to let me go again. I rested my head on his chest. “Thank you. Both of you. That was—”

      “Fucking perfect?” Liam offered.

      I nodded into his chest. “You both helped me. Not that that’s what it was all about. I thoroughly enjoyed coming three times.”

      Liam snickered, burying his head into my neck. I kissed his cheek again. He was returning to his shy self, but hell, I could take that. As long as that Sex God came out again when I wanted to play with it.

      “Gabe’s going to be sore he wasn’t involved with that,” Randy said.

      “Are you kidding?” I asked, as a joke, but the more I thought about it, the less funny it became. “Maybe Mandy’s giving him a good time.” I could barely get the words out without wanting to vomit. Even though I’d just done very sexy things with Liam and Randy, I wanted Gabe, too. And even Travis, a very small, minuscule part, could confess that if he’d showed up with a girl, I’d want to straight up murder her.

      Liam pulled away. “I don’t think you understand something, Norah. We don’t just go around doing this with other girls. In fact, before this, we weren’t the sharing type. It’s not the sex, it’s the girl. Gabe won’t touch her.”

      “I can sure as fuck promise you that,” Randy said.

      “Really?” I asked, the girly voice in me coming out. I really had no reason to wish that since I was intimately involved with three of them.

      “He won’t touch her,” Randy said. “If he did, I’d fucking kill him for hurting you, for hurting all of us.”

      “Here,” Liam said. He searched in the center console and brought out his cell phone. “I’ll call him.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Shh.”

      Liam pushed on Gabe’s name and then said “Hey,” when a tinny voice answered. “Someone wants to talk to you.”

      He held the phone out to me and my heart expanded. I grabbed it and thrust it toward my ear. “Hi,” I said.

      He groaned. “Oh, Baby. I was worried about you. Are you okay? I know Randy and Liam are taking good care of you, but I just worry, you know?”

      I met Liam’s eyes and a triumphant smile. “Yeah, I know. I’m okay. They’re being very good to me.”

      “I don’t know if I want to know exactly what you’re saying, but I can’t blame any of you.” He pulled the phone away for a second. “What’s that? Hold on,” he said to me. He had a discussion with Travis. I recognized the other male voice in the car. “Travis says we have a lot to discuss when we get back to the apartment.”

      “No shit,” I said.

      “Can I?” Liam asked, reaching for the phone.

      I nodded and gave it to him. He put it on speaker. “I heard you say apartment. We can’t go back there. Not safe.”

      “Right. I wasn’t even thinking,” Gabe said.

      “We’ll head to the house.”

      Randy glanced at Liam, his expression worried.

      “You sure?” Gabe asked.

      “I’m sure,” Liam said, his expression hard, but determined. “It’s the only place right now. We might not stay, but we can for a little while to make sure everything’s okay.”

      “Gotcha,” Gabe said. He reiterated the news to Travis who we heard agree with the plans. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll see you guys there. And Norah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I can’t wait to see you. You scared the shit out of me today.”

      “Me too,” I murmured.

      “Soon,” he said.

      “Soon,” I echoed back.

      Liam disconnected the call and put the phone back in the center console before wrapping me in his safe arms again. I was going to have to have a little talk with Granny about her telling me to leave these guys. She’d never been more wrong in her life. Well….afterlife.
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      Randy pulled up to an enormous house flanked by stone walls with legit statues on them of roaring lions. The drive up to the house rose upward, curving around larger-than-life trees and elegantly arranged bushes. Liam and I had gotten dressed in the last thirty minutes to the place, didn’t think Mandy would want to see us come out of the car buck naked, and had ridden the rest of the way here in silence. Now that Randy had pushed in a security number at the gate and we were driving up to a New England mansion, I had a lot more questions than answers. Why was Liam holding me closer all of a sudden? Why did Randy ask him if he was sure we wanted to come here? And last but not least, where the fuck were we and who the hell owned this place?

      From the silence in the car, I had the feeling I shouldn’t ask any of these questions so I kept my lips zipped up tight except for one. “Is anyone expecting us?”

      “No one lives here,” Randy answered.

      Hmm. Okay. It certainly looked like it was well taken care of. The grounds—because yes, it was just that nice—were landscaped perfectly, and the wrap-around porch looked like it had gotten a fresh coat of paint recently. Randy put the car in park and I raised my eyebrows at him. He gave me a quick shake of his head, so it looked like the questions I had would have to wait even longer.

      Liam pushed the car door open and I unfurled myself first, watching as Travis parked the Jeep behind us. I walked toward that car and held the door open as Mandy got out. Her hair was caked with dirt and smudges marred her face. Her outfit, which would’ve been fashionable if it weren’t for the tears and stains, made me think she was probably a popular person in her sorority. I took her hand, and she squeezed mine in return.

      Travis followed Liam up the steps and clapped him on the back while the rest of us lagged behind. I eyed Liam as he unlocked the front door with a key. Before I could question it, Gabe touched my shoulder. “I asked Mandy if she wanted to go to the hospital or to the police, and she says no.”

      Shit. I hadn’t even thought of that. I took in her appearance, her mascara had run down her face and smudged. “Are you sure?” I asked. She’d said I wouldn’t want them to know I was awake. What had happened to her? She shook her head, and I motioned for Gabe and Randy to go on ahead. I pulled her to a stop and gave her my friendliest smile. “Mandy, if they hurt you in any way, like sexually, you should go to the ER so they can run tests and you can press charges and—”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “It wasn’t that. They didn’t do anything like that. I thought that at first, too, but it was different. It was more like mental torture, nothing physical.” Her mouth worked before bringing her free hand up to her eyes and catching a few of her tears. “What I really would love is to get cleaned up and go home.”

      Her eyes latched onto mine and implored. “Of course,” I told her.

      “The nice guy, the dark-haired one, he says they would like to talk to me first and then he’ll take me home.”

      The fuck? Travis was the nice guy? Since when? “The one who drove?” I prompted.

      She nodded. He told me we just needed to stop here so that I can get cleaned up like I want to and that you guys will just want to ask me some questions to figure out who it was that did this to me, and then I can go home. I really want to go home.”

      Trying not to be so surprised that Travis could be nice to anyone, I took her by the hand and helped her up the steps. Randy waited there in the vestibule. From where we stood, the house was opened up straight through to the back where a wall was all windows, and further beyond that, the Atlantic Ocean swirled its steely blue. Wow. This place was beautiful.

      “Bathroom?” I asked Randy. He placed a hand at the small of my back and led us past the living room which opened up into another wing. On a door to the left was a full bathroom. I squeezed Mandy’s hand. “Here you go, hon.”

      Before I could even think about it, Randy said, “I’ll see about getting some clothes for you. I’ll put them right outside the door so when you get out, they’ll be right there for you. Okay?”

      She nodded and then went inside. “Should I stay with her?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. Yeah. That was kind of a stupid question. If I didn’t know the protocol for staying with a girl you were imprisoned with for a few hours, I was sure Randy didn’t either. Instead of calling me out on that, he kissed my forehead. “I bet you’d like a shower yourself.”

      I nodded eagerly. Not just because I’d been laying on the cold, hard ground, but because I was sure I smelled a hell of a lot like sex. Really, really good sex. With two partners. That was hot as fuck. My face immediately flamed and Randy’s eyes melted into a caramel brown. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      I looked away. The beautiful, white hall caught my attention. From what I could tell, wherever the ocean lied, the walls on that side of the house were either all glass or had so many windows it was like you were standing outside completely immersed in the ocean yourself. “Where are we?”

      “You like it?”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I said, my hand coming up to one of the windows as I watched the waves crash into the short cliff-side below.

      “I’ll let Liam tell you, but come with me, I’ll take you to the most fantastic bathroom you’ve ever seen in your life.” I raised my eyebrows, confused that a guy like Randy would care about bathrooms. His nipple was pierced for crying out loud. Speaking of, I hadn’t thought to tweak that while we were in the car. I’d have to file that away for another time.

      He tugged my hand, and we walked the length of that hall to a staircase at the back. Once we ascended the steps, we were in another hall with a similar layout of windows to the backside of the property that met the ocean. This time, though, he took a hard left and walked into an enormous room with a bed inside. He closed the door behind us and walked me straight through the beautiful room to an en suite bathroom. My breath caught as this room, too, had a wall of windows. On one of the windows was a huge jacuzzi tub. I walked toward it and played my finger over the ornate fixtures. I’d love to spend some time in this tub, but something told me we really didn’t have time for that right now. Mandy wanted to go home. It was selfish to think that I could spend time here. Fortunately for me, there was a shower on the other side. A walk-in with more than enough room and the same view.

      “Not a lot of privacy,” Randy said. “Not that you need it out here. Who’s going to see you? We’re too far away for passing boats and the rest of the property is well-secured. Trust me.” He bent over and kissed my forehead again. “I’ll get you some clothes too and meet you downstairs when you’re done.”

      I nodded dumbly, still transfixed by what I saw. It took me a few minutes of looking around to settle down enough to want to get in the shower. Randy had come back with the clothes and hurried me along, but still, I was in awe of where I was. It was like a fairy tale castle compared to what I was used to. After he left the second time though, I finally did strip down and step into the huge shower. The shower head was directly above me and felt like a hot rain shower. I stayed under until I was pruney, just staring out at the ocean. Then, I used the beauty products that were waiting in there for me: shampoo, conditioner, shower gel.

      I stepped out feeling like a million dollars. Hesitant to leave the place, the only thing that drew me downstairs was remembering that I would be with my guys again, my coven.

      Well, that was new. Did I really want to go there? Yeah. I guessed I did.

      I threw on the clothes Randy left for me, a pair of gray sweats and a plain white t-shirt that looked like women’s clothes, deepening my curiosity further. The only way to get answers was to head downstairs, so I retraced our steps and ended up in the living room we’d passed earlier. Mandy was already sitting on one of the monstrous couches overlooking the ocean with a stark white mug in her hands. Steam curled up and around her freshly clean face. She was a beautiful girl, sporty thin with perfectly plucked eyebrows and the remnants of a manicure on her fingers I hadn’t noticed before.

      Before I could say anything to her, Liam came out of the kitchen with two more white mugs. He handed one to me and I sniffed the delicious cocoa scent. Feeling as if I should sit next to Mandy for female solidarity—or something like that—I plopped down next to her. The guys took various spots around the room, but all facing us. When we just stared at one another, unsure of what to say, I was shocked when it was Travis who broke the silence.

      “Let’s try to make this fast. Mandy wants to go home and I’ve promised her that I’ll take her. She hasn’t seen her family in about two weeks, as far as she can tell, so we owe it to her to get this done fast.”

      I looked back and forth between the two of them and hated the way my stomach curled in jealousy. Was that Travis’s type? A blond-haired sorority girl with some definite fashion taste? She even made the same outfit I had on look tons better. I tried to shake the thought out of my head, but I couldn’t drop the sudden feeling of abandonment. Travis had never even been nice to me and we were alike. How was he already so close with this girl if it wasn’t because of her looks? Or because of something he saw in her that he liked more than what he saw in me? From his first time meeting me, he looked at me with disdain.

      Liam took over after that, bombarding Mandy with questions as nicely as he could. He asked if she knew who had taken her which I already knew the answer to, someone named Jay who she met at a Starbucks. She gave them a complete, head-to-toe description including the fact that she knew he wore an Armani suit. Me? I wouldn’t have been able to pick that out of a line up if my life depended on it.

      After Liam was done scribbling in a notebook, I looked at Mandy and asked her a question of my own. “You said that they tortured you mentally. What did you mean by that?”

      She took a deep breath, her lips already trembling. She put the mug of coffee down and stared out at the sea. A storm was about to come in, and the clouds passed over what little sunshine was coming in the house already. “They just kept telling me that no one would miss me. This is going to sound crazy, but a few times, they brought in someone who looked exactly like me, right down to the color on my fingernails and the little freckle I have here on my lip and they told me that she was going to take my place. That she’d already been to the sorority house and no one even knew I’d gone missing, or cared. They brought her in and then she and Jay would do things to my body—on her—while they made me watch.” She put a hand over her mouth. “I know he wasn’t really doing it to me, but it almost felt like it, you know. That girl was me.”

      The guys and I all exchanged confused glances. “You’re one-hundred percent sure about this?”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded. Her hair had started to dry already, and she pulled it over one shoulder. “I saw it. They told me if she could go into the sorority house and fool my sisters that she’d be able to fool my parents as well and that I’d just rot away in that prison for the rest of my life while someone else was out there living the life I was supposed to have.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I told her, trying to reassure her. “You’re out now. We’re going to get you to your parents, you’ll be fine.”

      “Besides,” Travis said. He moved closer and sat on the arm of the couch near Mandy. My stomach curdled. “While you were in the shower, I did some research. Your parents have been looking for you. It’s kind of strange because your sorority insists there’s nothing wrong, but your parents went on the news and are pleading for anyone who has any information about you to contact them.” He pulled out his cell phone and Mandy tore it out of his hands while a video played. The gut-wrenching words of what was most assuredly Mandy’s mother and father tore at my heartstrings.

      When it was over, Mandy was a trembling mess. “I don’t know why they would tell me no one cared.” She broke down and Travis put his arm around her. She collapsed into his lap, sobbing.

      Ridiculous, but true nonetheless, steel permeated my veins as well as a toxic venom known as the little green-eyed monster. Why? I wasn’t one-hundred percent certain.

      Travis rubbed her back. “I think if we’re done, I should take Mandy to her parents’ house.”

      We all looked at Liam for confirmation. He rearranged his glasses on his nose. “I think we’ve gotten all the information we’re going to get. She doesn’t know who this Jay guy really is, and it simply sounds like someone who gets off torturing others’ mental state.” He shrugged. “Let’s take her home, wipe her, and then get back here so we can figure out what the hell else to do.”

      Travis gave her shoulders a squeeze. “I’m going to take you home now. Okay?”

      She nodded, and he helped bring her to her feet. Before I even knew what I was doing, I stood along with them. “I’m going with you.”

      He looked back at me, his gaze almost challenging. “Suit yourself.”

      Randy stood too, but I waved him back down. I didn’t know exactly why I was doing this, but I just needed to. Liam wrapped a hoodie around my shoulders and I followed Travis and Mandy to the Jeep. Travis helped Mandy into the front seat while I slummed it in the back, piercing Travis with a glare. I knew where it was coming from, but it surprised even me. It was a half-hour drive to Mandy’s house back toward Salem. Apparently, the house we were at was in Ipswich. The drive was mostly silent with only a few sniffles coming from the passenger seat. Every once in a while, I caught Travis looking at me through the rearview mirror, but I looked away almost immediately when he did so.

      The closer we got to Mandy’s house, the more she navigated Travis right to her street. He parked along the side of the road, but before Mandy could just jump right out, he put a hand on her arm. He whispered something that sounded a hell of a lot like sorry before closing his eyes. The magic in the interior of the car ratcheted up. When Travis pulled away, Mandy got out of the car and walked toward the house like a zombie. I took my seatbelt off and sat forward, peering out the windshield as the surrounding air shimmered. “What did you do?” I whispered as she walked up her stone walkway.

      “I just wiped everything that had to do with us. Everything else is the same. The guy, her experience, everything. Oh, and I hid the Jeep for when—”

      At that moment, a woman pulled the door open. Shaking hands came up to her mouth and she screamed before pulling Mandy in for a hug. Heat stung my eyes as I watched. I’d always been a sucker for those reunion videos on YouTube and here I was watching one in person. One I helped make happen. We’d saved Mandy from those bad people. We’d brought her back home.  With my mouth tight and dry, I asked, “Do you guys get to do this kind of stuff all the time?”

      Travis’s lips pulled down as his jaw twitched. “It’s not always this…fulfilling,” he said, as if he’d chosen his words very carefully. “Lots of times we stop things before they get so bad. There’s reward in that as well. A deeper one even when you think about it because you can help a girl who’s about to go through a traumatic experience from ever even having to go through it.” He started the Jeep and put it in Drive. “I just wonder why the hell we didn’t get a forewarning about the evil shit going on.”

      The tense lines around Travis’s eyes told me he was pissed. I could only think of one reason. “Maybe it wasn’t magic related?”

      “Then why you?”

      “That wasn’t all that magic related either.”

      He shook his head. “No. Something strange is going on here. Something twisted.”

      I sat back in the Jeep and put my seatbelt back on as he drove out of the affluent neighborhood. Right when it clicked into place, he looked over his shoulder at me. “You’re really not going to move to the front seat?”

      “I didn’t know you wanted me there.”

      Travis shrugged. Since he’d put Mandy in the front to begin with, I really didn’t want to give in and take the seat. The longer I stayed in the back though, the more awkward it got. I was just sitting in the back for the sake of getting back at Travis who probably didn’t even understand I was pissed—and jealous as fuck—anyway. Finally, I heaved a sigh and moved to the front. When I clasped my seatbelt, I dared a look over at him. The corner of his mouth was turned up in a slight smirk. God. Why did he have to be so infuriating?

      Minutes went by, and neither of us said anything. I didn’t know what I was hoping to accomplish with this little alone time, but apparently I was deluded to think I’d accomplish anything with him. Hell, maybe I just wanted to come to make sure nothing happened between Travis and Mandy. How pathetic would that be? No, that was definitely not it. As if I couldn’t control myself, I said, “So, you met Granny, huh?”

      “She told me to tell you not to call her that.”

      “Yeah, well, good luck. I’ve been calling her that against her will for my entire life.”

      Travis snickered, and I looked at him in shock. Did I just make him laugh? What in the fuck? “She’s pretty funny, your grandma.”

      “You do realize she’s dead, right?”

      He nodded. “Yes, Captain Obvious. I’m fully aware.”

      “Just making sure,” I said, shifting in my seat. “I didn’t know if she’d told you or, what you guys talked about.”

      “She was worried about you and she thought I could help. Thankfully, I could.”

      I shivered. No matter how much I hated how pompous he was being right now, I shuddered to think what could’ve happened if they hadn’t showed. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m glad you guys were there to save me. The guy, Dupre or whatever, he told me that Jay had promised him that whatever magic we all share wouldn’t have helped in finding me. I thought I was going to be alone there for a second.”

      It was Travis’s turn to look uncomfortable. He wiped at his forehead and then returned two hands to the wheel. “You didn’t need us anyway, Norah. Randy told me you’d gotten the guy off you already before he came roaring in there. We only helped you escape, we didn’t help you from not getting hurt, and if we’d been any later, you would’ve handled the escape thing on your own too.”

      I blinked at Travis. That was the nicest thing he’d ever said to me.

      “Well, according to Randy and Gabe.”

      Asshole.

      “Anyway,” I said. “I’m glad Granny could get a hold of someone.”

      “Me too,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
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      The guys were practically walking on the walls when Travis and I got back. Probably worried sick we’d kill one another on the drive back alone. Liam raised his eyebrows at me when we got back, and I just shrugged. There really wasn’t anything to tell. We had a conversation without wanting to kill one another, so maybe that was a plus. He also hadn’t made a move on Mandy, so I was pleased even though I kept telling myself that was not the reason why I wanted to tag along in the first place.

      I was glad I did though. Seeing Mandy reunite with her Mom reminded me of Granny. Finding people was her specialty. They would come from miles around asking for Granny’s help about kids, dogs, moms, and dads. She was attuned to people like that, which was probably why she latched onto Travis to get him to help find me. Why she chose Travis, I had no idea. Maybe I could ask her next time she popped up into one of my dreams.

      Large hands wrapped me in a hug from behind. I yelped in surprise only to be surrounded by maple. I breathed Randy in deep and relaxed as he carried me into the living room and situated me on his lap. Liam was already there, a pen tucked behind his ear as he chewed his lip. Gabe, too, stood by the windows, but came forward to join us all. “Coven meeting?” he asked.

      Liam grabbed at the pen behind his ear and threw it at the table mumbling something about not having his laptop here. Surprisingly enough, Travis plopped down on the sofa next to Randy and I. As we sat there, moments before anyone said something, I felt complete. They were having a coven meeting, and I was here, too, like I was part of the coven and we all realized it. They weren’t the bad guys and apparently running away from them had done nothing but harm me. Thanks, Granny, for that wonderful nugget of advice. I was supposed to be here, and it didn’t matter that that scared the shit out of me, I had them. And I could have more moments like how we’d helped Mandy. Instead of using fake, or watered down, voodoo, I could be more like Granny. More like the witch she always wanted me to be. Maybe Salem was negotiable. I could talk to them about moving. It was so…warm in New Orleans.

      “My first thought is,” Liam said, all business, and not caring that I was having an epiphany. “I think Mandy had her mind messed with too much. Someone who looks exactly like her?” He shook his head. “I’d be more apt to believe that whoever was messing with her dressed someone up like her. In the shadows and everything, she just assumed it was a perfect representation of her. Nothing really to go on there except her description of Jay.” He turned to me. “You didn’t see anyone else except for this Dupre guy?”

      “Not a soul,” I said. “Except for the person who tried to get us at the cafe too. Does that mean they were magic-wielders and we got it all wrong? Or did the same person who spelled him the first time get to them again?”

      “Weak minds,” Travis said.

      The guys all nodded, but I just stared at him. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Weak minds are more susceptible to manipulation. My guess is he was spelled again. They don’t want people who can think for themselves. They want a zombie who will just do their bidding.”

      “But he—” My tongue got stuck in my throat. “He tried to—”

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t a bad person, Norah,” Travis said, his green eyes boring right through me. Wow. Had I noticed his eyes were that striking before?

      Not the time, I reminded myself. “Right,” I said, nodding and looking off toward the ocean.

      With Liam prompting, I gave them the entire story about how I had known Dupre, done business with him, and what he’d told me about this other powerful guy—Jay, presumably—and how they seemed to know more about us than we did about them.

      “There’s one thing I think we can all agree on,” Randy said, the tone of his voice even more authoritative as it rumbled in my ear and even vibrated my shoulder where it touched his chest. “We’re stronger together. That means no more trying to leave us, Norah. We still have to figure out what ties us all together, and why we’re stronger together.”

      “That’s something we have over them,” I said, remembering Dupre’s words to me. “Dupre seemed sure this guy knew what he was talking about and he said our magic wouldn’t work to find one another. He was wrong.”

      Liam tapped his chin. “I don’t know. Finding you was your grandmother’s doing. It wasn’t magic at all.”

      “That’s something we’ll have to look at then,” Gabe said. He hadn’t said much yet, and when I finally did look over at him, he seemed distracted.

      “Well, I don’t know about you all,” Travis said, “But kicking ass and rescuing people makes me tired as fuck. I think I’ll catch some sleep. Liam, you mind?” Travis asked, pointing upstairs.

      Liam shrugged. “Take whichever one you want. Except—”

      “Yeah, I know, buddy.”

      Gabe stood, too. “I’m exhausted.”

      He left without a second glance, and I frowned after him. Randy gave me a quick squeeze and set me on the cushion next to him. “Liam,” he said, tilting his head toward me. “Norah needs some answers from you that I’m sure she’s been chomping at the bit for since we got here. I’ll leave you two alone.” He took a couple steps away and turned. “Feel free to come find me afterward, though.”

      A flush of heat swamped my body. Randy winked and then left Liam and I alone. After watching him walk away, I got up and moseyed over toward Liam. I sat down and nudged my shoulder with his. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He smiled, but it didn’t last very long on his face. He went back to his serious, pensive look. The one that made me find him adorably attractive in the first place. “I bet you do have lots of questions.”

      “Tons,” I told him, honestly, “But you don’t owe me any explanations. We can just sit here if you want.”

      “It’s okay. Might as well get it out in the open now.” He sat back and pulled me along with him. My head hit his chest, and I picked my legs up to cuddle into him. “This is my parents’ house. My birth parents. They were Natural witches.”

      I’d kind of sort of heard that term before. Granny and I were Natural witches. We had magic in our blood.

      “They gave me up when I was a baby. I was adopted by a nice set of parents who were really good to me. I used to imagine all sorts of things about my birth parents, though, like how they were too poor to afford me, or that they were too young, or all these other things about them knowing they wouldn’t be good parents so they did the right thing and gave me up to someone who could be a good parent.”

      “It was tough being a witch when I was younger. My adoptive parents didn’t understand why I could do certain things. In school, I was teased for being the weird kid. I had nothing to go on about why I was the way I was. My parents couldn’t help me because they knew nothing. It…sucked. But still, I got through it. When my parents realized there was something more to me, they took me to a psychic. Turns out this one actually knew what she was doing. She told them I had powers and encouraged them to practice Wicca so they could have a way to relate to me. Things in my life started to get better after that, and then I got the call to be in the Order. I met Randy first off and his knowledge of Naturals was so much more than what the psychic had. I finally felt like I’d found a home.” He took a deep breath. “That’s when I found out about my real parents.” He shook his head. “They weren’t unfit at all. They just didn’t want me. So, no, I don’t like coming to this house because it’s theirs. I don’t like the shit ton of money I have in the bank account because it’s theirs. They didn’t want me so why would I want anything of theirs.”

      I squeezed him tighter, hoping I could soak up some of his pain. “Where are they now? Your real parents?”

      “Dead.”

      My heart skipped a beat. The way he’d said it didn’t open it up for discussion, so I just let the word hang in the air. “They’re stupid for not wanting you, Liam. You’re one of the best men I’ve ever met.” I looked up at him and kissed him softly on the lips, trying to transfer all the feelings I had for him in one kiss, in one moment. It was virtually impossible to do, but when I finally did pull away, he seemed much lighter as if I’d somehow eased some of his burden.

      “It doesn’t bother me all the time,” he said. “Just…being here is hard. I feel like I’m trespassing, like I’m somehow getting the life they didn’t want me to have.”

      “Fuck ‘em.”

      His eyebrows raised.

      “I mean it,” I said, pulling away. “Fuck. Them. This house is beautiful and sure your parents are shit, but you should be able to enjoy what they denied you, Liam. If I were you, I’d be throwing fucking parties in here, having someone else clean the mess up, just to do the same thing the next night. Screw it. It’s your stuff.”

      He chuckled and rubbed his jaw. “Maybe one day I’ll feel like you, but not today. The only thing I am happy about is that we can stay here for right now and not have to worry about intruders. This place has magic upon magic. It’s literally a spelled fortress. No one’s getting through here. This is the safest place in the world for people like us.”

      He looked simultaneously pleased, and pissed, to have said those words, like it ate at him a little on the inside to admit that this place helped him. Instead of answering, I leaned back on him and curled into him tighter. He kissed the top of my head and we both just sat there, staring out at the storm that was bulldozing up the coast. Lightning crackled through the air in a dazzling light display I’d never witnessed before. Nature could be so scary, yet beautiful at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gabe, Randy, Liam and I stood in the outcropping at the back of the estate. It was a grassy area surrounded by enormous boulders that lined property before dipping down into the ocean. There were no remnants of the storm that had gone through last night. The sun shone down so much so that I could finally relinquish Liam’s hoodie I’d confiscated. It wasn’t New Orleans heat, but the sun here in Salem seemed to warm me from the inside out.

      Or maybe that was the guys.

      Randy raised his hands over his head, his body rippling with muscles. My mouth gaped open just watching the nuances of his exterior. Damn. This guy.

      “Are you paying attention?” Gabe asked.

      I shook my head as if I was literally coming out of a trance—a Randy-infused gawk-fest was more like it. Tearing my gaze away from him and his muscle tank, I looked up at Gabe. He wore a knowing smirk, and I couldn’t help the smile that curved my lips at being found out. “I am,” I told him. “I’ve seen Randy do it before, remember? It’s you and Liam who haven’t seen how awesome we work with one another.”

      Gabe cocked his head. “I believe I know how awesome we work with one another, Love. I seem to remember…” He brought his hands up and started counting on his fingers.

      “Okay! Okay!”

      He snickered and gave me a devilish grin. “Looking forward to adding to it. I’m not sure what the proper protocol is, but can I claim helping you later when you need it?”

      “Fuck off,” Randy said.

      Both Gabe and mine’s gazes darted toward him. His face still held the serious expression he used when calling forth his magic, but good to know he still half-listened to what was going on around him.

      “I think—” Liam started to say.

      No doubt Liam’s thoughts would’ve been heaped in common sense about who should help relieve me of my energy after training with magic, but hell, I so did not want to go there. I held a hand up, and Liam peered over at me, his eyebrows raised. “Maybe,” I said, starting out softly. “We should just wait and see what happens.” I shrugged. “Maybe the other times were flukes.”

      “Statistically speaking,” Liam said, looking confused. “You’re at one-hundred percent. If I were doing a study, you needed relief one-hundred percent of the time after using magic around us. Those are good odds.”

      I hid my head in my hands. Not that I minded talking about sex with them, I so didn’t. It was hot as fuck, to be honest. It was just the act of predetermining what was going to happen that kind of put a downer on things. I peeked through my fingers, and Liam looked confused as ever. I stayed where I was in the grass and hooked a finger at him, begging him to come my way. He did so, stopping just in front of me. I shielded my eyes from the sun while I looked up. “I don’t really want to plan out our sexual exploits, Liam Hon. Okay?”

      “Oh,” he said, his face falling. He bit his lip, his eyebrows coming together in thought. When he locked gazes with me, he looked sincerely sorry. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I know,” I told him. “Let’s just play it by ear. Kind of like how we did in the car last night.”

      Liam’s face flushed as Gabe swore. “Bloody hell. I knew I was missing out on something. Next time we save some chick from an idiot, one of you two are taking care of her so I can make sure our Norah is safe.”

      Before Liam could say that sounded reasonable, I playfully kicked him in the chin to keep his mouth shut. Spontaneity, I mouthed to him. His eyes sparkled after that and we all returned to what we were doing. Well, I wasn’t doing anything at the moment, just waiting for Randy to show Liam and Gabe what he could do. Travis was back up at the house, refusing to come down with us. I didn’t want to turn around and look, but I had a sneaking suspicion he was watching us from one of the windows. He’d acted weird when we proposed we should try to figure out what our magic could do around one another. Yesterday, it had seemed like we were getting somewhere, but maybe we weren’t. Maybe Travis and I just wouldn’t work out that way. What was I saying? Despite the rush of jealousy I’d gotten yesterday, I wasn’t sure I really wanted to involve myself with Travis in the way I shared with the other guys. Maybe our thing was to just be friends? Maybe he wasn’t into sharing? Maybe I didn’t want to share myself with him?

      Energy buzzed through the air. My own magic awakened as Randy cupped his hands in front of him. Within moments, he shot his hand forward and the same thing that happened yesterday happened again. The Earth shook and a crater in the ground opened up, mud and rocks flying everywhere.

      “Fucking Christ,” Gabe muttered.

      Liam’s arms outstretched to the side, shielding me, and he took a step back. He had evidently thought we’d exaggerated what happened in Salem.

      “Sorry about the lawn, bro.”

      Liam’s natural stutter came back. “S-seriously? You know I don’t care about that. My turn,” he said, immediately after.

      Gabe frowned, but took a step back anyway as Liam made the same motion as Randy. He didn’t wait as long to harness his magic, but an orange glow permeated his hands and stretched out as licks of flames conjured over his fingers and up his wrists. Liam immediately separated his hands and the magic disintegrated in front of us. “What the hell?”

      “Was that bloody fire?” Gabe asked. “Were you trying to do that?”

      Liam shook his head, his eyes wide. “I was just trying to conjure my magic like I always do. I wanted to put a hole in the ground next to Randy’s, but that happened instead.”

      Randy shrugged. “I don’t even know how I did it either. I was just using my magic to send a burst at a target and that’s what happened. Try again, Liam.”

      Liam’s eyes narrowed. He stepped back with his left foot and brought his hands together in front of him again as he conjured his magic. Once more, an orange glow encapsulated his fists and turned to burning flames around the edge.

      “See if you can throw it, Mate,” Gabe urged.

      “Where in the hell would you like me to do that?” he asked, his voice tense. “I don’t want to start the whole place on fire. We kind of need it right now.”

      “We don’t even know if it’ll actually set fire to anything,” Gabe said, defending himself.

      “Oh, like Randy didn’t put a hole in the fucking ground?”

      I got to my feet and approached Liam slowly. His shoulders tensed, and he hunched over as if he was afraid to even move. His body practically pulsed with magic. The closer I got to him, the bigger the flames grew, licking up and over his hands a good half a foot or so.

      “Stop,” Liam said, peeking over at me. “Don’t come closer.”

      “Send it into the ocean,” I told him, watching the orange ball in his hands like a hawk. “It won’t hurt anyone there.”

      Liam closed his eyes. Afterward, he swallowed, then pushed his arms forward in the direction of the ocean. Sure enough, a ball of flames flew through the air, sizzling and sparking when it hit the cresting waves.

      “Son of a bitch,” Randy said, all smiles and coming at Liam with a bro hug. “How in the hell did you do that? Fire? What? That’s crazy.”

      “My turn,” Gabe said.

      Before any of us could stop him, he took the stance I was used to seeing from them, the same one Randy had put me in the other day, and held his hands in front of him. An unsteady wave flowed through my body as if I could feel Gabe conjuring his magic. It felt amenable, fluid, soft. When he thrust his hands forward, my body expanded and contracted. At first, I didn’t think anything happened, but then the wave that had just white-capped near the shore, rose in the air, and then crashed back down in reverse.

      I blinked at the spot. Had I just seen that? It looked like something from a movie. “I suppose you’ve never done that either,” I said.

      Three sets of eyes turned toward me. I tried to take a step closer to them, but wobbled on my feet. Liam was the first one there, steadying me. “Hey,” he said. “What’s wrong, Norah?”

      I shook my head and the world slowed down, the images in front of me blurring from one to the other. When I spoke, my voice came out like an echo. “I don’t know-ow-ow. Wha-a-a-a-a-t?”

      I shook my head again to try to bring myself out of it, but instead of making me feel better, a wave of nausea crashed into me. I fell against Liam’s chest and he carefully lowered me to the grass again.

      “Talk to us,” Randy implored. “What’s going on?”

      I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to talk because they were turning numb, for one, and two, I hated the echoing of my voice. It was unnatural, wrong, and I didn’t want them to treat me like porcelain. I pushed away from Liam and held myself into a sitting position.

      “Does she need…you know?” Randy asked.

      “Are you serious?” Liam snapped. “She couldn’t even stand.”

      “It’s not like the time she needed it with me,” Gabe said, with more control. That was odd. Liam was always the one who had his head on his shoulders. All academics were like that. “She was crackling with magic. Now she looks like she can barely keep it together.”

      “I’m right here,” I reminded them. “I can hear everything.”

      “I didn’t know,” Randy said, his voice remorseful, almost desperate. “Water?”

      “Water sounds good,” I said. “Food, maybe, too?” My stomach felt hollow as if everything had been taken out of me. “Chocolate is preferable.”

      Gabe chuckled. “You should probably have something filling, like meat.”

      I cracked a smile. “You want me to eat meat? I thought we just came to the conclusion that sex wasn’t what I needed right now.”

      “Your mind’s always in the gutter,” Gabe said. “At least that means you’ll probably live.”

      “Probably,” I said, matching his sarcasm. “If my mind’s in the gutter, I’m probably not as injured as you might think.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Liam said. “I think there’s always something wrong with you.”

      My mouth dropped. I looked at him and he smiled back. The slight shrug he gave me made me burst out laughing. Five seconds later, a glass of water was shoved into my face along with a bag of semi-sweet morsels. Randy, huffing and puffing, must’ve sprinted to the house and back to get these lovely treats for me. “Thank you.”

      He nodded once as I eagerly took them from his hands. I motioned the bag of chocolate chips toward Liam, asking if it was okay to open. In answer, he took the bag from me and ripped it, taking my hand and forcing it palm up as he poured some in my hand. “If Norah needs chocolate, she can have chocolate.”

      “I like the way you guys think.”

      After I drank the whole cup of water and munched on some chocolate chips, I offered the bag to the other guys. Gabe was the first to take some and then handed the bag to Randy. We ended up sitting in a circle as we all waited to see if I’d return to normal. Ha. Normal. What was normal anyways? It was something I wasn’t familiar with. I’d never been normal, or regular, in my life, and in that moment, looking at Liam, Randy, and Gabe, I was glad I wasn’t normal. Normal girls didn’t have three boyfriends.

      This time, the piercing glare from someone other was unmistakable. A shiver ran up my spine and I turned. Travis was at the window like I expected all along. I propped my chin up on my shoulder and just stared at him. Randy followed my gaze. “He’d already had the glass of water waiting when I ran back in there. Doesn’t care, my ass,” he chuckled.

      Liam brought his knees up to his chest and rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay, obviously we don’t have this magic stuff figured out yet. We thought that when you expended magic, it made you even more magic, therefore, being so hyped up with it that you needed release. That apparently only happens some of the time.”

      “I didn’t even use magic this time.”

      “But we did,” Gabe said. “Ridiculous amounts of magic that did badass shit, I might add.”

      “And there were more of us this time than just when you and Randy were practicing,” Liam tacked on.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t figure out what’s going on.” I stared out at the ocean and watched as the waves broke onto the shore. The recurring motion soothed my soul, but also made me feel completely inadequate. Waves lapped against the beach, that’s what they did. Why couldn’t I figure out what I was supposed to be doing? Or what we all were? Or who this Jay guy was who wanted to do God knew what with me? Sure, New Orleans was a lot easier. I got up, I went to work, I closed up shop, I went home. Here I was living life on the edge of unexplored territory and even though part of me said this whole thing was crazy and that I should be taking the safe route instead, I couldn’t bring myself to do that. Nope. Not at all. Despite this crazy shit, it was beginning to feel more and more like I was all-in with these guys.

      Wow. I couldn’t believe I’d just admitted that to myself.

      I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. “I need a Norah group hug.”

      “Group what?” Randy asked, smirking.

      “Hug! Get your mind out of the gutter!”

      Randy smirked. Gabe didn’t bother wasting any time. He threw his arms around me, quickly followed by Liam. Randy was last, his strength forcing us all together in one heap, a mess of bodies and limbs—and hearts.
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      After the total drain earlier, I decided to take it easy the rest of the day. Randy called off work, Liam could pretty much graduate now apparently, or at least that was the gist I was getting from him. Travis and Gabe, too, were all on path to graduate in the summer. They had wondered about staying in college because it made a good cover-up for them. Four dudes living together didn’t seem so weird when they were roommates and at school, and of course, they fit in well with the college senior scenario. Part of me knew they were probably just afraid of the unknown. Couldn’t say I blamed them. Life was scary as shit sometimes.

      I’d claimed one of the many sitting rooms in Liam’s parents’ house for myself. It was directly above the living room downstairs, just not as big and more homey. The furniture was situated around the full glass wall as if everything important was outside, and it was bringing that in. My mind felt numb as I thought through everything. Could I really stay in Salem? If I committed myself to the coven—assuming I was the fifth—could I move here? I couldn’t ask all four of them to move when they had roots here. All I had was my shop. Granny’s death had taken family away from me, and I really didn’t have many friends to speak of, a byproduct of being weird my whole life. Kids in school either hated me because I was different from them or were scared of me. I supposed I could bring my shop up here. I had all the inventory. Boxing it up and shipping it, or maybe even renting a truck to bring it all up, wouldn’t be that bad. Just like in New Orleans, I was sure I’d have competition, but I’d been able to thrive so far. One of my goals was to move my shop closer to Bourbon Street and though I hadn’t managed it yet, I was well on my way there.

      A soft knock sounded on the frame of the entryway. I turned my head slightly to find Liam leaning against the doorjamb. His adorable floppy hair and glasses put a smile on my face immediately. “Do you want to be by yourself?”

      I had been avoiding them since calling the training quits. There was just a lot to work through and figuring out how everyone fit into that was hard enough when they were right there. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy they were right there, but at the same time, I just needed a little space. I patted the seat next to me and Liam waltzed over. He sat in the corner of the couch with his hand wrapped around the top, inviting me to just cuddle right in like I had yesterday. Instead, I took his hand down and threaded my fingers through his, staring at the way they interconnected.

      “Ahhh,” he said, sighing. He wiped a hand down his face and turned toward me. “I don’t get how you’re so perfect for me, yet seem to be the same to the other guys. We’re nothing like each other.”

      Wasn’t that the truth? Gabe was Mr. Happy-Go-Lucky Sports Enthusiast while Randy was Lean-Mean-Mess-With-Me-and-I’ll-Kick-Your-Ass-Dude. Honestly, Liam wasn’t one of the ones I’d pick out of a crowd and know I would jive with. He was intelligent, a little on the geeky side, and though he was hot, he didn’t push the same testosterone buttons that Randy did. I squeezed his fingers. “Beats the hell out of me.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t analyze it too much. The guys are always saying I’m too scientific about basically everything.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not bad to be that way. Sometimes things can’t be explained away though. It is what it is.”

      I looked back out toward the ocean for several minutes and we sat in companionable silence. After a while though, Liam shifted on the sofa. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something.”

      “Yeah?” I turned toward him. Oh. My stomach dropped as I caught the look on his face.

      “I know we already took our relationship to the ultimate level, but,” he looked up. “Um…”

      I smiled and bit my lip. He was so incredibly cute.

      “I was hoping maybe we could rewind it for a bit.”

      My stomach clenched. “You want to take it back.”

      “No. God, no. I—Trust me, I had fun. Just from the first time we met, I was already kind of planning on dating you. You know, picking you up with flowers, taking you to dinner, the movies, then escalating it to what we did the other night. I do not want to take that back,” he clarified. “That would just be stupid of me. I just want the chance to have the relationship I’ve always wanted. Who knows?” he laughed at himself. “Maybe it’s because I kind of dreamed that my parents—my real parents—were just two crazy kids in love, but it’s what I’ve always wanted.”

      I squeezed his fingers. “You’re asking my permission to take me out on a date. With like flowers and chocolate and…” I didn’t even know what to add to that. It sounded perfect the way it was and butterflies erupted in my stomach just thinking about it.

      “I know it’s probably not a modern notion or anything…”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. The cute little embarrassed pink circles on his cheeks had started to form and even though they jumpstarted my heart, at the same time, I hated that he was ever awkward around me. “I love that idea,” I told him, speaking right from my heart. The idea of being pursued was like, a major turn-on. Holy hell. I rolled my eyes at myself. It was obviously difficult to keep my hormones to myself around all these hot guys. It was proving to be damn near impossible. “I’d love to go out on a date with you, Liam.”

      His eyes widened just a fraction. I didn’t know how I could surprise this guy. We’d already seen each other buck naked and done the most intimate things with one another, how much more surprising could it get?

      He squeezed my fingers back, and I almost dissolved into a fit of happy giggles. Shit, I needed to get a grip.

      “Maybe we could go tomorrow when you’re feeling better?”

      I smiled so hard my cheeks hurt. “Yes, I can’t wait.”

      He was happy for about three seconds until the serious expression returned to his face. “Maybe we ought to wait until we figure out why Dupre and this guy Jay want you. It probably wouldn’t be good to show up strolling around Salem when we don’t know what’s going on yet.”

      “But, we’re stronger together, right?” I didn’t want to give this up now. “It couldn’t hurt that much. You handled the two guys at the cafe when it was just us.”

      His deep brown eyes sparked with interest as if I’d given him a new hypothesis to go on. “True.”

      I knew I was reaching for excuses, but I couldn’t help myself. Going out on a date with Liam sounded like the best idea this century at the moment. “We can always try, and if we get weird feelings, we can just come back here. We should even head to the apartment to get some of your guys’ stuff. You’re going to run out of clothes sooner or later.”

      “Speaking of, do you plan on bringing your stuff from New Orleans up here?” He looked down at our hands as soon as he said it.

      “Why, Liam,” I joked, putting on my best southern accent. “I do declare, are you asking me to move in with you?”

      His face turned full-blown red this time. “I-I guess so.”

      I chuckled to myself and propped myself up to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “I was just thinking about that, actually. If we are really a coven—”

      “Or even if we’re not,” Liam said.

      Now it was my turn to be surprised. “What?”

      “I’m not saying I don’t think you are the fifth because I do. But it’s not about that. It’s not entirely about that, I should say. No matter what, I want you here, and I’m pretty sure Gabe and Randy agree, too. So, even if you’re not the fifth—again, not saying you aren’t—you should be with us because we want to be, not just because we’re in a coven together.”

      My mouth immediately went dry and sparks of hope fluttered in my belly. It was like he’d just given me the reassurance I didn’t even know I needed. It wasn’t just about being their fifth, it was deeper than that. I stood up on my knees and faced him. “I was thinking, maybe I could bring my shop up here. I’m sure I could find a storefront somewhere for rent. Does Salem have a lot of voodoo places? We could call it like, ‘A Hint of South in the North’ or…yeah, that was bad, but you get the idea. I have to do something up here besides spend time with all of you and help rescue people from negative magic.”

      Liam leaned forward, his eyes sparkling. “I can think of just the place. There’s one occult store a few streets over from the main shopping area, but nothing voodoo related. I bet you the tourists would eat it up.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, hope surging inside me.

      “I can get you the place, if you want. I mean, my parents’ money is just sitting there.”

      “No,” I said, my voice rising. Liam didn’t like his parents’ money, so I didn’t want to use it. Then again,, I’d probably have to look into a loan. “Well, maybe at first. I’d pay you back though.”

      “You don’t need to pay me back.”

      “Liam, I’d pay you back.”

      Two sharp knocks came on the door frame. “If you two are done bickering…?”

      Bickering? Who’s bickering? I looked up to find Travis in the doorway, his hands crossed over his chest. I groaned a little at his interruption.

      His eyes narrowed at me. “Sorry, I barged in during plan-our-future time, but something’s come up and you guys need to come downstairs.”

      Liam gave my hand a quick squeeze, most likely trying to stifle the smartass comeback I could feel working its way up my throat. He gave me a tug and stood, pulling me along behind him as he addressed Travis. “What’s up, man?”

      Travis took the stairs two at a time as Liam and I followed. I pumped Liam’s hand when Travis didn’t answer and gave him an inquisitive look, but he just shrugged. When we got down, the rest of the guys were already comfortable in their seats. Liam let me go, and I took a seat next to Gabe who was sprawled out on one sofa with his hands behind his head. “Hey there, feeling better?”

      I nodded and poked his side. “What’s this all about?” It wasn’t that Travis couldn’t call a meeting, it was just I hadn’t been around when he’d done so. He looked serious—even more serious than usual. His green eyes intense as he surveyed us. Gabe shrugged in response. “He’s been so off lately,” he whispered. “I think you’re throwing him for a loop.”

      Yeah, a pissy loop, I wanted to respond, but Travis moved to the middle of us all, his hands on his hips, effectively shutting me up. “Got a call from a friend back in Salem. She wants our help.”

      “Magic help? Just what friend would that be, Mate? No one knows what we do but our families and superiors.”

      Travis’s chin dipped, scorching Gabe with his best murderous look. “Obviously she doesn’t know what we are—exactly. She just knows we’re something different. She’s Wiccan herself so she’s not completely devoid of powers. And she actually doesn’t know anything about you guys. She asked for my help, but I don’t do anything without the rest of you,” he finished, looking pointedly at me.

      Ice slithered up my spine. Yikes.

      “Anyway,” Liam said, drawing out the word to end the death glare match between Gabe and Travis. “Who is it and what’s the problem?”

      “Her name’s Kaitlyn. She—”

      “Christ,” Randy spat. “Kaitlyn? That Kaitlyn?”

      Liam looked between the two of them, his expression more than just a little confused while Gabe chuckled. “Wait, is this the chick he was seeing before—?”

      Travis’s green eyes flared. “Jesus, I didn’t know your guys’s asses were so far up my love life. Yes. That Kaitlyn.”

      My whole body tensed, and Gabe reached up to rub my back. Tension soothed out of me, but this was outright ridiculous. It wasn’t like I had a claim on him, on any of them, but my body felt the exact opposite. “Okay, so what’s wrong with Kaitlyn?” I asked, trying not to snarl her name, “that she thinks we—you—can help her?”

      Travis ran a hand through his dark hair. “She’s claiming something’s happening at her sorority house. I told her I didn’t think so since none of us have felt the pull, but I also didn’t want to give away too much, so I told her I would check it out.”

      “Sorority house?” Jesus fuck, of course he would be into sorority girls. Exactly like Mandy. Anger bubbled up inside me and started to pop like hot bacon grease.

      “Good point,” Liam said, pointing at me as his mind worked. “Sorority house. That rings a bell. Is it the same sorority house Mandy belongs to?”

      My mouth dropped a little, but I tried to cover it up. Of course I meant to put those two things together based on solving this case and not because I was jealous as fuck that I was literally the exact opposite of the sorority girl type, therefore the exact opposite of the type of girl Travis went for.

      “The same one,” Travis said.

      Liam looked at me and smiled as if I was a genius. “Maybe there’s something to it.”

      I wished I could think more clearly without the idea of Travis being with this Kaitlyn chick in the back of my head. While the rest of the guys made plans to check out the sorority house tomorrow, I sat back against the couch and prayed it would swallow me right up. Instead of focusing on what was important, I wondered if Travis could feel my glare. Or if he also held feelings for me deep down. So deep down that he’d probably never admit to it.

      It was useless to think about it at all if that was the case. But apparently, I loved torturing myself.
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      I was just pulling on my pajamas before getting in the plush bed Liam said I could take when the door creaked open. I looked back to see Gabe standing there, a pair of sweats hanging off his hips and nothing else. Jesus hell. The perfect cut of his muscles disappeared just beyond the waistband and I couldn’t help that my eyes were drawn there immediately, admiring him for the athletic guy he was. I expected him to say something funny, but when he remained quiet, I looked up. “Hey.”

      “Your door was ajar. Okay if I come in?”

      A smile peeled my lips apart. “You never have to ask, Gabe.”

      He turned, shut the door, and then made his way to me. He reached out for my hand, and I put mine in his. “You nervous about going to the sorority house tomorrow?”

      I shook my head. “No. We don’t even know if it’s anything. And if Dupre is there, at least we’ll have our answer. The only thing I don’t like is not knowing what’s going on or why we’re being targeted.”

      He nodded, his head tilted away and finding something very interesting on the wall behind me.

      “Hey,” I said, putting my finger under his chin and tilting it back toward me. “What’s wrong?”

      He took a deep, steadying breath, then squeezed my fingers. “I just got off the phone with my grandfather.”

      “Right. He was in the Order, too,” I hedged, not understanding why a phone call with a family member would make him look like this.

      “For a while.” Gabe pulled his hand from mine and scratched the back of his head nervously. “I don’t know how to say it so I’m just going to come out with it. I asked him about girls being in the Order, like if it ever happened, and he said that ‘couldn’t happen’ and there were rumors that a long time ago women were allowed in the covens, but—”

      His voice broke off, and I nearly came up off the bed. “What?”

      “He said there was something about the connection the coven members all had. That it was more powerful than just five men and that because of this, the magic…destroyed them. All of them.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Their magic destroyed them? That didn’t seem possible. “Like in…”

      “In that they all died, Norah.”

      My stomach hollowed out. At the same time it sunk in, I couldn’t accept it. “But if that’s the case, why would magic pull me here? Why would it want that?”

      Gabe dropped his head, looking very, very tired. I reached for his hand again and he wrapped his around my fingers. “I’m not saying I totally believe it. He did just say it was a rumor.”

      “Did you tell Liam so he could look into it?”

      Gabe shook his head. “I wanted to tell you first.”

      My stomach clenched. Maybe Granny had been right. I was somehow exactly where I should be, yet not. She’d said she’d heard of instances where people OD’d on magic. Well, that made perfect sense now, didn’t it? My very presence here could hurt the guys if we wanted to believe these rumors. The color drained from my face. It was one thing to hear Granny say it, but it made it all the more real if Gabe’s grandfather had also heard the same thing. I’d left Liam that note to start researching it, but with everything going on, he might not have had the chance yet.

      “Don’t freak out,” Gabe urged. “This is why I was debating on whether I should tell you or not, but I figured it was only right and that you probably wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t.”

      “I should leave, right?” I asked him, my eyes wide as I caught his stare.

      “No,” he said forcefully, practically growling the word at me. “We don’t even know if it’s true, and even if, by some miracle it is, there has to be a reason why magic brought you here.”

      Gabe searched my face, and when I didn’t—couldn’t—say anything in return, he darted forward, his lips sealing onto mine. On instinct, my lips parted for him and he drank from me, my body responding automatically, and my magic brimming at the edges.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he said in between kisses. His hands wound around my back and he carefully laid me on the bed. “I told you so we could fight this together. So we could go through this together.” He shifted his weight to one side, trailing one hand up the inside of my thigh until it hit its target. “Mmm,” he murmured after my knees fell to the sides, giving him as much room as he needed. “I need you.”

      His other hand rested against my breast through my thin tanktop. Gabe’s ferocity didn’t confuse me. I was feeling the same thing now. Him touching me was like making sure I was still here, reassuring myself that I wasn’t going anywhere after I took in that information.

      “You’re not leaving.” Gabe’s fingers bypassed the small shorts I wore and stilled when he noticed I wasn’t wearing any panties. “Jesus, girl.”

      “I don’t have very many clothes,” I told him, my heart thudding inside my chest.

      “We’ll have to fix that.”

      I thought about what Liam and I talked about earlier. About moving my business up here and getting my stuff. Even about moving in with them. I’d been perfectly content with that, but now?  Gabe’s fingers dipped between my pussy lips. My hips came off the bed, urging him on.

      “Or you could just wear nothing from now on. I doubt any of us would mind.”

      “Travis,” I said, snorting his name as if it was obvious.

      Gabe kissed his way up my ear and bit the lobe. “Are you kidding? He’s got a hard-on for you, and I notice how jealous you get. Give it a few days and…”

      He kissed his way down my throat. Heat poured between my thighs. “And what?” I asked, breathless, picturing Travis’s stern mouth pleasuring me. It didn’t mean I didn’t want Gabe, it was just the opposite, really. I wanted them all. I wrapped my hand around his wrist and guided him in and out of me.

      “You’ll get exactly what you both want—explosively, I think.”

      My head fell back and Gabe took the opportunity to move my tanktop out of the way, kissing his way up my ribcage to my nipples. His hot mouth latched on as he continued to work my pussy. My hands dipped under his sweats and claimed his dick. I stroked him toward me. “I want you inside me, Gabe.”

      He groaned into the pillow. “I want that too, Love, but I don’t have anything again.”

      “Gabe,” I said more sternly. “I want you inside me.”

      I pulled his sweats down, his cock stood there proudly, thick against his muscled torso. Moving forward, I licked him from base to tip. Gabe swore, his fingers inside me slowing.

      I relieved myself of my tanktop, and Gabe’s eyes hooded over. I brought both my hands up and cupped my own breasts, rolling my nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. “I want you to fuck me. Please.”

      “God, you’re so fucking hot.”

      I moved my hips in time with his fingers pumping inside me. He watched me play with myself, my body arching into his. “Take my shorts off,” I ordered.

      My shorts were off so fast, I’d barely blinked.

      He went to continue with what he was doing, but I pushed his fingers away in favor of my own. With one hand cupped around my breast and the other in my wet pussy, I had Gabe’s dick straining toward me.  “Take your pants off.”

      He did so slowly, not taking his eyes away from me. When his sweats were on the floor, he started stroking his dick. Oh fuck. And here I was thinking I was going to tease him. On his knees in front of me, I moved so both my knees were on either side of him, my feet by his calves. I increased my movements, moaning at the pleasure I was giving myself and at the sight right in front of me. Cum had beaded at the top of his dick, and I ached for it, for what it represented.

      “Fuck, Norah,” he groaned, looking from me to his dick.

      “Put the head of your cock inside me. Just the head.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, already angling toward me.

      I threw my head back on the bed. I could feel my orgasm coming. “Gabe, please. I’m begging you. I’m clean. I’m on the pill, and I want so bad to feel your stiff cock inside me, I could scream.”

      “I just respect you,” he said.

      The bed dipped near me, and I worked myself harder, the anticipation of feeling him inside me exciting me even more. “I fucking love that you said that, but right now, I want you to fuck me. Please do as I said.”

      Gabe made a strained noise before his cock nudged me. I pulled my hands away and a second later, felt the glorious expansion of my walls as Gabe’s tip pushed inside. My eyes flew open and my mouth dropped into a silent scream as my orgasm rushed forward.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” Gabe said, slamming into me, pumping into me with everything he had as my orgasm ripped through me. I dug my nails into his back as he continued to thrust inside, my arousal never really going away even after one of the biggest orgasms I’d ever had.

      “I knew there was a beast inside you somewhere,” I moaned. “Mmm. I can’t wait to go to one of your football games and sit back on the sidelines smiling about how your naked cock has been inside me.”

      “Oh fuck,” Gabe said, his body tightening.

      He pulled his cock slowly out of me, backing away. Before I could ask him what was wrong, his hands propped my ass up and brought my pussy to his lips.

      “Don’t worry. You want me to come inside you, and I will, just not yet.” He groaned as his tongue slid around my already sensitive lips. “I can taste me on you. Fuck.” His tongued moved up, caressing my nub.

      “Right there,” I told him, holding his face. “Oh, God, right there. Don’t stop.”

      The room filled with my whispered gasps as Gabe ate me out. His attention to detail was something to be admired as he did just what I said, staying right at my clit, licking, sucking, flicking his tongue over it until my body locked up in pleasure.

      “Yes!”

      “Jesus. I love how unabashed you are. I think the whole house can hear you.”

      The thought of the other guys listening in on us, sent me over the edge. “Gabe!” My insides clenched, sending me spiraling. Gabe stayed in his spot until I pushed him away breathlessly. He knelt in front of me again, waiting at my entrance, his hand sliding up and down his cock.

      Feeling more than fulfilled, I reached out to take over Gabe’s strokes, urging him toward me. His head pushed inside and again, I bit down on my lip to keep the strangled noise of pleasure at bay. Inch by inch, he pushed inside until he was fully seated. He rocked back and forth. “You really do feel like heaven. I’ve never been inside someone without a condom before.” His face pinched as if he was trying to hold back.

      I grabbed his hips. “Don’t,” I told him. “Don’t you dare hold back. I want all of it. I want all of you.”

      His eyes focused, and he bent over me, his hands fisting the bed as he dove inside me. Again and again, he hammered inside me until we were in a rhythm and remarkably, I felt like I could orgasm again.

      “Jesus, Gabe. I think I’m going to come again. Whatever you do, don’t stop.” Stroke after stroke he urged cries from my throat until I teetered on the edge. “Oh fuck. Oh Gabe.”

      “I’m right there,” he said through clenched teeth.

      My orgasm hit hard and fast as his dick started to pulse inside me. The more I clenched around him, the more he shuddered.

      “Bloody hell, Norah,” he said finally, falling on top of me.

      Still, his dick twitched inside me and I held him to my chest. He kissed my nipple and I trembled. “Round two?” I asked, jokingly.

      “Are you kidding? I need sustenance.” We both dissolved into laughter. He moved up, laying his head on the pillow next to me. “Sorry about that,” he said, his expression turning serious once more. I felt like I was losing you.”

      I placed my hand on his cheek. “I know.” I wanted to reassure him, but what could I say? Who knew what the future would bring?

      That was one of Granny’s favorite sayings. I always thought it was weird considering we were witches. Of all people, shouldn’t we know? What good was magic if you couldn’t do stuff like that? This was one of the times my foresight would come in handy, but it didn’t work on cue. We’d just have to play this story out to see what the end result was.

      “I don’t want to tell anybody else right now,” Gabe said. “I think we should just keep it between us.”

      I changed positions restlessly. On one hand, I didn’t like keeping secrets from the rest of the guys. On the other, I agreed with him. It was one thing having Granny say she heard something like this happening, it was a whole other thing hearing a former member of the Order say it. It made it all the more real. “For now,” I said. “But Gabe, if it becomes apparent they should know, we should tell them.”

      He nodded.

      Thank fuck we agreed on that. Gabe, Liam, and Randy might not care, but if we were going to drag Travis into this too, he should have an opinion. This affected all of us.

      Gabe pulled me tighter and ran his hands through my hair. I let him soothe my frayed nerves before falling into a dreamless sleep.
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      The next morning around the breakfast table, we went over our preliminary plan on what to do once we got to the sorority house. I scowled just thinking about it. I wasn’t a fan of sorority houses. To me, they just represented everything I hated about growing up in school. Cliquey bitches. It was unkind, but it was true to my story. So far, the only thing we had was to let Travis do the talking since he was the one who knew Kaitlyn. Oh, did I mention that I really didn’t want to meet Kaitlyn? Because, yeah, that sounded like the last thing I wanted to do. The rest of us were just supposed to tag along, going through the house to see if we ‘felt’ anything. Since Kaitlyn didn’t really know what the guys were, she’d just contacted Travis on instinct. And she was right, he was something ‘other’. Other than nice. Other than… who knew? He just confused the shit out of me.

      Despite my attempts at trying to engage Randy in a conversation considering he didn’t look all that enthused about what we were doing either, he avoided me. Finally, just as the rest of the guys went out to get into the biggest vehicle that could accommodate all of us, I pulled back on his hand, making him face me. “What’s going on? You’re totally ignoring me.”

      He shook his head and tried to walk away.

      “No. Screw that,” I said, pulling back on him again. “I’m pretty sure we all have to communicate here if we want to get through this.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t want to communicate right now because I can’t think of a fucking nice thing to say. How’s that for an answer?”

      I took a step back. “Oh.” I’d mistaken his silence for something else, but no, he was straight up pissed with me. “Well, what is it? I can take it.”

      He growled at me instead of answering and I did the absolute worst thing I could’ve done in this situation, I laughed. He turned dark eyes on me. Maple scent filled the room, making me wish we’d had pancakes for breakfast, which only made me laugh harder.

      He marched forward and pinned me against the cupboards, his mouth hitting my neck where he— he— “Did you just bite me?” I gasped. A ping of pleasure shot through me.

      “You are so damn infuriating,” he said, his hot mouth scorching my neck down to my shoulder where he pulled my shirt away. “First, you’re so fucking loud with Gabe last night that I had a major case of blue balls that I thought about storming into your room, throwing you over my shoulder, and taking you back to my own bed. Now, I have to live with the fact that you think that’s funny.”

      His hand came up to cup my breast. “Shit, Randy.” I propped myself up on the counter and wrapped my legs around him. “I didn’t know you could hear me. Gabe said I was being loud, but I didn’t know. I certainly wasn’t trying to tease you.”

      “For the record,” he said, rolling his hips into me and kissing a trail down my chest. “I am trying to tease you.”

      At that, he pulled away and sulked out the door. I fell to the floor, thankful my knees were steady enough to hold me up as I watched him go. Motherfucker. I narrowed my gaze at the empty doorway. He was so paying for that. I didn’t know how, but I’d think of something.

      I took a moment to calm myself and then sauntered out the door as if nothing had happened. Sure, we had more important things to worry about right now, but what harm could a little game do between couples?

      Travis and Randy sat in the front with Gabe in the back while Liam waited for me, holding the door open like a true gentleman. I popped up on my tiptoes and gave him a sweet kiss to the cheek before sliding into the middle. My first thought was to slide right up onto Gabe’s lap and makeout with him just to get revenge on Randy, but that didn’t seem fair to Liam. I’d play along with him, too, except I was worried he wouldn’t like the idea. We were supposed to go out on that date tonight, which I was sure was already going to get postponed due to our little excursion into sorority life. Whether we did or didn’t find anything there, it would be nice to have a normal date and not head out after we got back from “evil hunting” or whatever the guys called it. If I was going to become a coven member, I’d have to brush up on my Order of the Akasha terms and history. I was basically a noob here. That needed to change.

      Liam’s thumb brushed over my hand. I looked up at him and smiled before lacing our fingers together for the rest of the ride into Salem. The countryside between Liam’s parents’ place and Salem was beautiful. Trees lined the backroads with older houses spotted across great green lawns. Gradually, the view morphed and turned more rural—stoplights, pedestrians, runners jogging with their dogs. This part of town reminded me of New Orleans, and despite what Gabe had confessed to me yesterday, I hadn’t changed my plans about moving my shop to Salem—yet.

      Before long, we pulled up to a great big house that matched the other historical structures around the area. It was a clapboard gray with deep blue accents framing the two story house. Travis put the Jeep in Park and jumped out. With my hand still firmly in Liam’s, I let him lead me out of the car as we followed Travis to the front porch. My stomach tightened the closer we got. There was one thing we didn’t think to ask Travis yesterday, and that was if he really thought Kaitlyn was having a problem, or if he thought this was just a ploy to see him again. Now that we were here and a few seconds away from seeing her, the thought kept flashing through my mind. Damn. I didn’t remember being so distrusting before.

      “Feel anything?” Liam whispered in my ear.

      Aw, hell. I closed my eyes as we waited for someone to let us in and took stock of my feelings. Despite the jealousy raging through my veins, there wasn’t anything else. No tightening of my stomach like in the cafe, or pull like when magic wanted me to come to the coven. I didn’t feel a thing.

      I shook my head. His lips pursed. “Me either.”

      The door swung open and Travis said, “Hey.”

      “Hey,” a voice said. Travis completely blocked the girl out so at least I was spared her appearance for a few seconds longer. Hands wrapped around his neck and shoulders, and they stepped together to hug.

      My jaw clenched. A hand came up to rub my back again, but I still stared daggers at the arms around Travis. After a moment, he stepped back. “I brought my friends with me. They’re, you know, like me. Or, most of them are anyway,” he clarified after spotting me. I seriously wanted to kick him. His eyes roamed over me, but then returned to Kaitlyn.

      She stepped back, opening the door wide. “Come in. Thanks, guys, for coming. I wish I knew what was going on.”

      Her gaze trailed up Randy, and I pulled Liam up after me as I stepped in front of him. I wished I could sequester Liam, Gabe, and Randy away or somehow mark my territory. Hell, that just sounded bad, but it was how I felt.

      “Hi,” I said to her since she was staring at me after I’d put myself right between her and Randy.

      “Hey, I’m Kaitlyn.”

      She held her hand out, and I shook it. “Norah.”

      “Norah. That’s a name you don’t hear every day.” My eyes narrowed, and she quickly tacked on. “I like it.”

      The only feelings I was getting around here were ones of harm and they were coming directly from myself. I felt like I could snap and just start punching people.

      Hands came up on my shoulders and a sexy British accent whispered, “Calm down, Love.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I whispered after Kaitlyn turned away and led Travis further into the house.

      He chuckled. “No?”

      Yeah, yeah. Okay. I knew, but I still didn’t quite understand it. It wasn’t a natural reaction for me.

      Liam pried his fingers away from mine and moved me closer to Gabe. He looked at him as if to say “handle that, would you?”, and then walked up to Travis and Kaitlyn. The whole thing just made me snicker and brought me out of my own head. “C’mon,” I said to Gabe, pulling him forward. “We better hear what Little-Miss-Kaitlyn thinks is going on here.”

      Travis glared at Gabe and I as we approached, then turned to his ex. “So, let’s hear what you told me on the phone yesterday. You said everyone’s just acting weird?”

      She nodded, and bit her lip after looking around the big, empty house. “There’s something very strange going on here. All the girls are skipping class, staying in their rooms during the day. When they do come out, it’s only for parties.” She stepped forward and lowered her voice. “Nightly parties, as in every night. We’re not that type of sorority. Sure, we’re known to have some keggers, but nightly? No. We have GPA’s to keep up, standards to uphold. Travis, you know how hard it is to get in here. None of it makes any sense, but when I try to bring it up to the other girls, they just act like zombies. No, worse, like stoned cheerleaders who are only here to drink and dance the night away.”

      Her voice caught, and Travis put a hand on her shoulder. I was going to have no teeth left by the time we left this place.

      Despite what Kaitlyn told us, and that it did seem odd, I couldn’t feel a thing. I closed my eyes as she prattled on and searched for my magic. I sent it out, not in a fighting way, but in an exploratory way. It left me in purple smoke-like wisps and wandered through the house. It could only go so far before it hit a wall. Most likely my own limitations so I drew it back. I gave Gabe a quick shake of my head to let him know I still didn’t feel anything.

      The sound of heels on the stairs reached us. Kaitlyn looked up, rubbing under her eyes furiously and then looking at her fingers to make sure she didn’t smudge any of her makeup. When the figure came into view, I panicked a bit. It was Mandy, and for a split-second I worried she’d recognize us, but then I remembered Travis stripped her memories. Thankfully.

      “Hey!” she said, looking all annoyingly happy, pretty much the exact opposite of how Kaitlyn described her ‘sisters’ to us. She looked at Kaitlyn, tossed her hair over her side, and then moved on to the rest of us. She definitely looked better, no longer the picture of someone who’d been kept in captivity for a couple weeks. The poor thing. I hoped she was getting through everything okay. “Are you coming to our party later?”

      Umm. ‘Kay. People coped with things differently, but Travis didn’t strip her of her captivity memories, only the ones of us. I wouldn’t have been ready to throw myself back into the sorority scene so quickly.

      Travis and I exchanged glances while Kaitlyn said, “No, they can’t. They’re only here for a little while.”

      “Aww,” Mandy pouted. She legit pouted, cementing every thought I had about girls like her. “That’s too bad.”

      She gave us a quick wave and then exited through a hall. A niggle of apprehension wormed its way up my spine. That was definitely strange.

      Travis motioned to Mandy, and asked, “How’s she doing?”

      “Mandy?” Kaitlyn asked, twisting her long ponytail in her fingers. “Fine. She seems to be the only one who actually has a personality left while everyone else is stuck in limbo, but it’s just…”

      She trailed off and this time it was Gabe who stepped up. “I think Travis means to ask if she’s alright. We heard something happened to her?”

      Kaitlyn’s brows furrowed. “Not that I know of. She’s stayed in the house with the rest of them. Her parents were calling here, worried sick, but she refused to talk to them. Maybe that’s what you heard because I think her parents actually put out a call to the police or something.” She rolled her eyes. “She’s fine. Just a bit of a drama queen.”

      I rubbed my forehead, catching Liam’s gaze. Puzzle pieces were starting to push together. Mandy told us she saw someone who looked identical to her. Kaitlyn was positive this Mandy had never left the house. If that was the case, the Mandy we knew couldn’t have been locked in that cell for a few weeks.

      Travis rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you mind giving us a moment, Kaitlyn?”

      “Sure,” she said, her face draining. “I’ll just step into the game room. You remember where it is, right?”

      He cleared his throat. “Um, yeah. I think I can find it again.”

      The daggers I wanted to send his way didn’t even matter right now. As soon as Kaitlyn went through the hall, Gabe said, “So, the Mandy we know isn’t looking like she was that crazy now.” He pointed to the door the other Mandy left through. “What is that?”

      Liam held up his hand. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Travis wiped Mandy’s memories, so she wouldn’t have recognized us, anyway. I will admit that there is a potential problem with Kaitlyn’s version of the story, but that doesn’t mean it happened exactly how she said it did.”

      “We can trust her,” Travis said. “She wouldn’t lie.”

      “I’m not saying she lied, Travis. I’m just saying she might not have all the facts. I don’t know about you guys, but I feel nothing in here. Everything seems normal, no weird feelings, or tugs. Our magic has never failed us before, so I don’t see why if something was going on here that it wouldn’t alert us.”

      Travis rubbed his jaw. “I don’t like it.”

      Randy, who’d stayed quiet through all this, put his hands on his hips, drawing my attention. “I can’t say I like it either. I went back to the place where we found Norah and it’s clean, completely empty and swept from top to bottom. There’s no leads to go on there. We need to find something to help us figure out who’s after Norah, and now—maybe—there are two Mandy’s just as the real Mandy said there was. The ‘fake’ Mandy seemed to be a puppet of this Jay, according to the real Mandy so we should find her if we can. She can give us answers.”

      “What we can do right now,” Liam said, as relief flooded Travis, “is cleanse the place, and do further investigation. Mainly, I think we should come back tonight. We’ll have one of us go to the real Mandy’s place, confirm she’s there, while the rest of us come here. If there are two Mandy’s, we know the one here is mixed up in what happened with Norah.”

      “It still doesn’t make sense why we’re not getting the pull though,” Gabe offered. “If there was something going on here, we should’ve felt this other Mandy, even just a little bit.”

      The rest of us shrugged. Unfortunately, none of us had any answers.

      After we performed a quick cleansing spell, Travis pulled Kaitlyn back into the room and told her we’d be back tonight. He didn’t offer up that we’d done anything and she didn’t ask. But, I noticed she had more color in her face than when we first got here. She’d better hope that was the cleansing spell we did and nothing Travis related.
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      It had been a stressful couple of hours. Instead of Liam and I stopping at the apartment to grab things after our intended date, we stopped there on the way back from the sorority house. There was a weird vibe in there, as if the place had been infiltrated without evidence to back it up. After we returned to Liam’s parents’ place, everyone scattered. With things in tow, the guys went to the different rooms they’d claimed to do God knows what. Later on, I found Liam in the living room, his laptop on his lap and scrolling through a website.

      “Hey,” I said, coming up behind him.

      Startled, he looked up with glazed-over eyes. He sighed, took his glasses off, and rubbed his face. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve been reading this for hours, and I’m just trying to piece things together.”

      I glanced at the screen, looking at a depraved picture of shadowed people screaming. “That doesn’t look like fun research at all.”

      He placed his glasses back on while I came around the couch to sit next to him. “It isn’t. It’s just something Kaitlyn said that struck a chord with me. I don’t know how it would even fit into our situation, just a shot in the dark, really.”

      I squeezed his thigh. “I think you’re trying to do what the rest of us are, make sense out of everything. You just take the research approach. I noticed Randy takes the workout approach.” I nodded toward the full glass window where Randy was doing sprints from one side of the lawn to the other.

      He shifted closer to me. “What do you do?”

      “Can’t you tell? I bug the people who are actually trying to do something.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You’re not bugging me.”

      Locking eyes, we both moved forward to press a lingering kiss to one another’s lips. “I’m sorry we won’t be going out on our date tonight.”

      “Duty calls,” he sighed. “I’ll be glad to have this over with. It’s weird, but I’m kind of hoping we can correlate what happened to us at the cafe, to Dupre taking you, to Mandy, to the sorority house. If we can, then we can just put this to bed.”

      “So sure, are we?” I teased.

      “It’s what we do. I don’t like all these mysterious claims and threats. Just come at us so we can deal with it.”

      I blinked at him, surprised. It was stupid to be though. Liam was a black and white person, even when it came to this. It didn’t matter that he looked like the total opposite of the guy who would fight for you, appearances were deceiving. “I know what you mean. I got excited when we talked about bringing my shop up here and everything.”

      “We’re still going to do that,” Liam assured. “We’ll just have to do it as a team, and of course, as long as you don’t listen to any more of your Granny’s terrible advice, we should be okay.”

      I chuckled into his shoulder. “She’d hate you for saying that.”

      He looked up at the ceiling. “She can’t hear me, can she?”

      “I’ve no idea. She seemed to always hear things I didn’t want her to, but in this case, no, I don’t think so. Apparently she only comes to mine and Travis’s dreams.”

      Liam shook his head. “Yeah, I didn’t get that.”

      “You and me both. Maybe he was the only one asleep at the time?” I shrugged and put my head on Liam’s shoulder. The screen of his laptop caught my eye again. “What is this anyway?” I asked, trailing my hand down the frame.

      “I don’t know. It’s stupid.”

      “Tell me,” I urged. If he thought it was important, it most certainly wasn’t stupid.

      “This is Dante’s Inferno. Well, a representation of one of his nine circles of hell, anyway. Have you heard of it?”

      “Vaguely. I think we read it in high school? Maybe.” The dark-shadowed pencil drawings that portrayed these horrific souls bothered me. “Which circle is this?”

      “Limbo.”

      I gasped a little. I’d heard Kaitlyn say limbo too, but this seemed like a stretch. Limbo? In a sorority house? That was kind of poetic, right?

      “I have nothing to tie anything together,” he said, sighing again. “The only thing that remotely comes into play is when Kaitlyn said all her ‘sisters’ were acting peculiar, different from their normal selves. It’s a longshot, but I thought I’d best do my research about it instead of pushing the thought away. Sometimes you never know when different pieces will come together on a case like this. Right now, I feel like we’re flying blind. If there is something going on with Mandy and Kaitlyn’s sorority house, it doesn’t make any sense that we wouldn’t feel it. Except, of course, that our magic has been acting haywire since…” He shifted.

      “Since I showed up,” I continued for him. “I know.”

      “It’s not your fault, Norah. You got the pull. Then we get Dupre taking you to some place in the country for this mysterious Jay person. He doesn’t do anything to you himself, and he had to have known we’d come looking for you.”

      “But he didn’t think you’d be able to find me. He was sure you wouldn’t have gotten the pull.”

      “Which we didn’t,” Liam said. “He seems to know an awful lot about this. We only knew where you were because Granny contacted Travis.”

      Though we were trying to figure this all out, and it was important, I loved that Liam just referred to my grandmother as Granny. Cue girly smile.

      “Then again,” Liam said, missing entirely that I was in relationship heaven, “I think Dupre waited until you were away from us to take you. He tried to take you when he came across us at the cafe, but that didn’t work out so well for him, so he waited until you were alone, and surprised you.”

      Yeah, he certainly did, the asshole. Nothing like making me seem like the damsel in distress who needed saving. Thank God I was able to stop Mr. Touchy Feely with my own magic before the guys showed up. “Do you think he knows we’re stronger together?”

      “It would make sense. Then again, it’s kind of common sense to get someone you want to take alone, so I’m not sure if that part is magically related or not.”

      “My head hurts.”

      Liam’s mouth dropped for a split second and then he burst out in a laugh, grabbing his stomach. “Hell, mine does too.”

      “I expect you to figure all this out before we leave in a bit. You know that, right?”

      His pure smile immediately slipped from his face.

      I grabbed his arm, my stomach bottoming out. “Liam, God, I was joking. This is too much for us to handle right now. We absolutely don’t have all the pieces so there’s no way to push it together to fit perfectly. We just need to take it piece by piece. First piece is seeing if Mandy has a doppelgänger.”

      “Doppelgänger?”

      “Yeah, I watched The Vampire Diaries, you know. Katherine and Elena. They were like the same person, but not.”

      “I don’t get your reference, but I absolutely know what a doppelgänger is, thank you.”

      I lifted myself up and kissed his cheek. “Good. It’s about time you caught up to me.”

      Liam laughed, his perusal of the website returning after I snuggled back down into the crook of his arm. From everything we’d just worked out, at least I had a better sense of the problem we were up against. It seemed to me we needed to find out who this Jay character was. He was pulling all the strings. The real Mandy had helped us connect the doppelgänger Mandy and Jay together, and Dupre himself told me of his association with this Jay. If it was in fact doppelgänger Mandy at the sorority house, we needed to use her to get to Jay. Not that the doppelgänger or Dupre weren’t a threat. The guy wanted a voodoo doll to torture his ex. He was sadistic enough to do God knows what to us. I cringed to think that someone had obviously given him the means to do that with. Maybe after all this was said and done, I could find Dupre’s ex and make that right. The person who wanted the power to harm others was the exact type of person who shouldn’t have the power to harm others.

      How was that for black and white?
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      Somehow, Travis and I ended up alone as we waited by the door for everyone else. He’d dressed in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt that fit him just right. His hair was gelled, dark and handsome, bringing a confident mysteriousness to his look. I didn’t get to look for that long because as soon as he saw me looking, I glanced away.

      Peeking behind him, he shifted until he was in front of me. “What the hell was that earlier at the sorority house?”

      I glanced up at him, still embarrassed he’d caught me looking at him. “What the hell was what?”

      “You staring daggers at Kaitlyn and I. Pissed that not all four of us want to jump into bed with you, is that it?”

      “Whoa,” I said, anger bubbling up inside me. “Do whatever the hell you want. I don’t care.”

      “Seemed like you did. You acted like a possessive girlfriend. If I haven’t been clear enough already, I don’t want any part of whatever you’ve got going on.”

      His words knocked the wind right out of me. Not only was he right, I had been acting like a possessive girlfriend and had the smooth tops of my teeth to prove it, but he really hadn’t been giving me any vibes other than he didn’t want anything to do with me. That didn’t mean it didn’t suck to hear. “Gotcha,” I said, swallowing hard.

      He glared at me longer, and the more he did, a scent reached my nose—cinnamon. Must’ve been him. It was the same aroma I smelled in his room back at the apartment that first night.

      “Oh jeez,” a voice said from behind us. “Stand back before you both spontaneously combust. You two are so alike it baffles me why you hate each other.” Both Travis and I scoffed, but Randy just looked at us as if we’d just proved his point. “Can’t say that I mind.” Randy snaked his arm around me and squeezed my ass in the process. “Just one less I have to share with.”

      Without a word, Travis threw the door open and left.

      Unaffected Randy chuckled into my hair. “Don’t go toe-to-toe with him, babe.”

      “I wasn’t trying to. He blindsided me.”

      “C’mon,” he said, giving my ass a quick spank. “Let’s get to the car.”

      He pinched me and I yelped, completely forgetting that I was supposed to make him pay for leaving me in the kitchen earlier. Apparently I wasn’t that upset about it anymore. Before getting on his bike and heading for the real Mandy’s house, he bent over and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. He was our communicator for the night. The one to spy the real Mandy while we tried to seek out the doppelgänger.

      Liam and Gabe came out of the house shortly after. Good thing because the tension in the Jeep was palpable. With all of them there, though, it dispersed some of the pent-up feelings. Liam went over the plan for when we got there and we all nodded along. I could picture them doing this for years before I showed up. Sometimes I had to remember that I was the new member here, and that Travis had a connection with the one before me even though he didn’t end up being the greatest guy. I should cut him some slack, I supposed. Just the fact that I was thinking that after he’d given me the verbal lashing was saying something about the feelings that were growing inside me for him. Damnit.

      The sorority house looked like a completely different house at night. College kids danced in the lawn with red plastic cups. Empties and other various trash were strewn all over the yard. We sidestepped everything as best we could as we made it up the porch, past a couple who needed a bedroom and stat, and pulled up short next to a big guy in a dark suit. Interesting. Since when did sorority houses have security at parties?

      Travis tried to step around him, but the guy held his hands out to stop him. He sighed. “We’re here to see Kaitlyn. She invited us.”

      “Pick a door,” a gruff voice came. His lips moved under a thick, black mustache, but the sound echoed as if had come from an overhead speaker.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Pick a door.” The guy moved out of the way and instead of the one door we went through earlier, there were now two red doors.

      The fuck?

      We all took a cautious step back. “Anyone else seeing what I’m seeing?” Liam asked.

      “It’s just some trick,” Gabe said.

      “I think we should—”

      “Fuck it.” Gabe lunged for a door.

      I gasped in a breath as pictures flickered in and out of my mind. “Pick a door,” the voice rumbled. Gabe picked the one on the right, dropping through a pitch black hole and landing in a crouch inside a dungeon-like room. Dupre was there. He sat on a throne of black, the jewels encrusted inside bleeding oily black liquid. It oozed out all over the floor, creeping toward Gabe’s shoes. Gabe tried to move his feet, but they were cemented. Dupre’s ominous laughter echoed throughout the chamber. “You chose.”

      I gasped, my eyes opening wider. “No!” I pushed forward, knocking Travis out of the way to grab Gabe. His foot teetered over the edge of the threshold. Nothing but blackness greeted us, and screams from the inside rose up. I pulled at Gabe with all my might and we fell to the floor in a heap. “The hell, Love?” he said, coughing. My elbow had slammed into his solar plexus on the way down.

      Like Randy had taught me, I gathered my magic in my palms and reached out toward the guard. My magic hit him square in the chest and he fell backward into the doorway. Eerie silence followed his departure for a good thirty seconds before the thud of him hitting echoed up to us.

      “Shut the door!”

      Travis broke out of his stunned stance first. He pulled the door closed with a resounding thud.

      Liam was already beside Gabe and me. His hands fluttered over us as if he wasn’t sure what to do. “What was that?”

      My heart thudding in my chest, I lay back, allowing Gabe to get up. “Short answer, sometimes I can see the future and that wasn’t the right door. Not by a long shot.” Holy shit. A feeling of dread overpowered me. I stared down at Gabe who still blinked up at me. I was about to lose him. We all were. That place was pure evil, yet the only inkling I got was from my premonition. That shouldn’t be possible.

      “Is there a way for someone to block their evil?”

      “I’ve never heard of that,” Liam said.

      Travis’s phone rang, and he picked it up. It should be Randy with news about Mandy. “Yep, got it,” Travis said. Then, “No, we just had some shit happen here. Everyone’s fine.” Pause. “Yes, her too.”

      Just then, there was a knock on the window beside us. Mandy, in all her polished sorority sister glory waved out at us. My stomach twisted.

      Travis stilled. “We’ve got eyes on fake Mandy.”

      There were two of them.

      “Yep. Get your ass here. Now.”

      Travis hung up the phone and reached for the other door. “No,” I yelled.

      He turned, his fingertips just gracing the knob. “What? We need to get her.”

      “Not through that way we don’t.” A tremor rocked my body, and I tried to concentrate. “Just…trust me. We’re not picking any fucking door. There’s got to be another way in.”

      Liam rubbed my arms as goosebumps coursed up my skin. I let him help me up and then I paced the porch. Looking out and around the eaves, I spotted an upstairs deck. Travis followed my gaze. “There’s a window that leads right out to that small deck.”

      I closed my eyes, the plan forming in my brain and already I was pulling at my magic, urging it out of me. The creeping vines that surrounded the porch grew upward. The stems lengthened, going through years of growth in the span of seconds as it reached all the way up to the second story deck. Leaves sprouted out from the stems and the roots grew thick like rope.

      “Um, that’s great, Norah, but what are we going to do with that?” Gabe asked.

      “We’re going to climb,” I told him before starting out, pulling myself up so my feet landed on the railing and then finally, securing my shoes around the thick vines as I shimmied up. I made it up, but by the end, my muscles ached and I gasped for air. Gym class had never been my thing.

      Gabe was the next up after me, having no problem at all. Then, Travis, then Liam, who fell to the floor when he arrived. Knowing the feeling, I helped him up. When I straightened, I heard the roar of a motorcycle and saw Randy pull right up onto the lawn before shutting the engine off. Gabe whistled to him and pointed out the vine leading to us. Randy looked thoroughly confused, but reluctantly started climbing the magical rope and was up in no time. All five of us stood on the little deck just staring at one another.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to calm my breathing. “Dupre’s in there. At least, I saw him when I saw what was going to happen to Gabe.” I swallowed, the sickening feeling of almost losing him overtaking me once more.

      “You saw what was going to happen to Gabe?” Randy questioned. “As in—”

      “Yes, apparently Norah can see the future,” Travis quipped.

      “I can’t,” I snapped. Then more calmly, with a forced smile, I told them, “I can’t see the future. Not all the time, and maybe that’s best explained some other time. Right now, we need to get in there and get Mandy and Dupre. There’s something evil here, and I bet it’s them.”

      “This probably isn’t the time to talk about why none of us can feel the evil either, huh?” Gabe asked.

      “No,” Travis said. “Definitely not.” He hefted the window up and slid a leg through. We all piled in afterward, ending up in a bedroom with two beds on opposite sides of the room. It was the girliest bedroom I’d ever seen. More pastels than I cared to look at on a daily basis, and not to mention the lacey undergarments strewn around the room as if we’d just walked into a Victoria’s Secret showroom.

      We tiptoed through the area and out into a hall that led to a grand staircase. “Where’d you see her?” Randy whispered.

      Travis pointed down the stairs and we all started down them, almost tiptoeing because we didn’t know what we were walking int. The floor beneath us trembled, and the stairs moved, pitching forward until we were on a smooth, slick surface. Gabe lost his footing first and then all five of us fell, tumbling down the slide-like stairs into a mess at the bottom. Before we could even get our bearings, Mandy popped into view. “Hi!”

      “Christ, that’s all we need,” Randy muttered. He cracked his neck and started to stand. “A happy evil person.”

      “Evil person? But I’m just a sorority girl.” She kicked up her back leg in a cheerleader like move.

      Around us, the party raged on as if nothing had happened. Couples danced suggestively while others grooved to the music with their cups of alcohol high in the air.

      “Sorority girl my ass,” I said, pulling myself to my feet. “We know you’re not the real Mandy. We met the real Mandy, and I bet a million dollars the real Mandy couldn’t make a flight of stairs turn into a fucking slide.”

      Doppelgänger Mandy giggled. Straight up giggled like a schoolgirl. “That was pretty cool, wasn’t it? It kind of just popped into my head as you guys were coming down, so I just rolled with it. It was fun to see you all tumbling down, crashing into one another with no real control over what you were doing. Feels familiar, doesn’t it? I mean, at least lately, right?”

      Her sickeningly sweet voice burned my ass.

      Travis blew out a breath. “I so hate it when our targets start talking as if they’re somehow going to beat us. It just gets old after a while. I mean, you stop as much shit as we do and trust me, it all starts to bleed together. We’re never going to remember this and soon, you’re just going to be another evil thing we’ve taken out. Another notch in our metaphorical kickass belt.”

      Mandy’s face morphed. Shadows deepened under her eyes as she snarled, “So cocky?”

      “You’re the ones coming after us, so… Shouldn’t we be? That means we’re the threat.”

      “Hmm,” she said, turning. “I don’t think I like your attitude.” She snapped her fingers and Travis clutched his chest. Pain radiated through him which I felt as much as my own.

      At once, my hand shot out with a minuscule amount of magic and blasted her in the chest. She fell backward, her short skirt coming up around her hips.

      “Playtime’s over,” Randy fumed.

      The guys joined hands, Liam moving me in between him and Gabe. Magic flowed through us, sending my nerve endings crackling and snapping. Before us, the air shifted and moved, glowing long bars of neon green as they locked into place, securing Mandy into a magical cell—a mobile, magical cell. Badass. I hadn’t even known we could do that.

      As soon as the last bar locked into place, screams pierced the air. Instinctively, I dropped the hands I held and placed my palms over my ears, drowning out the sound. The once partying college students around us twisted into grief-stricken horror. If they weren’t screaming, their faces were twisted in pain and their mouths were open as if they had been screaming and were now permanently stuck that way. They stumbled, searching the room in agonizing terror.

      I exchanged terrified looks with Liam. This picture looked awfully fucking familiar.
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      “Sleep!” Travis yelled.

      Silence descended over the house. The lost souls stood there for a brief second before collapsing into heaps on the floor. Thuds sounded from the upstairs, the ceiling light glass even tinkling with the dropping bodies above it.

      “The cell removes all magic,” Liam said, in awe

      A dark laugh pierced the room. We all turned toward the sound. Mandy wasn’t in the magical cell anymore. It was Dupre. “Well, I’ll be fucked,” he said. “Shit.” His eyes narrowed as he took all of us in. “That was fun, though. I didn’t even hate being that stupid bitch for a few weeks. Did you know that when sorority girls get drunk they sometimes makeout with one another? I know,” he said. “I’m shocked, too.”

      Fucking sick. These poor girls. My hands turned to fists. “How the hell were you able to do this?”

      He grabbed the magical bars of the cell and then hissed, stepping back. He was distracted for a hot second—literally—before looking back at me.  “Do you not pay attention? I told you Jay helped me out with the voodoo doll and now this. For the record, he’s way more badass than you.”

      “What does he want with me then? If he’s so great, what does he even care about me for?”

      “Not just you, Norah Darbonne. All of you.”

      The guys didn’t flinch, but no one expected that. Every one of them stood in their power stances. Travis, with his hands across his chest. Randy’s hands were on his hips, looking almost nonchalant. Gabe, too, stood there with one foot in front of the other in ready stance as if he still expected Dupre to come busting out of the cell. And Liam? Well, Liam’s fists were clenched at his sides, and his shoulders were bunched up as if he was ready to pounce.

      A dark glint pierced Dupre’s eyes, and he smirked. The bastard, who was currently in captivity due to us, had the audacity to smirk.

      Yeah, I didn’t take too kindly to that. I motioned toward the neon green bars and smiled. “I guess Jay lied when he told you his magic was stronger than ours.”

      Dupre frowned. “I’m shocked I’m in this cell right now, but girl, you have no idea what you’re up against. No one is stronger than Jay, not with the blood of a demon running through him.”

      A demon? I peeked at the guys for confirmation. Was that even possible? Holy fuck, what were we involved in? Sure, I knew there was bad magic and good magic, and I supposed bad magic had to come from somewhere, but actual demons? What in the actual fuck?

      “It doesn’t matter what Jay’s going to do,” Travis said, sounding bored now. “You’re done for. I bet you’re glad you got yourself mixed up in this just so you can pay for your sins. Don’t you know the sidekick always takes the heat?”

      Dupre’s smirk grew until he was all out laughing. Not just a chuckle either, an all-out belly laugh. Around us, the house started to shake. In front of our eyes, the neon green bars of the magical cell dissolved into puddles on the floor. While we watched, dumbfounded, Dupre stepped out of the cell that no longer held him in place. Pulling at his coat jacket, he stopped and saluted us. “See ya.”

      He disappeared. Gone. The cell was gone and now so was he.

      As if on cue of his leaving, the drunk college students started waking up complaining about bad hangovers. “Shit. How much did I drink?” one asked as she stumbled past us. Others got up off the floor, looking for their friends, or just leaving the house all together without asking questions like waking up on the floor of someone’s house was a regular occurrence. What were the parents of these kids paying for, anyway?

      While the world seemed to move on around us, we were frozen in place until Randy broke us out of our stupor. “How the fuck did that happen? The cell’s always held up.”

      “We’re going to have to call the higher-ups,” Liam said. He shrugged, still stunned and staring at the place where the cell had been. He stuck his hand out where one of the neon green bars had formed, but came back with nothing.

      Gabe glanced at me. “Not right now. Right now, we get the fuck back to Liam’s place and deconstruct. This is bigger than anything else we’ve dealt with before.”

      We threaded our way through drunk brothers and sisters and spilled out onto the lawn. Randy grabbed my arm. “I want you with me.”

      He steered me toward the bike and I waved at Liam, letting him know I was okay.

      I was, right? In theory, yes. I was still alive, all of us were. But it felt like the ultimate gauntlet had just been thrown and we still didn’t have any answers.

      Randy helped me put on a helmet and then got on the bike before pulling me behind him. I wrapped my arms and legs around him, securely holding onto his waist with everything I had. Before he started the engine, I asked, “Are demons real?”

      His chest expanded, moving my arms out. “Yes.”

      The engine roared to life, and Randy stepped on it, squealing off ahead of the Jeep and making a beeline toward the house. Like when I was little and Granny made me, I closed my eyes and prayed.
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      The next few days was a mess of what I could only call obligatory bullshit.

      When it came right down to it, the guys knew they had to get their superiors involved. Members from the longest-running Order came to Salem. I stayed out of the way, hidden. We all agreed that was the only way since we still weren’t sure about me yet. Well, that was the cover-up story, anyway. Gabe pushed for that, and each and every time, I glanced at Randy and Liam, guilt souring my stomach. We’d have to tell them what Gabe found out soon. It just wasn’t fair to hold back a vital piece of the story from them whether he was trying to keep me safe or not.

      When the senior members of the Order came, they went to the sorority house and deemed it safe. There were remnants of evil magic, but they had no answers for us other than that. They had no idea why the guys hadn’t gotten the pull. They had no idea who Dupre was, much less Jay. As far as the whole demon thing? That sparked their interest. They left with no answers, and even more questions on our side. We had to take a ‘wait and see’ approach. To me, that just translated to ‘wait and see if they get killed’. Nope. That wasn’t going to happen.

      I didn’t know what our grand plan was, but it certainly wasn’t to sit back and wait for Dupre, or Jay, to come after us.

      Hands fell on my shoulders and started to work deep into my muscle. “You’re always so tense,” Gabe said.

      “I’m not used to having a target on my back.”

      “Eh, you get used to it, Love.”

      I rolled my eyes at him.

      “Truthfully. No, maybe not truthfully, but when you’re as good as us, you really don’t have to worry about things like demons and such.”

      “You’re too much,” I told him, knowing where he was coming from. You had to bring humor into things like this or it would feel as if the whole world was falling down on you. No thanks.

      He kissed my neck. “The truest part about that statement was that we’re badass.”

      “Well, that I already know.”

      Gabe waggled his eyebrows at me, but just before he could go in for the strike, Liam popped up. “I got that address for you, Norah.”

      I scrambled out of Gabe’s arms and took the piece of paper Liam held up. 120 Crescent Lane, New Orleans.

      “What’s that?” Gabe asked, reading over my shoulder.

      “Address to Dupre’s ex,” I told him, shivering again wondering what horrors he placed upon her. The guy was twisted, and no one deserved his wrath. “I want to go there to help her.”

      “Let me guess,” Randy said from his spot near the doorway. “That’s who Dupre bought the voodoo doll for and you want to go save her?”

      “It is what we do, right?”

      His head fell back against the doorjamb. “I have work on Monday though, so we’ll have to be back before then.”

      “I have a game Saturday, but I’ll cancel.”

      “I’m free,” Liam said.

      “Yeah?” I asked, a seedling of warmth taking hold inside me. It was these moments that I loved, where the outside world could just go to hell because it was these guys around me that mattered.

      “Where are we going?” Travis asked, pushing past Randy and entering the living room as if he owned the place. He was decidedly trying to be nicer to me since shit went down at the sorority house. Liam thought it was because he saw how we worked together putting the magical cell around Mandy-slash-Dupre. I reminded him that the cell melted away into a big pile of shit, but it didn’t matter, only members of a coven could’ve been able to do that. Well, I guessed that was our stepping off point. I had high hopes of pushing Travis from Hate-that-Bitch category into Not-so-bad. We’d have to see how it went.

      “New Orleans,” I said, smiling. “I want to help someone. You in?”

      He sighed. “Well, I was going to go out with Kaitlyn this weekend, but—”

      The air sucked from the room as my face immediately fell into the ‘I will fucking murder you’ face.

      Travis laughed. “Kidding. I’m in.”

      “Like I said,” Gabe whispered in my ear. “Explosive.”

      Damn right it was going to be explosive because if we didn’t start getting along better soon, we were going to end up killing each other. How much more explosive could you get?

      “I call shotgun,” Randy said. He checked my face to see if I was offended. “Sorry. These legs need space. It’s like a closet in the back of the Jeep.”

      “Maybe we should get a new car,” Gabe suggested. “You know, if we’re all going to be riding with one another from now on.”

      “Like a minivan?” Liam scoffed.

      “I don’t know. I was thinking a kickass Escalade, but if you want a minivan…”

      “Maybe just a bigger Jeep,” Travis offered.

      “Like a purple one!” I was really getting into this. Making plans with them felt right.

      They all turned to me, varying degrees of disgust on their faces.

      Alright, so I was taking that as a no. Oh well, I’d still won in all this. As far as I was concerned, it was still Norah-one, enemies-zero. I hadn’t lost a damn thing since coming to Salem, I’d only gained. The proof of it was right here gathered around me, willing to go to New Orleans on a whim because I wanted to help someone. I was pretty lucky.
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      Excited wasn’t the word for it. There wasn’t a word in the English language that described what I felt at that moment.

      Nerves fluttered in my stomach at the same time the pull tethering me to Liam tightened. The delicious pull. It was the one solid thing in my life right now, keeping me afloat and safeguarding me from the mysteries surrounding us.

      I shook my hands out and closed my eyes. My stomach tumbled over itself until Liam reached out and interlaced our fingers. My whole body sighed in content. Together, we walked toward the steps to our shop. Yes, our shop. Liam offered to purchase the perfect location for the magic store as long as he could be a silent business partner. Not going to lie, I pushed for the silent part. I was used to operating things on my own, so when he first brought the idea up, I wasn’t one-hundred percent on board. After all, wasn’t it natural for someone who put up a lot of money for something to want their opinions heard? Stressed didn’t begin to describe the nerves I felt. No amount of money or joint business venture was worth the connection we had.

      However, the decision turned out to be the best thing that could’ve happened. Liam was truly brilliant, which was obvious to everyone within the first five minutes of meeting him, but he also had a business savvy that made me trust in him right away. He offered ideas, but never pushed my hand or made me feel obligated if I wanted to go a different direction. I hadn’t regretted my decision once.

      “You ready?” he asked, pure energy wafting off him. Between the two of us, we could probably light up all of Salem. Then again, he had reason to be nervous. It had been his idea to stock the store using a professional service. Apparently, there were people with mega marketing skills who decorated and designed retail shops to best display its merchandise to sell. It was like house staging for realtors, but only with retail businesses.

      Yeah, it was new to me too. I was so hoping I wouldn’t hate it.

      I sucked in a deep breath and let it out. Us taking this step together went even deeper than just the four inch step up to the entry.

      He held the glass door open, and we walked over the threshold. My mouth dropped. I didn’t know where to look first. Rows and rows of crystals, potion ingredients, and knickknacks filled the shelves. Salem tourist trinkets were spattered around like highlights in a sea of mystical items that lended itself to the perfect balance of each. More than that, it was the ambiance. The experts we’d hired decorated the interior to fit the feeling I wanted, but didn’t know how to put into words. It was dark without being creepy or dingy, and a magical aloofness made the store a wonder without being a joke.

      Liam double pumped my hand. “You like it?”

      I was struck dumb. Did I like it? I fucking loved it. This was ten times better than my store in New Orleans. There was no chipped paint, or mildew smell that no matter how much I cleaned, I could never seem to get rid of. Beyond that though, the store immersed the customers in magic. It was one complete picture from top to bottom. If magic had a feeling, it surrounded you in this space. It was like promises, and dreams, and that special flicker of hope that maybe you could do anything lingered just within these walls.

      “How much was all this?” The more I looked, a realization had begun to take shape. I’d have to pay Liam back for my half over years and years. There was no way I could afford anything like this right now, or probably even in the next decade.

      “Just let me worry about all that.”

      I gave him a look. We were so not going to have this conversation again. We’d had it a bunch of times over the past month. I wasn’t going to owe anybody anything. As soon as this store got off the ground, the profit would go to pay Liam back first and foremost. I hated he’d delved into his parents’ money, which he didn’t even want, let alone want to spend. My mood immediately darkened and Liam made me face him. “Hey, don’t do that. This is your day. You’re moved up here, finally. We got your entire stock from New Orleans up here. The stagers did an amazing job. You should be nothing but happy.”

      I tried to smile. “I know,” I told him. Deep down, though, I worried he’d hold this against me. If not now, then someday. Using his parents’ money was probably eating him alive, and I didn’t want our relationship associated with that. What we had—what we all had—was just too important to me.

      He dipped his face and pressed his soft lips to mine. I closed my eyes and leaned into him, loving the perfect curve of his mouth and the sweet way he expressed his feelings.

      Over the past month or so, Liam had become more confident around me. Though things were far from perfect around us, I enjoyed how we kept ourselves sane with this project. The threat of Dupre and Jay was there, but pushed to the back burner for now. Things had been quiet, which was a complication in and of itself. It brought up too many questions we didn’t have answers for. Was our magic off? Were we missing the pull like we had with the sorority house? It must’ve taken a lot of magic to hide all that from us. If Liam’s theory was correct, and I was willing to bet it was, you didn’t hide limbo in a sorority house without massive amounts of magic. That could only mean Jay was as powerful as Dupre said. Demon’s blood.

      An involuntary shiver ran up my spine. I understood—and believed—the whole heaven and hell thing, so I wasn’t sure why I was surprised to hear about demons. But damn, to think that they could sway what was going on up here. I didn’t like it. At all.

      “Well, c’mon,” Liam said, pulling me further in.

      The scents of the herbs coaxed me in further. To my right, an area for customers to make their own spell was a focal point. A Victorian looking spell book jutted out from the shelf containing spell recipes. From bringing love into your life and awakening your spiritual self, all the way to keeping evil spirits away, I’d designed and made up recipe cards. In front of those were the herbs and stones to perform the recipe and little brown canvas bags with tie strings completed the package. For the small fee of $9.99, customers could pick out their own spell ingredients, put them in a bag, and go home with a way to ‘perform magic’ on their own.

      This was going to be amazing. I could see tourists going nuts over that feature. We were selling the dream of doing magic, and who wouldn’t want that?

      My hand swept over the mahogany spell-making station before turning to the back of the store. I stopped mid-stride. Randy, Gabe, and even Travis, stood behind the counter. “What are you guys doing?”

      Gabe smiled. “Waiting for you, Love. Are you happy?”

      My heart melted a little in that moment, and no, it wasn’t just the British accent. “Unbelievably,” I told him, still overwhelmed by their presence when we were all together. My mind must’ve been so fixated on the new store that I hadn’t felt the pull to them all as soon as we stepped in because it was on in full force now. My fingertips tingled with my power just waiting and at the ready. “What do you guys think?”

      “It looks great,” Randy said, his eyes wandering up and around all the design flourishes that made the space unique. “It’s amazing what they were able to do with it. I mean, just two days ago it was a bare shop.”

      I agreed one-thousand percent. We were due to open in a couple days and I’d been starting to freak out. Stupidly, or so it seemed now. I was itching to put the Open sign on the door and start ringing people up this very moment. Even when Liam and I were heading up to the place just then, tourists lingered out on the sidewalk peering in the windows to “A Touch of Magic”. We had to lock the door behind us to keep them from straying in.

      I glanced at Travis. He was the only one yet to say anything. Not that that should be a surprise. We were basically on ignoring each other terms. We talked only when necessary about Order business or during team meetings, which he only grudgingly allowed me to attend. It was what he didn’t say that unnerved me. Or, actually, it was the faces he made when he didn’t say anything. He always peered at me half in disgust, half in contemplation, making me feel as if I was just a poor substitute for the previous fifth, and that was the reason for the root of all his anger. Not that he’d ever open up and tell me that though. For me, being around him was becoming more difficult. It was hard to want to let someone in who didn’t feel the same.

      When it came to Travis, the store’s opening was the least of my worries though. I raised my eyebrows hoping he’d just come out with the information I wanted so I wouldn’t have to ask. After we’d all traveled to New Orleans for the last time to grab the rest of my stuff, he stayed behind to see if he could find a trail that led to Dupre, or Dupre himself. When I hadn’t been thinking about the store, I’d been wondering what he was able to find out.

      Travis shrugged. “What?”

      I knew he’d make this harder than it had to be. “I see you’re back.”

      “Couldn’t miss this, could I?” He rolled his taunting green eyes, making it clear what he thought about this whole idea, or maybe just the idea of me in general. I could never tell with him.

      My stomach tightened. I didn’t give a shit about the store when we were talking about real witch stuff. Especially when it came to keeping us all safe.

      “Travis,” Liam said, an exhausted warning flavoring his tone. I squeezed his hand to stop him. He didn’t need to fight my battles for me. I was completely capable of doing it on my own.

      “Dupre, Travis,” I said, raising my voice. “What did you find out about Dupre?”

      Another shrug. I didn’t know what I hated more. When he deliberately tried to evade me, or when he deliberately said things to piss me off. He leaned against the back wall behind the cash register, crossing his arms over his chest and piercing me with a challenging glare.

      My heart thumped. I had to admit Travis was undeniably attractive. He had that ‘I’m hot and I know it’ thing going for him. Usually I hated guys like that. I was blaming the link for wanting to jump his bones even though he was so aloof. I could restrain myself though. Travis needed a lesson in how to treat women. He wasn’t going to get anything from me unless he decided to play nice.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Randy said, exasperated. “We’re all on the same team.” He turned to me. “Travis didn’t find anything in New Orleans that we didn’t already know. Dupre owned a house up there that’s still in his name—.”

      Travis held his hand up. “I can tell my own story.”

      “Then do it without all the fucking dramatics, bro. It’s making my head hurt.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, freeing myself from Liam and stepping in before it got worse. It wasn’t good when the guys started to fight. Everyone was really at their wits end with Travis. They’d given him so much slack already and then he acted like he couldn’t stand me.

      Travis was entitled to his opinion, but we really did need to try to get along for the group. One of these days, I was going to have to have a sit-down with him to talk things out all nice and formal like. I wasn’t looking forward to it. I had a feeling it was going to push me over the edge either way. If I didn’t try to kill him afterward, I was probably going to try to have sex with him. What was a girl to do?

      I took a deep breath and put all that in the back of my head. I leaned against the counter in front of the guys and eyed the green-eyed, super hot, pain in my ass. “I think I can say it for everyone when I say we’re glad you’re back, Travis.” That much was true. It was hard having one of us away. Even though we didn’t get along, it was like having a special part of me missing. It would’ve been a nightmare if I fought the pull to these guys. That much I could tell already. “As for me, I’d like to know what you found out.”

      He tilted his chin in the air. “Thank you.” He then launched into his spiel as if the back and forth between us hadn’t happened. It took me a moment to catch up to what he was saying. Everything he did was a mystery to me. Especially the why behind it all. I didn’t understand him one bit, but that was a problem for another time. “Dupre’s house in New Orleans is humongous,” Travis said, forcing his hands apart as if he could convey its true size. “It’s right on the main strip where the famous and rich people live including Anne Rice, so if that helps you get a clearer picture of this guy, there you go. I talked to his housekeeper. Nice lady. I pretended to be an old friend. Coupled with my charm, she was pretty forthcoming.”

      Oh, Jesus. I closed my eyes and restrained from giving them a big roll. The size of this guy’s head was unreal.

      “She hasn’t seen him in a couple months. I couldn’t find any traces of magic there. I even asked after Jay, who I pretended used to be in our friends’ group, and again, nothing. She’d never heard of him talk about a Jay before. So, I actually don’t have much to report on that front,” he said, eyeing me as if he’d been saying that all along, and I’d pestered him for nothing. If he didn’t have anything to report that was still something to report! Gah! “I asked to see a picture of him to confirm it was the same ‘friend’ I was looking for and yes, sure enough, it’s our Dupre. How he hooked up with Jay and ended up in Salem, that I still have no clue about.”

      Liam leaned up against the counter next to me, his chin lowered to his chest in thought. It was endearing the way he always analyzed everything. With the way his mind worked, he was able to draw conclusions we weren’t. I was glad we had him on our side. “At least we know Dupre is a real person who owns things, has family, even if it is an ex.” He gave me a quick smile. Right after all that happened with Dupre disappearing on us, we went to New Orleans to release his ex from the voodoo doll spell. It was a good thing, too. He had her thinking she was going to die with all the aches and pains he gave her. Douchebag. Thankfully, he hadn’t done any long-lasting damage. Nothing we weren’t able to fix, anyway. He wouldn’t be bothering her again. Liam rubbed at a black dot on the counter. “Since he has ties, he can be tracked. We still don’t know much about Jay, so I say we continue to keep our focus on Dupre. He’ll lead us to Jay.”

      We all looked at one another and nodded though Travis avoided my gaze. I didn’t think he so much balked at me being their fifth anymore as it was he just abhorred the idea. I knew what my granny would say to that. “Buck up, Little Camper. Magic does whatever it wants to. We certainly can’t control it, so get used to it.” God, I missed her. I’d love to see her and Travis go toe-to-toe. Now that would be something. I would’ve loved to have seen Travis’s reaction when Granny showed up in his dream to tell him where I was. For my part, I hoped she annoyed the crap out of him.

      “Now that we’ve got that part out of the way,” Gabe said, his sea blue eyes sparkling. “Congratulations on the store, Norah.” He came around the side of the counter to envelop me in a hug. He pressed a chaste kiss to my earlobe that still tortured my body in a delicious way before stepping back. “I have to head to the school. I hope you haven’t forgotten my game tonight.”

      I held onto his hand as he backed away toward the front entrance. Both our hands dropped, and I was already shaking my head. I’d been waiting to watch him play, probably for my high school self who’d gotten crushes on the jock type before and never been looked at twice. Now I was dating a soccer—excuse me, football—star. As Gabe would say, I’m bloody excited. “Wouldn’t miss it!” I called out after him. His long, lean legs carried him out the door and I turned to find Randy smirking at me. He always seemed to know when I was turned on. It was a gift he had.

      Travis tapped the counter in front of him. “Well, I’m out too. I’m assuming I’ll be seeing all of you at the game tonight.” He stared at Randy the longest, who just shrugged in response. It was tough for Randy to go on campus. He’d quit school. It just wasn’t his thing. Liam told me he thought every time Randy went on campus, he felt like a failure. I didn’t know. I hadn’t seen it myself, but it made sense. No one wanted to be confronted with their failures. It didn’t matter to me if Randy left school or not, he was obviously doing something right.

      Travis walked out and then it was just the three of us. Their eyes bore into me, and a fierce flush crept up my neck.

      “So, what do you really think about the store?” Liam asked.

      “Are you kidding?” I raised my eyebrows at him in exasperation. “It’s perfect. I couldn’t be happier.”

      Randy’s muscles bulged as he bent over the counter to the side of the brand new register. He looked at me from head to torso. “I could get used to this view. Maybe I ought to start my own tattoo parlor and put it next door?”

      “Well,” Liam said frowning. “I don’t know how good a tattoo place would do in this part of town. You’re better off having it out of the tourist section. Or maybe just on the outskirts because then you could pull from Salem residents and tourists. You’d probably have to get used to doing a crap ton of witch-related tattoos, though. I’m not sure you’d like that very much. You’re very opinionated on the type of tattoos people get. In fact, you’re kind of a tattoo snob.”

      Randy and I blinked at one another. Liam didn’t get offhand jokes often. I shook my head at Randy, telling him wordlessly to let it drop. It wasn’t as if Liam would up and buy a place for him too. I didn’t think so, anyway.

      “It’s okay,” Randy said, trying to suppress his smile. “It’s not as if I could displace Madame Serena. She’s been in the same spot forever.”

      I pictured the shop next door in my head. ‘Psychic, medium, and spiritualist’, she called herself. That was a lot of things. I’d already heard Travis joke that she was a quack though there seemed to be a lot of people in and out of her shop. The whole quack thing must’ve been working for her.

      Liam smirked. “Yeah, what a shame to see that one go.”

      “Well,” I said, placing my hands over top of both of theirs. “We have just enough time to get something to eat before Gabe’s game. I’m sure there are more restaurants around you haven’t introduced me to yet. Who’s in?”

      They both said ‘me’ at the same time. With both men flanking me, we walked out of the shop and right onto the cobblestone street of the tourist area in Downtown Salem. Liam slipped a key from his pocket and gave it to me. “Care to lock up?”

      I bit my lip and stared down at it. It was just an inanimate object, but it meant so much more than that to me. I plucked it out of his hands and smoothed my fingertips over the top. This place was mine. The nerves in my stomach grew wings and fluttered. At this moment, it really felt like things were coming together for me. Which meant it was probably only a matter of time before something happened. I put the key in the lock and turned. For right now though, I could enjoy everything for what it was—almost perfect.
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      I didn’t know much about soccer—yeah, we were sticking to that for now instead of football—but from what I did know, Gabe was good. I could say without a doubt he looked sexy as fuck doing it. His calf muscles were prominently displayed as he ran around the field in his maroon uniform. His usually floppy hair was slicked back with sweat. I was having a moment watching him that much was sure.

      Randy had picked on me over dinner about how I was going to react seeing Gabe play. He told me I would be a hormonal mess of horny mixed with my usual possessiveness. So far, he was right. I wished he hadn’t told me girls would be there cheering on the players who couldn't care less about the sport and were only there to watch their crushes in hopes of getting their attention. He liked to get my hackles up though.

      Salem State was winning so far thanks to an awesome assist by Gabe to another guy on the team who had fair skill. He’d been able to put the ball right in the top corner of the goal, just out of reach of the goalie. The mostly female crowd had gone nuts. Randy, Liam, Travis and I stood and clapped, doing our best to cheer Gabe on. He’d noticed, giving us all a sly smile as he jogged back toward the other side of the field.

      Sandwiched between Randy and Liam with Travis right below us, I felt pretty comfortable. Every once in a while, I huddled into Liam’s sweatshirt when the wind picked up, but for the most part, the weather was getting nicer with each passing week. One of these days, I hoped to get acclimated to this monstrous weather. I’d rather not spend the rest of my life freezing. The guys all had t-shirts and shorts on. I was the only one sporting jeans and a borrowed sweatshirt.

      In between halves, Travis turned to face Randy. “Have you gone up to Maine recently?”

      “Last week. Place is empty. Dupre’s name isn’t on record as being the owner and when I tracked that, it turned out Dupre rented from a guy. Paid with cash with the address used back at New Orleans. The number he used also traced back to his residence in New Orleans. No cell phone, no forwarding address, and unfortunately, no local address.”

      “We’ll find something,” Liam said after a while. Randy’s declaration had pretty much taken all the fun out of the game. We all started thinking about when the next thing could happen. I was constantly on my toes and looking around for Dupre no matter where I was around town. He had to have been close. “From what I can tell in my research, there’s talk about drinking demon blood to increase powers, but of course, it’s ridiculed from our side. I can’t find specific evidence that says anyone has done it for sure, but since it’s talked about, we can only assume it has been done and is currently being done.”

      “One thing I don’t understand,” Travis said, dropping his voice. “If something like that is going on, you would think that it would be giving off some major fucking evil presence around here. It should set off our intuitions.”

      Randy’s hand dropped to his stomach. We’d all been waiting for a call. Not because we particularly wanted to feel like we were PMS’ing, but because we wanted to make sure we weren’t broken.

      “Dupre had to have done something to us,” Travis said. “No way we’re getting the call one day and then not the next.”

      Relieved, I shut my eyes and released a breath. There was a time when he’d tried blaming me for that. Not that it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility because we weren’t sure what my presence was doing to the coven, but I was also happy to have him not hate me for one more thing.

      The guys continued to talk, but my attention returned to Gabe running back out onto the field. He looked up in the stands and caught my eye, giving me a quick wave. I waved back at him at the same time Randy closed the distance between us, scooting closer to me on the bench. The whole right side of my body heated. Dwarfed in comparison to him, I appreciated the extra warmth. It made me want to curl up into his side, especially since Randy had been on edge since we’d gotten here. I put my hand on his knee and squeezed. His leg muscle jumped underneath my touch and I smiled to myself. Looking up, a girl a few rows in front of us caught my eye. Her stare dropped to my hold on Randy, then up to my face where she gave me the dirtiest look, and then back out to the field. I glared at the back of her head, wondering what her problem was.

      When the half began, Travis turned back around to watch the game. He was more knowledgeable than we were about soccer, with me the least of all. Travis played the sport when he was younger, and Liam and Randy knew what they knew from watching Gabe’s games.

      A deep, rich voice sounded in my ear. “You know what would make this whole thing more enjoyable? If your hand was about eight inches higher on my leg.”

      I turned and smiled. Eight inches higher and I’d be cupping him. “Into public places then?” I asked, giving it right back to him.

      “I’m into anywhere with you.”

      Travis stood, his attention on the field. He clapped. “Come on, Gabe.”

      I peeled my attention away from Randy and glanced back at the field. By this time, Liam was also on his feet and I noticed Gabe had stolen the ball and was now running it back down toward their opponent’s goal. A guy from the other team gained on him though as he cut across the field to get a better shot at the back of the net. “Faster,” I whispered to myself. “Come on, Gabe. You can do it.” I squeezed my fists together and repeated the same thing. “Faster, faster.”

      Gabe sped off into hyperdrive. It was as if he had a rocketpack on his shoulders that just lit. His shoulders hunched, and he picked up the pace, barreling down the other end of the field. I gasped. Whoa. He dribbled the ball once, twice, then shot at the goal. “Yes!” I screamed, as soon as I saw it sail just over the goalie’s outstretched hands. I rose to my feet and started clapping and jumping.

      Gabe turned, his expression serious as he found me there. He gave me a quick shake of his head at the same time Liam grabbed my hand. “Maybe not a good idea to give him an extra boost in front of all these people, Sweetie.”

      Extra boost? Oh, shit. Had I done that? “You mean I made him go that fast?”

      Liam nodded. “He certainly didn’t do it by himself. Try not to use your magic too much. Remember what happens.”

      I was perfectly fine with what happened afterward. It was the guys who’d determined we shouldn’t do magic together unless absolutely necessary in case we could be tracked that way. I understood the reasoning. I hoped they weren’t doing it for the other reason though. I loved burning the magic off with an extra special sweat session. “Sorry.”

      His lips turned up into a smile and he moved a piece of my hair around my ears. “You don’t have to apologize.”

      Travis turned, his forehead wrinkling as he stared at Liam and I while we discussed it. He was the only one I had yet to do magic with and I imagined curiosity had to be setting in with him. I was surprised he lasted this long. His stubbornness was epic..

      Gabe’s teammates swarmed him as they celebrated their two to zero score. The girl a few rows ahead of us stood and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Go Gabe!”

      My gaze immediately zeroed in on her. She saw him wave at me. Sure, I was also cozied up next to these other two guys, but that was none of her business.

      Randy put a hand on my shoulder. “Sit down, Norah. She’s not worth your time. She’s just a bleacher bunny.”

      “Bleacher bunny?”

      “You know, the type of girls who go to games just to score with the players.”

      “That’s a thing?” I asked, shock wafting over me. He hadn’t told me it had a name.

      Travis chuckled. “Ask Gabe.”

      Images of my hand flying out and slapping Travis in the back of the head flit through my vision.

      “Dude,” Randy said, shoving his shoulder. “Shut up.”

      Travis twisted in his seat. “What? Like you guys weren’t allowed to have lives before she came? Give me a break.”

      Liam glanced at me. “I don’t think it’s that. It’s just that it’s not…nice to talk about things like—”

      I shook my head. “Forget it,” I told him. “Listen, I’m going to get something to drink.” I stood, my hands shaking. “Anyone want anything?”

      I couldn’t decipher the look on Travis’s face when I walked away, but Randy and Liam just shook their heads. I wasn’t really that thirsty, I just wanted to get away from Travis. In all honesty, I hated I was that protective of them all. It wasn’t a particularly attractive trait, but I couldn’t help it. A knot formed in my stomach whenever I thought about them being with another girl so we’d completely avoided any types of conversations involving that. I’d had a boyfriend or two in my past as well, and no one seemed to want to talk about that either. But that was okay, right? Because no one wanted to hear about their girl doing another guy, but it was kosher for guys to do other girls? That’s what this was turning into, wasn’t it?

      Ugh. It was just Travis, I told myself. He was doing it to get under my skin because he fucking loved shit like that. It came so naturally to him. He didn’t even have to think twice about blasting me. It was like, “Oh, Norah said something? Let me see what the most caustic thing I can say back to her is.” I would hate to live in his mind. It was so fucked up.

      Finally, I ended up stepping down onto the packed dirt and making my way over to the refreshment stand. They didn’t have much. No hot food whatsoever, but they had a soda dispenser and candy. It reminded me more of high school football games than a college one. I picked up an array of candy bars and asked for a bottle of water before turning back toward the bleachers. Bleacher bunnies…

      Instead of going back to the guys right away, I stopped by a free spot on the fence and tore open a bag of M&M’s as I watched Gabe once again run up and down the field, making sure not to tell him to go faster this time. That was a mistake on my part. I hadn’t realized I would actually kick him into high gear and it wasn’t a smart thing to do with all these people around. The last thing we needed was to draw attention to ourselves.

      Holding my M&M’s in one hand, I fingered the all-seeing-eye bracelet I’d made myself the other day. It was to ward off evil, the spell courtesy of the Voodoo Priestess herself, Granny Darbonne. I was banking on it to work keeping Dupre and Jay at bay. We were safe at Liam’s parents’ house, but going out in Salem still made me nervous. The last thing we needed was for me to get kidnapped again and taken to some bumfuck state like Maine. Granny hadn’t been visiting me as often as she was so who knew if she was on the lookout if something like that did happen. Knowing Granny, she probably was. A pain in my ass when she was alive, and the same pain in my ass in the afterlife. And much like when she was alive, she also helped me even when she was being a pain in the ass.

      “Life,” I muttered. Taking another handful of M&M’s, I shoved them in my mouth and turned. I stopped short, gasping and then almost choking.

      No…

      The person in front of me looked the same, except for there was no blood leaking from his mouth this time. There was no scar at all as he started for me. “Hey, you dropped this.” He bent over and picked up my bottle of water before holding it out for me.

      I stepped back, eyeing him. My brain told me to get as far away from him as possible as one of Dupre’s autopilot goons, but my body was telling me there wasn’t a threat. I glanced from the water bottle to him and ever so slightly, the smile slipped from his face and turned to confusion instead.

      He looked around me, almost chuckling now in the awkwardness as if he was searching for someone else to come deal with the crazy girl in front of him. “Don’t you want it?”

      Feet thudded toward me and Liam was at my side, his body angled in front of mine and facing down the guy. “What’s going on?”

      The guy looked even more perplexed now. “She dropped this. I was just handing it back to her.”

      His eyebrows drew in as he regarded us like two freaks at a sideshow.

      Liam reached out to take the bottle from him, and I woke up from my confused trance. “You don’t know me?” I asked.

      He glanced from me to Liam. “No… Should I?”

      Liam looked back at me. “He was under a spell.”

      I whispered back, “How do we know he’s not under one now?”

      From behind the guy, Randy and Travis began to walk by, trying to look casual. One of them was doing a better job than the other. A surge of magic flared within me, and a rolling wave of pleasure tingled my extremities.

      I threw my hair over one shoulder. “I just thought I recognized you from somewhere. Jimmy, right?”

      The guy shook his head. “No. It’s Seth. Seth Hartle.”

      I couldn’t believe he gave me his name that easily. It was true then when they said he must’ve been easily manipulatable to be coerced into doing Dupre’s bidding. I wished there was a way to make sure he never did so again. Freewill should be a given.

      “Oh,” I said, acting disappointed. “Guess I had the wrong person. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s no problem,” he said.

      Liam placed his hand at the small of my back and led me away. When we’d gone at least ten feet, he said, “That was pretty smooth.”

      “Likewise. What did Randy do to him?” I asked, talking about the magic I felt.

      “It wasn’t Randy, it was Travis.”

      Huh. I hadn’t caught the smell of either one of their magic, I’d just assumed it was Randy since I’d felt it all through me. Since I’d taken my relationship with the guys to an intimate level, I felt closer to them, magic and all. Not sure how that explained why I felt Travis’s magic as much.

      “He put a tracking spell on him. Now we’ll know where Seth Hartle is whenever we need him.”

      I shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.”

      A few people in the crowd cheered, and I looked back to find the other team giving each other slaps on the back. Damn. It was now two to one.

      Once we were high enough in the bleachers for me to be seen over the people standing on the ground, I turned and cupped my hands around my mouth. “Come on, Gabe, you sexy Brit.” I pumped my hand in the air, drawing a few laughs from the crowd, but the best was seeing the enamored smile on Gabe’s face when he winked at me.

      I was looking forward to having the rest of the game be about ogling him in his soccer uniform and nothing else. After all, that was the best part about watching him play. He was good at it. Seriously good, and it made me high with a fierce pride. I’d once joked to him I’d daydream about having sex with him while I watched him play, but I shouldn’t have laughed at it. It was totally hot watching him out maneuver people and run hard. Damn. As if I needed help turning up the old libido.
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      I watched as the clock counted down from ten seconds left. We were still up two to one and the ball was nowhere near our goalie. I stood on my toes and cheered with everyone else. When the clock hit zero, I stepped down onto Travis’s bench and then hit the bleacher steps, taking them two at a time. I didn’t care if I looked like a crazy lunatic; I was just so proud of Gabe. He’d scored a goal and had an assist on the other one. He searched for me in the crowd and I waved at him just before jumping down onto the packed dirt.

      Picking my way through the crowd, I made my way toward the gate entrance. I unlatched it and sneaked through before finding Gabe strolling toward me. I ran toward him, throwing my arms and legs around him. He chuckled into my neck. “What’s this for?”

      “You did so good.”

      “You liked watching me play then?”

      I nipped at his neck. “You have no idea.”

      He stiffened. “I think I do. I think I had the same idea except I was trying to concentrate on a black-and-white checkered ball.”

      I pulled away and kissed him solidly on the mouth. “Sucks to be you,” I said against his lips. “As for me, I’ve just been watching you and thinking and daydreaming…and plotting.”

      A guttural sound came from the back of his throat as he stepped forward a few paces, me still solidly in his arms. “You know we can’t do anything right here.”

      “It’s okay,” I told him, curling my hand around the back of his neck. “I’m also staking my claim on you like a boss.”

      Gabe pulled away, his brows furrowing. “What’s that, Love?”

      “Travis tells me there are girls called Bleacher Bunnies and I’m letting them all know that you’re mine.”

      He laughed out loud, the warmth of it spreading love through my chest. “That’s crazy.”

      “Do you deny the existence of said Bleacher Bunnies?”

      He cleared his throat. “No. I deny that you have to worry about it though.”

      “One, you’re British. Your accent literally melts the panties off American college girls. It’s a lethal weapon.”

      “If you say so.”

      After feeling the effects myself, I fucking knew so. “Two, you’re good at sports. Like, seriously good. As in you shouldn’t be playing for Salem State, but some other awesome college team with a scholarship or some shit. Girls are probably thinking about pulling me off you right now and pouncing on you themselves.”

      He bit his lip.

      “What?”

      “I’m imagining girls pulling you off me and you going all Norah on them. Not gonna lie, it’s kinda hot.”

      “You just wait until we get home, Gabe,” I said, pushing off him and sliding down his front until my feet hit the grass.

      “If you’re trying to threaten me, it’s not working.”

      By this time, the rest of the guys joined us. They either shook hands or clapped Gabe on the back, doing the bro thing. Though, I supposed it would’ve looked weird if they’d thrown their legs and arms around him like a monkey as I’d done.

      Gabe grabbed a water bottle off the bench before we followed after his teammates back toward the locker room. “Do I want to know why you three ran off the bleachers after Norah?”

      I leaned into him, putting my head on his shoulder. “Seth Hartle.”

      “Am I supposed to know who that is?” he asked, glancing at the other guys for help.

      “Just one of the slugs we interrogated who came after Norah and Liam at the cafe,” Randy offered. “Don’t worry, he was completely of his own accord, no magic around him whatsoever. Norah got his name and Travis threw a tracking spell on him.”

      “Now we can chase that lead down,” Liam said.

      Gabe’s face turned red, his features hardening. I grabbed his hand. “Not that guy. It wasn’t the one from the house in Maine. It was the younger one.”

      His shoulders drooped. “I should’ve known. Randy would probably be in the back of a cop car by now.”

      Eyes wide, I looked up at Randy. He smiled a toothy grin, and I shook my head. “I can handle myself.” I wasn’t telling them anything they didn’t know, but it made me feel better to confirm it with them.

      “There’s nothing wrong with letting one of us do the dirty work every once in a while, Babe.”

      “Good game, Gabe,” a feminine voice called out.

      I looked over to find the same girl from the bleachers waving at him. Gabe waved back. “Thanks, Becky.”

      “It’s Trina,” she said, her mouth pulling tight.

      Gabe shrugged as if he couldn't care less. I hid my smile in the hoodie of Liam’s I wore. I didn’t want to be that rude even though she deserved it.

      “So, give me ten minutes?” Gabe asked, leaning over to kiss my forehead. At the same time, he pinched my ass, and I yelped, smacking his hand away. He ran off toward the locker rooms with the rest of his team and I turned, rubbing my behind. Liam and Randy smiled, but Travis turned away, his face pulled taut. I looked around, but couldn’t find a reason for the sudden change in attitude.

      I shrugged, chalking it up to one of Travis’s weird quirks.
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      I threw my mobile into the gym bag after listening to another one of Grandpa’s messages asking me if we’d heard from the fifth yet. Bloody hell. I didn’t know what to say to him, and what worried me was that they were becoming increasingly more frantic. Not just a checking in message, but more of a desperate one. What would happen if I just told him Norah was the fifth? Could it really be that bad? I had to believe the Order would help us if something truly bad would come out of it. I guessed what worried me was in how they would help us. Would they take the pull away? Fuck that. Or worse?

      I didn’t even know where these thoughts were coming from. I respected the Order above most things. It had been ingrained in me since I was a child.

      I ran a hand down my face and slammed my locker shut before pulling my gym bag over my shoulder. Standing up, I noticed I was the last one there. After Coach Red gave his usual after game speech, everyone had dispersed pretty quickly. The pleasant dip in my belly of the pull toward Norah got stronger, and I slipped out of the locker room with a smile on my face. She was the only one waiting outside for me. “Where’s everyone else?”

      She pushed away from the brick wall of the school and put her hands on my forearms. “They wanted to head to the car.”

      “You mean the massive new Jeep?”

      “Yeah,” she chuckled. “That one.”

      She ran her hands up my arms and around my neck before pushing herself on her tiptoes to press her lips against mine. The magic tethering us together pulled tight, and I was instantly hooked on her as if she was a drug and I needed my next fix. I slipped my tongue past her lips, sweeping it over her to get every last bit of taste I could manage. Mmm, sugar. She stepped forward, and I stumbled back against the wall of the gym. Disoriented, I pushed my hands into her hair, looking to ground myself on something.

      “Gabe?”

      I broke away, looking down at her doe brown eyes. She was at once innocent and wild, a complete mixture that boiled my blood. “Yes, Love?”

      She flicked her eyes toward the locker room. “Has everyone else left?”

      I tamped down the excitement threatening to spew forth. After taking her hand, I pushed the locker room door open and gave a quick look around before dropping my gym bag again. When I turned, Norah threw herself at me like she’d done right after the game. Her legs wrapped tightly around my torso, I immediately felt my arousal perk up. God, this woman. I twisted until her back was against a row of lockers and she moaned deep in her throat.

      “Remember when you said you’d picture yourself riding me when I was out there playing?”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      “Did you do that?”

      She answered me with another scorching kiss. I raised my hand to tease her nipple, and she sighed.

      She pulled away, her hips rocking into me. “Inside, Gabe. I need you inside.”

      My dick strained against my athletic shorts the more she teased. I simultaneously wanted to do exactly what she said, but also knew that having sex with her in this locker room, though hot, wasn’t what she deserved. Conflicted, I slipped my hand under her shirt to cup her breast over her satin bra.

      She rocked into me quicker and I steeled myself. I would not lose myself in my pants like some teenager.

      “Gabe,” she groaned in frustration. “Please.”

      I pulled her to me and kissed her, lingering against her lips. “Let’s wait until we get home.”

      “No,” she snarled. She pulled away and her face twisted in anger.

      “Gabe! Gabe!” a voice screamed.

      The air shimmered in front of me and Norah disappeared. My eyes fluttered and I sunk to the floor, energy draining from me as if my veins were all sliced open and I was freely bleeding all over the place.

      A heavy thunk sounded somewhere, and it echoed through my head. Then came another and another.

      Finally, a shaft of light illuminated the cement floor where my head had landed. I blinked at it, not understanding. Where was Norah? How did I get on the floor?

      Soft hands cupped my face. “Gabe, hey. Are you okay?”

      I turned my head to find her staring at me, her beautiful eyes examining me with an intensity I loved.

      It wasn’t until the rest of the guys poked their head into my line of sight that I realized something was wrong. Did they just come from the door? I thought they were in the car. “What’s going on?”

      Randy helped to right me and Norah quickly opened a Snickers and shoved it in my face. I took a big mouthful, hating how weak I felt. Coupled with the game I just played, I was running on empty.

      Travis backed away from us and disappeared, returning several minutes later. “There’s no one else in here.”

      “What happened?” Liam asked. “We all felt this pull toward you. Well, Norah felt it first. We thought she was just being paranoid, but then we all felt it. Randy had to kick the door down.”

      I looked up at Norah. “You were outside?”

      “Yeah, we were waiting for you. You said you’d only be like ten minutes.”

      Right. I remembered that, but hell, that game must’ve taken a lot more out of me than I thought. I probably passed out and dreamt of getting frisky with Norah. That wouldn’t be too different from my normal dreams. It was hard to have her in the house and share her with the other two. Headphones were my friend, but that didn’t mean my imagination didn’t run wild, seeping into my sleep, providing me with stiff ones pretty much every night.

      “Just tired, I guess,” I told them, pushing myself to my feet. I wavered back and forth but steadied myself against the row of lockers. I took another bite of the Snickers and at the same time, Norah pressed her fingers into my forearms, both of which were helping me regain the energy I’d inexplicably lost.

      “I’m not surprised,” Norah said. “I couldn’t run for that long. You were all over the place out there. You’re sure you’re alright?”

      I nodded, standing up even straighter. Would’ve loved for that dream to be real. Damn. I’d have to try that sometime with her.

      “What are you smiling at?”

      I put my arm around her. “Nothing. Can we go home?”

      She eyed me suspiciously. “Just keep eating the Snickers, big boy.”

      “I can think of a better way to get my energy back.”

      The rest of them groaned, but Norah caught her lip between her teeth. She pushed the Snickers up to my lips. “If that’s the case, you’re going to need energy to start with.”

      I could certainly handle that. I stuffed the last of the Snickers in my mouth and took Norah’s hand. We followed the rest of them out of the locker room and back toward the big new black Jeep. I really needed to get ahold of myself. I didn’t need to dream about Norah when I could have the real thing. And the real thing was so much sweeter, I thought, remembering the almost evil look in her eyes when I’d told her we should wait. Dream Norah wasn’t having any of that.
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      I didn’t like Gabe’s look. He was still too pale and his leg bounced up and down in the Jeep all the way home. When we got back to the estate in Ipswich, he refused to let me heat up some leftover pizza for him and went right up to his room. After waiting down in the living room with the rest of the guys, almost chewing all my nails off, I decided to go after him.

      Liam caught my hand on the way through. “Something seems off,” he said, his chestnut eyes concerned. “I’m sensing his magic is…haywire.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help him? Like, transfer some to him or something?”

      “I’ve never heard of anything like that. We’ve never run into this problem before. Let me do some research.”

      He stood and picked up a book on the counter. It was one of his Order books. I’d thumbed through it myself a week or so ago, making sure he hadn’t missed something on female Enforcers. It was a shot in the dark because Liam was thorough, but it couldn’t hurt and I learned some things in the process even if it wasn’t what I was trying to find out. “Let me know.”

      I took the stairs two at a time and hung a right. Gabe had called one of the rooms on the opposite side of the house from me. It wasn’t really his doing. Liam and Randy had already called the ones right by me, so he was stuck with this one. The only room further away from mine was Travis’s.

      I knocked on the door, but Gabe didn’t answer. Fretting over my lip, I decided just to go in. If he was naked, it wasn’t as if I hadn’t seen it all before. A brief glimpse of Gabe’s athletic body popped into my head and I drew in a breath. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sprawled out on the bed waiting for me when I came in. His room was empty, however, the shower was running in his bathroom. I knocked on that door and opened it a crack. “Gabe, you okay?” Odd that he’d be taking another shower since he’d taken one right after the game too.

      “Yeah,” he said. His voice cracked, so he tried again. “I’m fine, Norah.”

      I snuck in and shut the door behind me. The steam from the shower rose up, and the humidity in the small room warmed me. “Are you sure?”

      He pulled the shower curtain out of the way and leaned against the back of the shower wall, his arms crossed over his chest. His chiseled chest led to narrow hips with a muscular vee showing off his goods. I tilted my head to stare at him, a smirk coming to my face.

      “Does that answer your question?” he asked, his gaze dipping to his hard cock and then back up to meet mine again.

      I walked closer to him. “That’s not fair. I was worried about you and here you are up here nursing a hard-on.”

      “It’s your fault,” he told me. “You shouldn’t have thrown yourself at me after the game.”

      “Well, if it’s my fault…” I unzipped Liam’s hoodie and dropped it on the ceramic tile at my feet. After kicking it off to the side, I slowly unzipped my jeans and worked them off. “Maybe I should help you out with that?”

      His gaze watched my every movement. Soon, his hand came up to rest on his dick. As I shimmied out of my shirt, he started to stroke himself. Red-hot need pooled between my thighs. I unclasped my bra next, letting the straps fall gingerly off my shoulders before I peeled it away from my skin. Gabe’s gaze intensified. My nipples pebbled. Dropping my bra near the rest of my clothes, I worked my panties off next, kicking them on top of the pile. I stepped into the shower afterward, the hot water blasting me in the side. Gabe reached around to pull the shower curtain closed and then it was just him and me taking the other in.

      I placed my hands on his chest. “You scared me earlier.”

      He frowned. “Just over-exhausted myself, Love. No need to worry about that. In fact, I had a killer dream while I was out.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, leaning into him. He had a mischievous glint to his eye that read sex dream all over it. “About?”

      “You and me. You pressed up against the lockers with me buried so deep inside you.”

      I gently removed his hand from his silky skin to stroke him myself. “The locker room, huh? You like public places?”

      His hands came up to tease my nipples, and I sucked in a breath. He quirked a smile. “I like it when we’re so hot for each other we just can’t contain ourselves.”

      “That’s easy enough when I get to look at someone like you,” I told him, my breaths coming in short gasps as he tweaked and massaged me. I moved closer, waiting for that moment when he delved between my legs. “Do you want to recreate your dream? In here?”

      His finger trailed down my front, past my belly button and hair until he settled on my clit. The rivulets of water cascading down my front followed his touch, sending another sensation through me. I worked him faster, increasing my speed. He cupped my cheek. “Did you like watching me play?”

      I closed my eyes, imagining again his sweaty form as he expertly maneuvered around the soccer field. I nodded, inching closer until the tip of his dick touched my skin. A little lower. That’s where I needed him. I stood on my tiptoes, but I still couldn’t quite get him where I wanted him.

      Strong hands cupped my bottom, urging me up. At the same time, I guided him inside before snaking my hands around his neck. “Oh, fuck. Gabe…”

      I crossed my legs behind him just as I’d done after he finished his game, forcing him all the way inside. He turned, taking me out of the spray. My back hit the tiled wall. He drew out and pushed forward again, and I moaned.

      “I don’t know why I thought that dream was real. Nothing can compare to this feeling.”

      Energy crackled between us and already, his pallor was returning to normal. Perhaps a little pinked from the hot water or the exertion. Whichever it was, it certainly wasn’t hurting his performance now.

      He placed his hands on the wall behind me.

      “Don’t drop me,” I warned. Fear moved me closer to him, and I tightened my hold.

      He smiled into the curve of my neck. “I won’t. Relax.”

      I did as he said, my back and head coming to rest against the tile all the while enjoying Gabe’s long, languid strokes inside me. His head arced down and he took my breast in his mouth. “Oh God. Yes.”

      He pumped into me faster. “You like this?”

      I reached down and cupped his ass, digging my fingernails into his muscular backside. “Uh-huh.”

      He moaned his approval before dropping his hand and placing his thumb on my clit.

      “Shit, Gabe.”

      He massaged me, and I squeezed him to me, meeting his strokes with my own. “Fuck. This is what happens when I try to take it slow.”

      I ground myself against him, aching for that sweet relief. “Gabe, please. More.”

      He matched his massaging with his strokes, his face determined as he dove his stiff cock inside me until my pleasure mounted.

      “Yes, yes,” I repeated. His body shook, but I was already there. “Gabe!” I yelled as I clenched around him.

      “Oh God.” He moved inside me until I came down. Short strokes that teased my orgasm out. Then, he let me down slowly before pulling out. He reached behind him and turned the shower off before pushing the curtain wide again. Steam filled the room until it billowed like clouds in front of us. “I have a request.”

      Still high, I nodded. “Anything.”

      He led me out into the bedroom and opened the closet door. A full-length mirror was positioned in the center. Squeezing my hand, he pulled me toward the bed. While both on our knees, he pressed a passionate kiss to my lips, thrusting his tongue inside me, his dick jabbing me in the stomach. “Turn around,” he said.

      I did so. The cooler air in the room sending goosebumps coursing over my skin. He placed a hand on my back and pushed, lowering me to my hands so I was on all fours in front of him. He gathered my hair in his fist and pulled gently, forcing my gaze upward. I met his blazing eyes in the mirror as he posed behind me. My gut clenched. “Oh, seriously?” Breathless, I moaned just thinking about it.

      He prompted my knees wider and then entered me. I arched my back to give him space, and he slid inside. My fingers curled into his comforter as I watched his gaze change from curiosity to determination. “Fuck, Norah. I dreamed this would be hot, but bloody hell. You’re so tight.”

      He drew out and then rocked forward. My toes curled, and I hissed at the pleasure. “Gabe, yes.” I rounded my shoulders, bringing my chest into full view for him.

      His gaze halted there. He test dove into me and I gasped, my breasts bouncing in front of me from the force. He did it again and again as I watched his strong lines fight for control over me. The scent of a summer’s day after a rainstorm enveloped us, and I was intoxicated by the smell, by Gabe, by everything.

      The bedroom door swung open. “Hey Guys.” Liam walked in, his head stuck in his book. As soon as he lowered it and I saw his eyes go from analytical to pure lust, I lost it. My pussy clenched around Gabe and he swore his release into me. All the while my gaze was locked on Liam until I looked back into the mirror and saw Gabe’s pure look of appreciation. “Fuck, I’m sorry,” Liam said. “I don’t know why I keep doing that.”

      Gabe pushed inside me again and I moaned. “Ohh, God.”

      Liam’s jaw clamped shut and he stared at me hard.

      Gabe massaged my ass and rocked against me. I bit back another moan. “Are you trying to tease me?”

      “I think Liam has a thing for watching us so I was just trying to give him a show.”

      Liam’s face turned a fiery red, reminding me of his magic. “I just found something in the book about giving Gabe a little boost, but it looks like you’ve already accomplished that.”

      Though Liam was trying to be professional, his gaze kept slipping toward my breasts. I loved that about him. I loved that he got embarrassed and awkward. It turned me on, making me feel as if I was the one with the power in that relationship. I slapped Gabe’s behind though. Liam had expressed an interest in taking it slow with me again—dating and then more. Because of the new store, we hadn’t yet got to the date part, but I didn’t want to push him. Though seeing that fire in his eyes engulfed me in a new wave of heat. He did want me. No matter if he was trying to be a gentleman or not. “Yeah,” I said sheepishly. “I guess Gabe and I worked it out.”

      “If you want,” Gabe said, pulling back on my shoulders. He raised my arms off the bed until I sat back on his thighs. He maneuvered me into a position where he was still seated deep inside, yet I was open and exposed in the front. His hand trailed down to my sensitive clit, and I bit my lip. “You could probably lick here while I stayed inside her.”

      I couldn’t help it anymore. A flash of that sexiness popped into my head and I let out a low groan.

      Liam moved his glasses further up his nose. “You’d like that, Norah?”

      “Judging by the extra wetness I just felt, she’d fucking love that, Liam.”

      Liam closed the book at his side, his gaze watching Gabe’s finger as he played with me. I moved it out of the way even though I desperately didn’t want to. “It’s okay, Liam. Let us just get dressed and then you can tell us what you found.”

      Liam’s chest rose with a big breath. Hard footsteps sounded on the stairs but none of us moved. I didn’t know what I was thinking. Maybe hoping Liam would just move forward, eager to place his lips on me.

      “Guys.”

      We all froze this time. It was Travis.

      “Walter’s wants a video conference…now.” He turned around abruptly, staring at the wall, but not before I noticed the quick spark in his eyes. “Fuck.”

      Liam turned, his hands outstretched to block my naked body while Gabe grabbed a pillow and placed it in front of me. “Sorry, Mate,” Gabe said. He slipped out of me and I scrambled on the bed to cover myself. “We’ll be right down.”

      Travis took a deep breath and sighed. His whole body locked up as he walked from the room, his gaze avoiding all of us.

      Gabe grabbed boxers and yanked them on. “Shit, I’m sorry, guys. I was just trying to have some fun.”

      I sat there with my legs around the pillow, hugging it to my body as Travis’s eyes burned into my line of sight.

      Liam turned carefully around. Noticing Gabe was better clothed, he relaxed. Running a hand through his hair, he kept it at the back of his neck as he regarded me. Later, I mouthed to him. His stare was desperate almost and I knew there were a hundred questions on the tip of his tongue. To both of them, I said, “I guess you guys better go. I’ll stay up here. Out of the way. Like I don’t exist.”

      “Right here here?” Gabe asked, his eyebrows rising suggestively as he gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “No,” I said, glancing at Liam. “Not here here. In my own room. Let me know when you guys are done.”

      When Liam and Gabe slipped from the room, I fell back on the bed. Shit, that was hot, and I still couldn’t get Travis’s heated gaze out of my thoughts. It might not have been because of me, maybe at just the sight of seeing a naked woman, but he was definitely aroused. And I hated how happy that made me.
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      Fucking wonderful. Another drive-by “meeting” where Walter wanted us to discuss the search for our fifth.

      It was as annoying as fuck, not to mention the anxiety I felt about it every time. We’d all agreed to keep Norah out of this until we understood a little more about why females weren’t Enforcers. That’s what I was going with, anyway. I didn’t know why, but something in my gut told me we had to protect her from Walter and the other superiors. Why? Beats the fuck out of me. I’d always trusted them, but then again, I never had someone like Norah by my side, and I would do anything to keep her safe. Hell, I’d love to see her live under a rock where nothing could touch her, but I sure as hell knew nothing like that would ever happen. She was way too independent to put up with my macho overbearing bullshit. And secretly, I fucking loved it.

      I glanced toward the laptop screen where Walter waited patiently before I heard the first footsteps on the stairs. “They’re coming,” I said, a tight smile on my face. I was sure that couldn’t be more true for some of the parties involved. I wanted to bash all their heads together. I was the last one to keep my shit together when this was going on. We were better off with Gabe or Liam down here waiting with Walter, but no, where were they? I’d rather not fucking know because it was probably exactly where I’d rather be.

      Travis came down first, avoiding all eye contact. Par for the course. Whenever Norah was involved with something, he clammed right up. Gabe was adamant they’d get together sooner or later, but I wasn’t sure. Travis wasn’t in the right head space, and Norah wasn’t the type to put up with shit. They might be too different.

      Liam and Gabe came down next. Lucky fuckers.

      Liam cleared his throat and then sat right next to me on the couch while Travis and Gabe leaned over the couch in back of us. “How’s it going, Walter?” Gabe asked.

      “Fine, fine. Glad you all could join me.” He shuffled some papers around his desk. Walter was a part of the longest lasting Order of the Akasha coven. He and his fellow coven members were all on the older side, but since they’d been together for so long, they were more powerful than the rest of us. They were also the most knowledgeable. Maybe if this was a girl other than Norah, I’d be begging them for answers about why a woman got the pull for us, but she threw everything off. “Let’s just cut right to it. Any news from the fifth?”

      “No,” Liam said. “None at all.”

      Walter arched an eyebrow. “Any feelings? Pull toward someone? Maybe feeling as if something might happen soon?”

      “No, Sir.”

      I don’t know how the hell Liam did it. He was shy and quiet most of the time, but he was so calm under pressure you’d hardly know he had an awkward side. It just went to show how much he cared about Norah too. I was glad he was on that side with me.

      “Interesting.” Walter rubbed his jaw. He was the Enforcer appointed as our head. His coven mates were all assigned to other Orders. I wasn’t exactly sure how many there were of us, but they had at least five or so covens assigned to them at any given time.

      “What does this mean for us?” Gabe asked.

      I sucked in a breath. My fingers tightening on my knees where I’d tried to make them as relaxed as possible. I thought we were just going with the denial approach. Now we were asking questions about what it would do to us? Why? We had Norah. We needed to know what she did to us.

      Walter sat back in his leather office chair, his hands coming to rest on his chest. His fingers dribbled there, reminding me of his age. He had gray-streaked hair with a full beard and wire-rimmed glasses. With age came wisdom and power, and Walter personified all of that. Sometimes I thought he knew what I was thinking just by looking at me. It was scary as fuck.

      “To tell you the truth, we’re all unsure. It’s unheard of to have a coven go for so long without a fifth. Tell me how your powers feel.”

      I swallowed. They were all well aware that none of us had gotten the pull to the sorority house when Dupre turned it into limbo. They were convinced it was because we didn’t have our fifth. However, we knew that wasn’t the case. Norah was our fifth, and we’d put the Akashic cell around Dupre and everything, but it hadn’t mattered. It didn’t hold him for longer than five minutes.

      Gabe spoke up behind me. “Fine, usually. Though, I did have a weird moment earlier today after my game where I just felt weak.” Walter slanted his head and gave him a ‘really?’ look. “It wasn’t out of physical exhaustion,” Gabe continued, his voice growing harsher. “I know the difference. The guys found me passed out in the locker room.”

      “Unless your feeding off each other’s magic, I don’t know why that would be happening,” Walter said, completely dismissing Gabe’s concerns. “Were any of you doing magic at the same time?” We all shook our heads and Walter shrugged. “Drink some orange juice.”

      I could practically feel Gabe’s lethal stare as it rose over my head and into the laptop screen. Gabe and Walter were never really that close and we all guessed it had something to do with Gabe’s grandfather even though nothing could confirm this for us.

      Liam leaned forward. “I can’t find anything in my books on the Order about what happens if our fifth never comes, or if the fifth member is someone we weren’t expecting.”

      Deep creases lined Walter’s brow. “Someone you weren’t expecting? That doesn’t happen. The pull happens only to the fifth that belongs to you. Come on, this is elementary stuff. I shouldn’t have to explain this to any of you. Least of all you, Liam.”

      The rage in me bubbled up. For too long now, I’d felt like a caged tiger. Things just kept piling up and piling up and I hated that I couldn’t do anything about it. Liam nudged me with his shoulder, telling me to cool off. Easier said than done, but blowing up at Walter wouldn’t do anything.

      “Well,” Travis said. “I guess we’re still where we were the last time we spoke to you. No sign of the fifth. Nothing seems to be happening around town.”

      “At least to our knowledge,” I added.

      I peeked behind me and met Travis’s hard stare. I shrugged, and he turned back toward Walter. “If you find anything out, let us know, and we’ll do the same.”

      Walter clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. “We’re thinking of sending another Order in there to make sure Salem is well protected. We know it’s a busy area due to the city’s history and we want to make sure nothing is getting past you guys.”

      I stiffened. That wasn’t good. There would be no way we could hide Norah then.

      The tension in the room ratcheted up. I wanted to say something, except that the only thing that came to mind was to yell out ‘Fuck no’, which wouldn’t be helpful at all.

      Instead, Liam scratched his chin. I looked over at him and saw him contemplating before staring back at the screen. “Let’s give it a couple more weeks, Walter. It can’t take much longer than that and I’d hate to think that an Order is being pulled away from another place that needs protection just because of us. I’m sure it will work itself out in no time.”

      Thank fuck Walter respected Liam. He took a moment, but then he nodded. “Fine. But let me know as soon as possible if the fifth shows up or you feel anything. And I mean anything.”

      “Will do,” Travis said, all of us heaving a collective sigh.

      I reached out and closed the laptop. Turning, I faced the rest of them. “We can’t keep this up for much longer.”

      Liam ran his hands through his hair. “I have no idea what to do. There’s literally nothing in any of my books about a female Enforcer. Gabe, did you ask your grandfather?”

      Gabe’s fingers rubbed circles into his temples. He stared down Liam. “Jesus. No. I’m afraid he’ll see right through me. Christ, can’t someone else do something?”

      I held my hand out. “Calm down. It’s no use yelling at one another.” Gabe held his hands behind his head and sighed as he stared at the ceiling. Dude was super uptight.

      “Let me just ask a question,” Travis said. “What the hell do we think is going to happen if we tell Walter our fifth is a female? Can it be that bad?”

      “We’re not doing that,” Gabe seethed.

      “But why?” Travis urged.

      Gabe looked like he was about to fucking lose it, so I stepped up to the plate, not used to being the one who brought reason into anything. “I can’t explain it, Dude, but it just seems like a terrible idea. Every time I think about doing it, I get this ache in my gut that warns me away. I think we’re better off not saying anything. I know we can’t keep this up forever, but—” But nothing, I didn’t really have anything else to say because if it was up to me, I would keep it up forever. Except, Walter had other plans.

      “I’m not saying I’m going to say anything, but I don’t like this,” Travis said. “Norah’s grandmother’s warned her about a girl mixing in with guys. Is that all it is? Is that why we’re so against telling them? I mean, what would they do? He just said that magic pulls the person that’s supposed to be in our coven. If they truly believe that, there’s nothing they could do about Norah being the fifth. She just is.”

      “That sounds rational, and I agree.” Liam stood to face the rest of them. “I still don’t like it. I get the same feeling Randy does. My gut’s telling me we should keep Norah a secret. I don’t know if it has anything to do with what Granny said to her. She said it didn’t work out for the girl in the picture, so maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s why I want nothing to do with anyone else knowing.”

      Gabe leaned over the back of the couch, his hands on the back cushions. “That’s probably it. Let’s just wait it out. We can’t worry about Walter as well as Dupre and Jay. We just have to focus on one thing at a time and right now, Dupre and Jay are the biggest threat. As long as we can keep Walter at bay and talk him out of sending another Order here, we should be good.”

      “Do we agree?” Liam asked, eyeing Travis.

      Travis shrugged. “Yeah. What else can we do?”

      Behind him, a peek of a slender, feminine hand showed on the banister and then disappeared. Of course Norah would be right there listening to all of this. I should’ve expected as much from her.
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      Another Order coming to Salem? Not good.

      I tiptoed back up the steps and slipped into my bedroom. Outside, the sky was darkening, but a flourish of orange and pinks silhouetted the horizon. A part of me wished I didn’t take so much pleasure from a place Liam hated, but this house truly was amazing. Liam’s parents may have been terrible, but they could at least do one thing right. Though, money made everything better, didn’t it? If you had the money, why wouldn’t you pick someplace like this to live? You certainly wouldn’t pick the little cottage I grew up in with the leaky roof and the bedroom door I couldn’t even shut all the way because the frame had somehow compressed and the door no longer fit in it anymore. I preferred to live a little more comfortably. I didn’t need something like this, but a door that shut was always more acceptable than ones that didn’t.

      A soft knock came on my door then. I turned to my side on the bed and called out, “Come in.”

      Liam’s head appeared around the corner. My heart stuttered a bit before picking up its normal rhythm. I couldn’t lie and say that Liam walking in on Gabe and I didn’t turn me on. It was hot. It reminded me of that night in the car with Randy and Liam and that was probably the hottest sex I’d ever had. Randy watching, then Liam playing with me while I gave Randy head.

      I squeezed my knees together. Just thinking about it again was turning me on. As was the cute little blushed circles on Liam’s cheeks. “Hey,” I said.

      He closed the door behind him and made his way to the bed before sitting on the edge. “I take it you heard everything down there.”

      “Now, why would you think that?”

      “I know you Norah Darbonne, and a meeting without you isn’t happening. What do you think about Walter said?”

      I pulled myself into a sitting position and picked at the comforter in front of me. “Not happy with the talk about another Order coming to Salem. I think you’ve stalled him for now though. Hopefully we can get some sort of reaction to something going around Salem so we—you guys—can report back to him sometime soon. Not that I’m wishing for something bad to happen again.”

      “Yeah,” he mused, pulling his legs up on the bed and crossing them at the ankles. “I hate to wish for something to happen, but it would help. I don’t really care for lying to Walter.”

      A dreaded tug started in my stomach, reminding me of the lying Gabe and I were doing to the rest of them. It made me queasy. “Maybe it’s not really about that,” I ventured. “Maybe it’s more about hoping I haven’t broken you guys.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Broken us?”

      “Me being here? I hope it somehow really hasn’t thrown you guys off. We didn’t feel it when Dupre and Jay had their hooks into the sorority house. From what you guys have told me, that’s unheard of. The only thing that’s different is me—my presence.”

      “Your presence is doing something to us, but I don’t think it’s anything bad.”

      I stared at him. He caught my gaze and then looked away. Well, here was the moment. I had to talk to him about what happened there with Gabe.

      I covered his hand with my own. “I’m sorry about earlier with Gabe.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Liam…”

      He looked back at me, and I smiled, holding his gaze this time.

      “I want you to know that there’s no pressure on my end. We can go the dating route like you want. I like that idea. I think it’s sweet, and romantic, and—”

      “But you also like…” He cleared his throat. “…having sex.”

      “Like, a lot,” I said, laughing. “Especially with you guys.” It was my turn for my face to flame. I squeezed his hand, trying to ignore the heat wave that just swept over me. “I’m not going to deny the attraction I feel for all of you. I’m also not going to say that the thought of you joining Gabe and I didn’t excite me because it did.” Oh, God. It so did.

      “You really enjoyed it when Randy and I were together in the car, didn’t you?”

      My throat dried out like I was in the Saharan Desert for multiple days without any type of sustenance. “Umm, yes.”

      “What did you like about it?”

      I peeked at him to make sure he was being serious. No doubt about it, he was. I shifted a little on the bed, knowing full well that if I talked about it, I was bound to get turned on again. “I think ultimately it came down to sharing something special with both of you, but sexually? It was about you both touching me at the same time, having someone watch, knowing we were turning that person on…” I blew out a breath. “Umm…”

      Liam smiled. “Your face is flushed.”

      I leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “It’s your fault.”

      His smile grew. “I liked it too,” he said, shaking his head a little. “I didn’t think I would, but it was a rush. I’m pretty sure you’ve guessed that I’m not the one who usually gets the girls, so having you want me, and on top of that, Randy watching in the rearview mirror, was…thrilling. It was like, ‘I’m the one making Norah feel his way. Not anyone else. Me.’ I know Randy was there, too, but…”

      Holy shit. Hot flash. I moved closer to him on the bed, placing my right leg around his back and my left one over his lap. “I get it, Liam.”

      “I also want to be enough for you alone.”

      I tightened my hold on him and grabbed his chin to force him to look at me. “Oh my God, you are. You so are. We don’t need Randy, and we don’t even need a date to have me want you. You just need to be you.” Wow. How did I not realize that’s why he seemed so unsure? I needed him not to think that way, and the only way I could think to help was to show him.

      I pushed up and settled myself in his lap, my legs wrapped tightly around his torso before I lowered my lips to his. Softly, and surely, he kissed me back. It was so tender, so perfect that I melted into him. Aside from his usual shyness around women, he kissed so assuredly, like he was made to kiss me and only me. I opened for him and his tongue slipped inside, exploring his way over my lips. Beneath me, his body started to come alive and mine reacted in kind.

      Before I started rubbing against him, though, I pulled away. “Is this what you want, Liam?” I asked, peeking down at his dick straining against his clothes. If he truly wanted to start from dating and all that, I wouldn’t push it. I wasn’t a sex-crazed monster. I mean, I was, really, but I could control myself if it’s what Liam wanted.

      Liam rolled his hips into mine. “Yes, I want the best of both worlds.”

      “Thank fuck for that.” I unbuttoned his jeans and unzipped him, releasing Liam’s cock from his restraints. He hissed as I gripped him through his boxers. “I can’t stop thinking about how good you felt inside me.”

      “Jesus, Norah. You’re trying to kill me.”

      His mouth sank into the crook of my neck as he pumped his hips into my grasp. I slipped his dick through the hole in his boxers and tightened my hold on his silky skin. Liam’s head rolled back. “Shit.”

      He looked too perfect not to taste. I scooted back on the bed and rolled my tongue over his tip.

      Liam stilled before exhaling an excited breath. “I was hoping you would do that.”

      I leaned back and pulled at his pant legs. We shimmied them off and his boxers came next. “You need to work on asking for what you want, Liam.” Though I wanted to dive right back into putting his thick cock in my mouth, I hesitated. I wrapped him in my fist again, pumping him from tip to base, but locked my eyes on his. “What do you want? Tell me.”

      He looked up, tortured, his hips coming up to thrust into my grip. I leaned over and kissed him thoroughly.

      When I broke away, I stared at him again. “What do you want? Be specific.”

      He rolled his hips again. “I want you to lick my head again.”

      I gave him a small smile, then lay on my stomach in front of him. Darting my tongue out, I licked him slowly, curling it around his head, catching the pre-cum that beaded there. “Now what?”

      “Put your lips on him. Just the head.”

      I did as he asked, my tongue flicking over his tip.

      “Oh shit. Deeper, Norah. Can you fit all of me in your mouth?”

      His body shook as I slowly moved forward. I bent over the length of him, taking him all in and moving back out.

      “Keep going. More.”

      “Fuck, yes.” I did it again, locking my lips around his hard ridges. He was so hard, and the pre-cum kept coming and coming. The way he reacted, made me think he’d probably never gotten a blow job before. It made this so much hotter. I was his first experience and I was determined to make it amazing. Increasing my speed, I reached out with my hands to cup his balls.

      He trembled, lifting his hips to try to keep up with me. “Jesus, Norah. I’m going to come.”

      I pulled away, his dick popping from my mouth with a satisfied sound. I crawled toward him. “We can’t have that, Liam. Not until you’re inside me, and I’m wearing way too many clothes for that.”

      He pulled at the hem of my shirt and I lifted my hands. Throwing it to the side, his gaze drifted down my body. “Take off your jeans.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      His eyes flared. He must’ve liked that. In what I hoped looked sexy, I worked my jeans off until I was just in my bra and panties. I walked forward on my knees before straddling him, letting nothing but the thin material of my panties separate Liam from entering me.

      Liam’s gaze intensified, giving that passion-fueled intensity that ratcheted up the heat in the room. He sealed his lips to mine, his hands working their way up my back to my bra clasps. He freed them and then worked the straps from my shoulders and letting it drop to the bed next to us. He leaned back on his hands, his gaze intent on my breasts. My nipples hardened and peaked, a fullness there that yearned for his touch.

      “It really turned me on when you touched yourself.”

      My hands worked my way up his stomach before tearing off his own shirt. Leaning over him, I whispered in his ear, “Tell me.”

      “Touch your breasts.”

      My head fell back as my hands came up to cup my sensitive skin. I arched into my own touch, my palms grazing my nipples. I hoped he would tell me to touch them because they were just begging for it, and just touching my breasts was like a big tease.

      After a few moments, he spared me. “Play with your nipples.”

      “Fuck, Liam,” I groaned as I flicked my finger over my hard nipples. At the same time, I arched into him, his hard cock rubbing against the thin material of my panties and my pussy underneath. I was going to need him inside of me, and soon.

      “Hold them out for me.” He leaned forward, and I held my breasts out for him. When his hot mouth surrounded my nipples, I almost came out of the rhythm our hips moved in.

      “Please touch me, Liam.” I rolled my hips into his and he moaned. His arms came around my back and hugged me to him, our hips joining even tighter now.

      “I need inside you. Your panties—.”

      “Rip them,” I said, nipping his ear. “I want you so bad I can’t wait. Just tear them off.”

      He hesitated for a moment, but I kept grinding against him, the pleasure heating up between my thighs. He took two hands and pulled, the material ripping. He did the same on the other side and pulled the tattered pair away and in the next instant, pushed inside me.

      “Oh fuck,” we both said at the same time.

      “Christ, Liam. Please just…” I moved my hips faster, taking him in and out of me at a pace to match my desire. I wanted that orgasm. I was so fucking ready for it. “I want to come around you. Oh Liam. And you’re going to come inside me. Shit, yes.”

      I rested my forehead on his and continued my pace, Liam meeting me stroke for stroke. Our harsh breaths mixed until I could tell Liam was about ready to lose it. His reaction excited me even more.

      “Norah…”

      “Yes, tell me.”

      “I’m going to come inside you.”

      My head fell back as my orgasm shot through me. “Yes!”

      His followed soon after, his cock throbbing inside my spasming walls, letting everything go. He let out a low groan as I continued to rock against him until we were both just shuddering for breaths.

      “Oh my God, Liam,” I finally said. “That was amazing. We need to do that, like, all the time.”

      He held his hand secure around my back and flipped us so he was on top. He moved my hair from my face and kissed me. “That would make me extremely happy.”

      I grinned up at him and then giggled like a schoolgirl. God, this boy. He was something else.
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      There was nothing like the morning after great sex. Wow. Shy Liam. Who would’ve thought? That was the second time he’d surprised me—actually, third. He’d surprised me in the car with Randy, but there was also that time in the cafe when he’d used his magic to protect us both like a badass.

      Hot shit. If he hadn’t already went to school while I was just now on my way to ‘A Touch of Magic’, I might be dragging him into the back of the store to have him show me again how much he cared for me. Loved me? Maybe. Shit, wow. Was that what all this was? There were definite, finite feelings for them all. Deeper than friendship, deeper than even coven mates, though, I didn’t have experience like they did in being in a coven. Granny was a one-woman show. God, I missed the crap out of her.

      I took a right down the cobblestone street where the shop was located and smiled when the sun shined down through the buildings. In the mornings, the quaint street was peaceful, old-school almost as if the world hadn’t even touched it yet. But once all the tourists started waking up, as well as the other businesses, this turned into regular Main Street. All the shops put out their sandwich boards announcing sales and begging for customers to come in, only further reminding me that Salem, like New Orleans, though rooted in history and the supernatural, was just a hotbed for tourism now. It was the perfect storm for people like me. I enjoyed the history, and the money it brought me.

      Damn. Granny would slap me upside the head for saying something like that.

      Truthfully, when it came down to it, I loved that this was how I made my living. It beat going to college—for me, anyway. I could use what was inherent inside me to bring joy to others’ lives. It was kind of what Granny did, but she just gave it away selflessly. Maybe I should be more like that, but if what I sold someone here gave them fond memories of their vacation, or the ‘idea’ of magic, that was good too, right?

      Also, I really needed a sandwich board, and a catchy slogan. And only about a gazillion other things before we finally opened.

      My feet slowed automatically as up ahead, a figure came into view and bent down to peer into A Touch of Magic’s windows. She was on the shorter side with quite a voluptuous body all the way around with a brown, tasseled shawl draped around her shoulders. It could’ve been a tourist, but I didn’t think so. If it were a tourist, they would more than likely be wearing a Salem t-shirt, or one of those crafty witch hats I saw people wear around town.

      I walked a little faster. I was new here, but I wasn’t new around the block. The last thing I needed was anyone stealing any of the ideas and hard work Liam and I had put into A Touch of Magic before we even opened. That ‘Make Your Own Spell’ station was genius.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, as soon as I was within hearing distance.

      “Ah!” The woman let out a short scream. She turned, her shawl trailing out around her as if it were a superhero cape. With one hand clutched to her heart, she said, “Oh my goodness.” She caught her breath for a few seconds while I just stared at her. Standing a little taller, she asked, “Are you A Touch of Magic?”

      “Yes. And you are?”

      She hiked her thumb to the store next door. “Madame Serena. Medium, spiritualist, psychic guide.”

      She held out her hand, and I shook it. She looked exactly like the type who would introduce themselves as a medium, spiritualist, and psychic guide. I smiled neighborly anyway. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Sorry about looking in your windows. I’ve just been curious about what’s going in over here with all the work that’s been going on.”

      I shimmied around her and put a hand on the front door. “Hopefully it didn’t disturb you too bad.”

      “Oh no,” she said, laughing. “It was nice. I happen to have a thing for construction workers, so…” She lifted a shoulder and I full-on smiled now. Randy would look amazing in a dirty t-shirt with his sleeves rolled up, muscles bulging out, and dirt stains on his cheeks. He said he’d come visit me after his personal training sessions at the gym. Unfortunately, he’d left far earlier than the rest of us had that morning. “So, when are you opening?” she asked, pulling me out of my dirty thoughts.

      I looked up at the big sign that said next Monday.

      She chuckled nervously. “And I always hate it when my customers don’t read signs either. It’s a constant struggle. You’ll see.”

      We were stuck in a lull now. I really wanted to get inside and enjoy my shop by myself. To peruse it without the guys looking over my shoulder, to get to know every nook and cranny, but it seemed as if Madame Serena had other ideas. “How’s the medium business going?”

      “Just wonderful,” she said, gazing up at her own store with pride. “My mom had the shop before me, passed it to me along with her specialties.” Madame Serena did something in the air with her hands that looked something akin to jazz hands. Was that sign language for magic? I wasn’t sure. “You know something about that, don’t you?”

      She eyed me, her dark eyes twinkling. My hand itched to open the door and go inside, but there was something about the way she stared at me that unnerved me. “What do you mean?”

      “About powers getting passed down to you. I sense the same thing happened in your case, a grandmother perhaps?”

      Hmm. The guys had said this woman was a nut case, but she was pretty spot on at the moment. “Um, something like that. In my family, it’s a female line thing. My mother was a great witch, too. Voodoo,” I explained, looking again to the window decals Liam suggested we purchase to explain everything happening inside my shop.

      “Just wonderful, isn’t it?” Her hands came together in front of her, and she laced them one-by-one before stepping up on her tiptoes. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer. If you ever need anything, I’m right next door. Free reading,” she said, shrugging. “I do that for every new business owner on this street.” She turned and gave me a smile over her shoulder. “Have a good day now, Dear.” The bell above her store door rang as she pulled it open. She stepped inside, but then leaned back out, her shawl almost hitting the sidewalk at her feet. “That’s just one free reading, Dear. You understand.”

      “Um, yeah. Thanks.”

      The woman beamed and then finally stepped inside fully, the door closing behind her. Yeah, ‘kay. That woman was odd, but I couldn’t say she was a nut job like the guys thought. She was crazy, but there might’ve been something magical to her. I wasn’t sure she was exactly a fraud.

      I slipped the key from my jeans and unlocked the door before letting myself in. Turning around, I immediately locked the door and made sure the Coming Soon was still properly displayed in the front door and window. That was one thing Madame Serena had gotten right. People did not look at signs. There could be a sign announcing that everything on one shelf was five dollars and I would inevitably get the “How much is this?” question.

      One-by-one, I turned on the lights and made my way to the back of the store. Moving to Salem had been a big step. If it weren’t for who waited for me here, I would’ve been freaking out, but who wouldn’t be excited about what was happening here? Aside from the whole Dupre/Jay thing, I hadn’t been happier in a long time. I had a purpose, I had some hot men, I had…opportunities. Regardless of anything else anyone had in store for me, I’d come through it. Plus, I had the protection of myself, and four other insanely talented witches. I couldn’t be safer anywhere else. Going back to New Orleans became a non-option.

      I moved into the back storage room and decided to start my day there. Merchandise had been shipped and delivered while the workers were in here arranging the store and they’d left the back to arrange as I wanted. Randy had put up the racks of storage shelves that I’d need, but I wanted to put everything away myself so I knew where everything should be. It would be easier to do inventory that way, as well as stocking the front. After opening all the boxes up and seeing what everything was, I decided to set up the backroom much like the store. Everything near the front of the store was on the first set of shelves and then I moved my way to the other side of the room.

      With all the lifting, bending, and stretching up onto my tiptoes, I was sweaty in no time. I took the hair tie I kept around my wrist and put my hair up to keep it off my neck. Then, I grabbed some water from the water cooler station Gabe had wanted me to put in. I’d thought it was strange, but since I was actually using it now, I approved of the idea. I’d have to tell him so when I saw him next.

      Gulping back my second paper cup, I hadn’t noticed that a figure moved in behind me. Hands grabbed around my waist and pulled me backward. I gave a startled cry, but relaxed when I looked down and saw the peek of ink. “Jesus, Randy. You scared the shit out of me.”

      He chuckled low into my neck. “Didn’t the bell go off?”

      I tossed the paper cup in the garbage and grabbed onto his arms. Peeking up at the small box over the doorway of the backroom, I frowned. A bell was supposed to go off back here when someone came in the front. That way there would never be someone alone in the front of the shop. “No, it didn’t. That’s weird.”

      “Oh,” he said. “So, does that mean no one will disturb us if we help ourselves to one another back here?”

      His hands moved up my torso to cup my breasts. “No,” I said, a little breathless already. “That just means we won’t have any warning if someone else decides to come in.”

      He squeezed my breast, and I bit my lip. “Hmm. I don’t care either way. It’s not like we haven’t had an audience before.”

      Or been the audience either, I thought.

      I tilted my head back and lifted my arms to clasp around Randy’s neck. Kissing him once on the lips, I turned in his arms. He was so addictive. As big as he was, he made me feel, not small, but protected, whenever I was with him. As if nothing would ever come between him and I. I ran my hands up his forearms to his shoulders and moaned as he deepened the kiss. “You’ve been naughty, you know that, don’t you, Norah?”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm,” he said, his lips vibrating against my cheek as he kissed his way to my neck. “You spend time with Gabe, and Liam. Don’t think I didn’t see that look on his face this morning. It made me jealous as fuck.”

      I caught his chin with my hand and forced him to look at me. “You know you can have me whenever you want.”

      He picked me up and set my bottom down on the desk behind us. “Now, that sounds tempting.” He spread my legs open and stepped inside them. “In the middle of the night?”

      He arched an eyebrow, and I nodded eagerly.

      He brought his hand up and pressed a thumb to my clit. “What about in the morning before I go to work?”

      I liked my sleep, but if it felt anything like this, and it always did, I’d make an exception. “Even then.”

      “What if you’re working with a customer and I just want to bend you over the counter and slide inside you?”

      What was wrong with me that public sex sounded enticing? Nothing, I reminded myself. Absolutely nothing. Just because I was a woman didn’t mean I didn’t like all the naughty stuff, too. “What about christening the backroom?” I suggested.

      Randy nipped at my neck and groaned. “I don’t have a lot of time before I have to head to the tattoo parlor.”

      “I assure you I don’t need time, and trust me, you won’t either.”

      The zipper on my jeans lowered, the sound sending chills through me. He pushed the sides apart and then lifted my ass off the desk to pull my pants and panties around my bum and down my thighs to my ankles. His finger probed the apex of my thighs before teasing my sensitive skin there. My head fell back.

      “This is the sweetest honey right here.”

      “Maybe you should taste it to make sure.”

      “God, you’re fucking killing me. You’re nipping right out of your bra, Norah. It’s like one big tease.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a tease.”

      His hot mouth slid down my neck as he pinched my nipple. “I just spent hours around a bunch of women who think they’re hot shit when they’re nothing compared to you. All I could think about was what you were doing, and if you were okay, and yes, how I’d love to feel your sweet pussy around me again.”

      I placed my hands just under the hem of his sleeveless shirt and worked it off. His muscles bunched underneath my touch, alerting me to just what my touch did to him, and vice versa. From the very beginning, Randy had been the one to catch my eye. It was lust at first sight. Who wouldn’t want to crawl on top of this hunk of a muscled, tattooed man with a glimmering nipple ring? Speaking of…I bent over and ran my tongue over his piercing, taking it in my mouth and sucking it until Randy cursed. “I said you were a tease.”

      “Punish me, then.”

      “You’d like that too much.”

      “You have no idea, cowboy.”

      He nipped at my ear. “I think I do.”

      I slid his athletic pants down until his cock jutted out. It was like instant panty-melting hotness. If my underwear weren’t already off, they would’ve been liquid on the floor.

      His hand tweaked my nipple again and I let out a low mewl. “One of these days, I’m going to take my time with you,” he threatened.

      “Please don’t let today be that day. At least not now. Maybe later?”

      I ran my hand up and down his cock, not that he needed any help. He was already hard as a rock and just waiting to be used for the pleasure of both of us. “Fuck, Norah. If I slide inside you right now, I’m going to be late.”

      “I still think you’re underestimating your sexiness. You should stop doing that and just start fucking me.”

      I played with his tip, and he sucked in a breath. I could tell he was at war with himself, and maybe it was awful of me to try to break him, but I couldn’t deny how much I wanted him right then. Always wanted him, actually.

      Just before I thought I’d gotten to him, a tug started in my lower stomach. It pulled and pulled until a searing pain ripped through my midsection. I released my hold on his cock and doubled over. “Sweet Lord, ow.”

      Randy pulled away. “Norah? What’s wrong?”

      I clamped my mouth tight together and groaned. “My stomach.”

      His eyebrows pulled together. Damn, that concern in his eyes did nothing to stop the still surge of heat that was between us. It only made it worse.

      Then, his eyes widened, and I stilled.

      “Shit,” he said.

      Oh, fuck. I didn’t like the sound of that. “What?”
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      Randy had us both dressed within a minute, his hand holding his phone to his ear as he helped me from the store. I leaned my weight against him. Unfortunately, once I looked past the whole sexy business, this feeling did seem similar to something else I’d felt. It wasn’t as bad before. This pull was like nothing else; for lack of a better word, horrid cramps.

      The pull. Toward dark magic.

      “Do you feel anything?” Randy asked.

      I wasn’t sure who he was talking to, but my guess was Liam. Or whoever would pick up if Liam hadn’t.

      “Something. I can’t be sure though. Faint, if anything. Definitely not like before.”

      Randy paused for a second as he took out his own key for the shop and locked up behind us. “I’ve got my bike. I’ll text the address when we get there. Call the others?”

      Randy hung up, slipping his phone in his pocket and then putting his arm around me as if it was the most natural thing in the world to do. I tried not to look as if I was in that much pain as we slipped past the shop windows, including Madame Serena’s where she greeted customer’s inside.

      “You think it’s the pull?” I asked, finally, my teeth still clamped together.

      “I don’t know what else it could be. Can you feel it taking you somewhere? When you think about directions, does it make you want to go one way more than another?”

      Shit. It did. Fuck me. Why was I the only one feeling this? If Randy felt it as intensely as I was, he’d be gritting his teeth right now, too.

      Up ahead, I spotted Randy’s bike. I pointed to it. “Stay straight and then take a right.”

      His face softened and paled at the same time.

      “What do you feel?” I wanted to cross my fingers. I needed him to feel something like I was feeling. I didn’t want the sole responsibility to fall on me.

      He rubbed my shoulder. “One thing at a time, Norah. Let’s just get to this place to see what’s there. You tell me where to go, okay?”

      He handed me the helmet and then hopped on before holding his hand out to help me. I slipped on behind him, wrapping my arms around his stacked torso. The bike was becoming familiar to me now. It was no longer foreign, or scary, and exhilarating. It was peaceful.

      Randy started it, and my whole body vibrated in kind. He patted my hands. “A right up ahead? First one?”

      I nodded and then grimaced. He couldn’t hear my nod. “Yes,” I told him, raising my voice to make sure he could hear me.

      He did as I said, my hands tightening their grip as we turned down the next street. We stayed straight, whizzing past the now busy streets as Salem came alive, quite literally. The pain in my stomach subsided the closer we got. Thank God. I’d have to ask if that was normal. Could Randy feel this? Anything like this? Did he really need me to tell him where to go? Or was this just a test? None of this seemed normal.

      A niggle of a tug started just on the other side of my belly button. I looked around and felt a slight pressure, then relief, when I looked left. I double pumped Randy’s stomach and then said, “Take a left.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      My insides buzzed, tearing me up with the possibilities that lay ahead. Were we all getting the pull? Did that mean I was truly one of them? On the flip side of that, was Dupre or Jay waiting for us at wherever this feeling was taking us? I sure as hell hoped not. Not that I wouldn’t want the whole thing done and over with, but I really hadn’t planned on fighting today.

      I’d have to get over it since I was a member of The Order. Salem’s safety from black magic should be my only concern. It came before anything. I supposed. I’d really have to ask Randy for a rain check to finish what we’d started in the backroom. Preferably same location, same room, same position because, yeah, that was hot.

      “Here!” I yelled out as soon as the tug came on with a vengeance. I looked up, peering at the street we were on. It looked like most of the neighborhoods close to Historic Salem. Beautiful, quaint, old. Looking inside myself further, there was only one house that seemed to say anything to me. It was like a whisper in the back of my head. “The blue one,” I said, pointing at the house two down from us as Randy slowed the bike.

      He pulled the bike over and helped me off before getting off himself and kicking the kickstand down. Taking my helmet from me, he looked up at the unassuming house. “You sure?”

      “You really don’t feel it?” I asked, doubting myself. What if I’d just sent everyone on a wild goose chase? Was it my time of the month, and I was making up shit in my head?

      I did the calculations and dismissed that theory right away. No. We weren’t close to that. At least I could save myself from embarrassment on that front. For now.

      He pulled out his phone and sent out a text.

      “Randy?” I watched him slip his phone back into his pocket and stare up at the house. His face was pulled taut in concentration, but there was something else there, too. Sadness, maybe? An intense interest, but also an uncertainty that wasn’t normal around Randy. “What’s going on?”

      “I think you got the pull, Norah.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      He shook his head, his eyebrows pulling in a little more than usual.

      Travis jumped into my head. I hoped to hell he’d felt what I just did. If he didn’t, he was going to hate me even more. He already thought most everything that happened lately was my fault, but now if I got the pull and he didn’t, he’d never forgive me, whether I could control it or not.

      Mistaking my feelings, Randy pulled me close and kissed me on the forehead. His hand rubbed small circles at the small of my back. “It’s okay. We’ll figure all this out.”

      As much as I loved feeling so safe and secure in his arms, I didn’t understand why we were still sitting outside on the sidewalk. If there was something going on in that house, shouldn’t we be checking it out? “Are we waiting for someone?”

      “All of them,” he said. “Liam contacted Gabe and Travis. We’re not taking chances with this one. Our magic has been so off that we need all hands on deck. It shouldn’t take them too long. They were all at the school. Just have to see how long it took them to get out of class, if that’s where they were. Liam was at lunch. Not sure about Gabe or Travis.”

      “Travis,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “He’ll understand.”

      Yeah. Okay. He had more faith in him than I did.

      The big Jeep pulled up a minute later, and Randy and I walked toward it. Travis got out of the driver’s seat and eyed me. “What did it feel like?”

      “Chill, dude.” Liam came around the other side of the car. “Leave her alone.”

      His fingers curled into fists at his side. “I want to know what it felt like.”

      I ground my teeth together and gave Randy an ‘I told you so’ look. “It felt like fucking menstrual cramps. Randy told me to see if they were taking me anywhere and they led me here.”

      His nose turned up, effectively looking down on me, which I was sure was exactly his intention. “I didn’t get them.”

      I shrugged, not knowing what to tell him, or any of them. “Not anything?”

      He shook his head.

      Liam and Gabe glanced at one another. “We felt a little something, but not anything to go on.”

      “Same here,” Randy said. “I probably would’ve passed it off as something else, but Norah was hurting.”

      I explicitly didn’t look at Travis after Randy said that because I knew what I would see wouldn’t have made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Besides, I should be having delicious sex with Randy right now and not standing out in the cold ass weather with the rest of these guys and getting shit on top of that.

      I squeezed Randy’s hand, and he squeezed mine right back.

      “Which house?” Liam questioned.

      I turned, pointing toward the blue one. It had nicely cut shrubbery beneath the front windows and a white picket security fence that went around the whole front yard and disappeared around the back.

      He closed his eyes, and almost immediately, the house’s facade began to shimmer and slowly, the exterior gave way, giving us a look inside.

      My mouth dropped. “You’re going to have to teach me that one.”

      He blushed, pink deepening the hollows of his cheeks. “Any time, Sweetie.”

      Travis rolled his eyes and made a gag face, but it didn’t last long because we were too busy staring inside an empty house. No one. At least no one we could see was inside.

      “False alarm?” I asked, tentatively.

      Travis scratched his chin. There was a few days’ old stubble there I didn’t want to admit to myself made him look sexy as hell. “Likely.”

      Gabe gave Travis a look, then gave me a sly grin. “Search inside yourself, right into your magic. Do you feel anything? Maybe like a push against the edges? I don’t know quite how to describe it, but there’s some definite trace of something. I don’t want to explain too much because I want you to feel it for yourself. Close your eyes.”

      I did as he said. The world fell away around me and I looked inward pulling at my magic from everywhere inside. Now that I knew it had a color, it was easy to find. Purple glow emanated through me and I poked at it. It spilled out like a drip of water in a pool and rippled toward the edges. There. I got it now. A little tinge on the edge. It didn’t really look any different, it just had a feel. A feeling of…not good.

      I opened my eyes and the first ones I saw staring back at me with peculiar interest were Travis’s demanding green ones. “I see,” I told him. “I feel it, anyway. Something just feels a bit off. Does it always feel like this?”

      “It can feel worse,” Travis said, the green intense as he stared straight through me. “Depending on the severity.”

      Gabe looked both ways down the street and then started for the house. “Let’s take a look inside. The visibility spell didn’t give us much, so we’ll have to look around ourselves, Mates.”

      “Mate?” I asked, my eyebrows raising.

      He looked back and wiggled his eyebrows at me. “I have other names for you, but we don’t need to get into them right now.”

      “Speaking of spells,” Liam said, as if he hadn’t even heard our exchange. “Travis, where’s our guy Seth Hartle right now? Anywhere near here?”

      Travis stopped for a moment in the middle of the road before continuing as if nothing had happened. “No, he’s on the other side of town.”

      “With the faint trail, he could’ve done it and been gone by now,” Randy suggested.

      “I haven’t been looking after him all the time, but I’ve got a feel for him enough that I don’t think he was involved in this.”

      I looked at all of them, unsure if that was good or bad. If it meant there was something else going on in Salem, that wasn’t a good thing, per se. But it also meant that perhaps we, personally, weren’t in danger with this case. For me, I could always count that as a good thing.

      Ha. This case. Listen to me talking like I was a straight up Hollywood detective. “What do you call these, anyway?” I asked, curious.

      Liam peeked back at me. “These?”

      “Like these things, I mean,” gesturing toward the house. “Cases? Problems? Instances? Evil Magic Predicament number two-thirty-three?”

      “It’s actually more like four hundred and something,” Travis said.

      I gaped at him. Had he just made a joke?

      The rest of the guys laughed, as if this wasn’t the most abnormal thing in the world, but I was still in shock. Randy had to tug on my arm to get me to keep up with them. When we got on the porch, Randy waved his hand over the doorknob and we just waltzed right in like we owned the place. It was nice to have the visibility spell on so we would know what waited for us on the inside. Thankfully, none of us had the inclination to do bad things with our powers. Could you imagine the damage you could do if you were a robber? Or something worse even? A disgusting, evil rapist or murderer?

      My skin crawled.

      Once we were all inside, we split up. Gabe and Liam ran up the stairs while Randy, Travis, and I checked out the downstairs. I checked the laundry room and the glass room off the side of the house, but didn’t feel any pull to that area. I’d been about to turn around to head up the stairs when Gabe’s British accent sounded. “Um, guys. Up here.”

      A little waver punctuated his usual sure tone.

      “If you get queasy, maybe stay outside? I’m in the bedroom.”

      Travis and Randy were already headed up the stairs two at a time when I rounded the corner. I was the last to push in around the bed, and when I did, my heart nearly stopped. My mouth dried out, and I sucked in a breath, my hand coming up to cover the lower half of my face. A naked body lay limp in the center of the bed. Too pale to be anyone’s normal color. A lot of people were paler compared to me, but this one was unusually pale, deathly pale. A bright red trickle of blood came from the side of her mouth. “Poor thing,” I said, my stomach feeling every last heartbreaking thing my eyes caught on. The fact that she was middle-aged, most likely very pretty when not pale as death and with no life inside her.

      “This is a first,” Liam said.

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      Travis rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, usually we can get here before it gets this far.” He turned, his skin darkening as he looked away. A shadow fell over his green eyes as he pretended to search the room.

      We all gravitated out from the bed now, unwilling to look at the ghastly scene any further. It wasn’t that it was that macabre or bloody or gory. It was just gut-wrenching. Underneath everything, it had the stink of evil magic.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Someone used magic to kill this lady? Why?”

      “That’s what we’re going to have to find out,” Travis said.

      I sniffed the air and Randy nodded his head at me. “You smell it, right? Rotten meat?”

      My stomach turned. I hadn’t quite placed the smell, but yeah. I guessed it was rotten meat. It was certainly disgusting.

      “It’s not her,” Liam said. He’d noticed me glance back toward the body on the bed, her one hand angled behind her hip. “She hasn’t been gone long enough to…smell yet. It’s the magic.”

      “Right,” I said. I knew that. I should’ve known that. It was just the whole dead body thing that was throwing me off.

      Travis was right. I thought we did this to prevent this kind of thing from happening. I hoped our magic wasn’t that far broken that we weren’t going to get any early warnings other than after the fact. I could already tell this was the last time I wanted to see something like this.

      It turned my stomach to think anybody could do this to another human being. Disgusting, and disturbing, all wrapped into one what-the-fuck-was-wrong-with-humanity sandwich.
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      Well, this was royally messed up.

      My first pull. My first dead body. And Travis was actually being decent to me.

      What in the actual hell?

      When we left the blue house on that quaint street, Gabe steered me toward the big Jeep. I hated leaving that person there. It seemed almost cruel. When I asked Gabe what we were going to do about it, he called and had a conversation with Randy on his cell phone. Randy would take care of it. He was going to stop on the way to the tattoo parlor and use a phone somewhere to call it in anonymously even if he had to make himself invisible to do it. We couldn’t get caught up into a normal, everyday murder investigation even though that was the furthest thing from what was actually happening around here. That whole room was tinged with bad magic. But nothing, and I meant absolutely nothing because we scoured the place, gave anything away as to what exactly happened there.

      So, as Randy headed off toward the tattoo studio to make up some excuse about being late, we headed back to Liam’s parents’ house.

      Gabe nudged me in the ribs. “You okay?”

      I nodded. What was there to say, really? I’d be the first to admit the dead body had thrown me for a loop. I’d adapt though. That’s what the human body did, right? There were defense mechanisms upon defense mechanisms so we could still continue to perform even when faced with the ultimate challenges. Humans—all we did was persevere. It was our one true magic, inherent in all of us.

      Liam leaned over and said something to Travis. I watched their exchange even though there wasn’t much to go off of. Afterward, Liam looked over his shoulder from the passenger seat and said, “We’re heading to The Order headquarters. I’m going to need books.”

      “Books? Headquarters?” I stared at the back of Travis’s head. Someone should really check his temperature because he sure as fuck wasn’t feeling well. I remembered a time when he didn’t want me anywhere near The Order with all their important books and historical things. Or maybe now he was just giving in to the fact that I was one of them. He’d certainly been going with the flow more often than not lately. Not that he didn’t get his jabs in, but he wasn’t directly challenging about my position in the coven either. Perhaps this was progress?

      Liam took off his glasses to rub his eyes and then put them right back on. “I’m not sure exactly what I’m looking for yet. Demons that kill? Supernatural beings? Something?”

      “We don’t know what it was yet, Mate,” Gabe said, leaning forward and taking me with him. “It could’ve been Dupre or this Jay guy.”

      “Or something else altogether.”

      I scowled at Travis’s dark head of hair. I was about to say that exact same thing. I caught his gaze in the rearview mirror and then looked away.

      “I’ll drop you guys off there and then head back into town, see if I can’t figure anything out with the ambulance or coroner to get some more information.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to need a cause of death,” Liam said. “It’ll help narrow my search down, anyway.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “I’m not exactly sure what you guys are all saying. Are we seriously going with the fact that something other could’ve done this?”

      “And Jay using demon’s blood isn’t something other for you?” Travis asked.

      “Well, yeah, it is. I guess that’s a lot more believable than what you guys are trying to explain this away with though. It’s probably not Dupre or Jay, anyway. You said yourself that Seth Hartle wasn’t anywhere near the scene and since they’ve used him several times to do their bidding…”

      Liam turned around in his seat. A small smile played over his lips, automatically relaxing me. “We really don’t know what it is yet, Norah. This is all just speculation. We’re just throwing out ideas until something clicks, or until we get more information to make the puzzle pieces fit.”

      Gabe squeezed me to him and kissed my ear lobe. “It’s okay,” he whispered. To the rest of them, he said, “The good news is, now we can tell Walter that we got a pull. The bad news is—”

      “We didn’t actually get the pull?” Travis offered. “Norah did. And since we’re not telling him about Norah, maybe we should keep our mouths shut.”

      “Okay, I guess there are two bad things. I was hoping they wouldn’t be all that interested in this ‘case’” Gabe said, squeezing me, “because we don’t want them to find out about Norah quite yet until we figure things out for ourselves. But, I absolutely think we should tell them about the pull. It will get them off our backs for a little while. If not all together.”

      His voice quieted toward the end of his sentence, causing Liam to turn. His brows drew together as he regarded us, but instead of saying anything, he turned back around to look out the front windshield. I swallowed, clamping my lip down around the smile I’d given him. It felt false, fake—just plain off. I hated that we were still keeping what Gabe’s grandfather said from them. Gabe and I were going to have to have a talk soon about what we should do with that information. I also wished to hell I could get Granny to come and visit me soon. I needed her to answer some questions for me. Maybe she’d show up now that something else was going on around me. She was all for the dramatics.

      Travis pulled up to a road that led into the woods. The big Jeep bumped and rattled as it rolled over ancient ruts and tree roots before pulling to a stop about a half mile down the road. Gabe, Liam, and I jumped out of the car. Before Liam shut his door, he told Travis, “Let us know.”

      Travis nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I find something out.”

      Gabe pulled me close to him and we watched as Travis backed down the road. Liam turned first, and I followed him further into the woods. I remembered being in a similar place in the woods with Randy when we’d done magic together for the first time. He’d said at the time that we were close to The Order main headquarters. “So, where is this place?”

      Gabe faced me away from him until he was behind me. Then, he slid his hands over my eyes. “Tell me where your magic takes you.”

      I tilted my head, trying to see around his hands, but he maneuvered them back into place. “It’s probably going to take me right into a tree,” I whined.

      He chuckled. “I wouldn’t let you walk into a tree. Besides, I want to show you how cool the magic is. It’ll pull you there. No trees, I promise.”

      I blew out a breath and decided to play along. Even though Gabe’s fingers covered my eyes, I closed them anyway. I searched through my magic and waited until I got a pull. Then, I stepped forward. I walked on dead leave and broken branches. Thankfully, no trees popped up in my way as I stepped straight ahead, then right, before taking a left again and stopping. I opened my eyes just in time to see the air in front of me shimmer. What once was forest with leaning limbs and the bit of sunshine streaming through the canopy above us, now turned into a door.

      “Open it,” Gabe whispered in my ear.

      A thrill shot through me. I did as he said and a pair of stone steps leading down appeared in front of me. We walked down the dimly lit corridor until a circular room opened up before us. Liam snapped his fingers and torches on the wall sprung to life, fire sputtering out from them immediately, making the room glow in the firelight.

      An etched pentagram stood out in the middle of the room with five stone benches flanking it. From the side, they looked like the symbol for Pi, two stone slabs held up by a curved bench stone. Immediately, I gravitated toward one on the right. I walked right up to it, my fingers playing against the cold stone.

      “It’s probably a good thing Travis isn’t here for this,” Liam said.

      His voice was far away. I turned to find him in another alcove. “Why?”

      Gabe shrugged. “That was Jax’s seat. You know, he’s weird about it and all. He’ll get over it though. If he hasn’t already.”

      He most certainly wasn’t over it already. No matter what desire flashed in his eyes when he saw me buck naked with Gabe, he certainly wasn’t over the fact I’d taken his best friend’s spot. I hoped one day he would, but for now, all we had to do was wait for that time.

      “Travis is smart,” Liam said. “He probably knew he’d have a reaction and that’s why he went back into Salem alone.”

      Yup. Travis. Smart. Those were words I’d use together in a sentence.

      I bit my lip. That had been mean, and it was just my defense mechanisms popping up, anyway. I needed to tone it down if I ever wanted to have any type of relationship with Travis at all. It was just hard when he was so strangle-worthy most of the time.

      “So, this is it, huh?” I spun around in the middle of the pentagram and took everything in.

      “This is it,” Gabe said. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but when you think about how long this has been standing and the people who stood here before us, it’s impressive.”

      I turned toward Gabe to find his gaze landing on all the little nuances around the room as if he were seeing them for the first time, too. More than anyone else in The Order, I knew how much being a member meant to Gabe. It was like me keeping voodoo alive for Granny. It was the same for him with his grandfather.

      Liam came out of the alcove with a stack of books. I would’ve thought they’d be dusty or dirty, but no, they were practically immaculate. I didn’t think it was magic either. They were just very well taken care of. Liam was halfway to being a superb librarian.

      I grabbed a few off the top and took a seat on the floor. “Okay, where do we start?”

      “We start,” Liam said, sitting down himself and peering through the pile in front of him. “By looking for any references to death in these volumes.”

      “So, you guys usually have to look up stuff on your cases?” I made a face. I’d much rather be out there doing the fun stuff than any of this research business.

      “Sometimes,” Liam said.

      “And yes,” Gabe started. “If you’re wondering if Liam always gets this way, he does. He just loves looking stuff up.”

      Liam lifted a worried glance toward me, but I just winked at him. “He’s thorough. I like it.”

      I mean, anyone who could screw me like last night got an A plus in my book. Shy, quiet, bookish or not, he was sexy as fuck.

      Realizing his attempt at humor had backfired, the sexy Brit sat down next to me and started thumbing through a book.

      “Just read through and mark anything you think we might need to take a second look at when Travis comes back with the extra information.”

      We stayed that way for a long time. I’d gone through several books, most with indexes, thank God, and picked out everything I could about dead bodies. Some books were on The Order itself, its past cases, while some were just run-of-the-mill paranormal books that talked about certain kinds of demons, or paranormal activity. I got caught up reading one about angel and demons for far too long that Liam had to nudge me and help me to move onto something else. I smiled apologetically at him, but he just shook his head. He was probably delighted to have found someone else who actually liked this tedious task. I certainly didn’t think that person would be me. Gabe didn’t have the patience for it at all. He did nothing but sigh and get antsy the entire time. It was beyond annoying, but Liam had the patience of a saint. He kept throwing different books at Gabe and asking him to look through them even though with each one, he went back through it himself to make sure Gabe hadn’t missed anything.

      The kickass soccer player had just gotten up to ‘stretch his legs’, as he put it, when the room vibrated a tad. I stared at Liam and placed my hands palm down on the stone near my bottom.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Someone else is coming in. Travis, probably.”

      He didn’t wait to see who it was. He went right back to skimming through the old, leather-bound book he had perched in his lap.

      I blinked, trying to get the haziness out of my eyes as I stared up the steps. It was Travis.

      He came down, his steps sure against the hard stone before peering at us in front of him.

      “Well?” Gabe asked. “Anything?”

      “I’ve made a new friend at the coroner’s office. She likes me,” he said, his smile teasing and cunning all at the same time.

      The familiar shot of jealousy steeled my veins. I closed my eyes briefly to tamper it, but my hands fisted at my sides.

      “And?” Gabe asked.

      “Cause of death—asphyxiation.”

      “Strangling?” I asked, trying to remember if I’d seen any marks on the woman’s throat. I’d tried not to look at her too closely, but I would’ve thought something like that would’ve jumped out at me. Especially if someone was strangled enough to die from it.

      “That’s the weird part,” he said. “She couldn’t tell me too much since she hadn’t done the full autopsy yet, but there doesn’t appear to be any strangulation marks. She suggested it could’ve been a pillow…”

      “But with evil magic involved,” Liam said, “that’s unlikely.”

      “Exactly. It’s not like someone would’ve spelled the pillow on top of the person to kill them. That’s just nonsense and ordinary people bullshit.”

      “Right. An evil witch would’ve just collapsed their throat without touching them if they wanted to,” Liam said.

      Wait. What? “We can do that?”

      “No,” Travis said, his gaze turning hard. “We can’t.”

      I blinked up at the sudden turn in his countenance. “I didn’t mean we should do that. I just didn’t know we could actually do something like that theoretically. Granny never used her powers for anything but good, and she never liked to talk about the other side, either.” Asshole, I wanted to add. Like I’d actually do something like that. He should have a little faith.

      “I don’t think Travis was implying that you were thinking that.”

      I gave Liam a doubtful look before standing up and dusting off the backside of my pants. Travis watched my every move, his gaze narrowing as I placed the book down on the floor and stepped away. The room, which had been fine before Travis came down, now felt as if it was suffocating me. It wasn’t the room though, I reminded myself. It was Travis himself.

      Liam, again, completely oblivious to things going around him, or maybe he was just too stuck on his mission, said, “Now we can narrow it down to things that kill with asphyxiation.”

      Oh, goody. Just how I wanted to spend my day.
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      I left the guys at the headquarters and decided to take a walk. Perhaps Gabe had the right idea. Stretching my legs sounded like a good plan even if it was only an excuse to get away from Travis. I’d never had someone dislike me so vehemently so quickly. And every time it felt like we took a step forward, we took two steps right the hell back, completely obliterating any headway that may have actually occurred.

      I closed the door to the headquarters behind me, watching as it shimmered out of existence before turning away and walking through the woods toward a stream of sunlight. It was dark down there, and with nothing but the legit torchlight to read by, my vision had blurred and strained to see the words. Even with the sun low on the horizon, it felt like midday out here in the forest compared to the little light there was down below.

      I leaned against the other side of a large-trunked tree and watched as the sky turned from orange to pink. Hopefully, the same magic that drew me to the headquarters would still be there because if it got any darker, it was doubtful I’d remember exactly where the door was just by sight.

      A minute or so later, though, a voice called out to me. “Norah?”

      I turned, spotting Gabe peering through the tangle of trees. I waved out to him. “Here.”

      He smiled as soon as he saw me and jogged forward. “What’cha doing?”

      “Just staring at the sky, I guess. Did they find anything yet?”

      Gabe shook his head. “Not yet. We probably won’t figure much else out tonight. Randy called. He had to stay at the shop because the next guy called in. So, to make up for being late, he volunteered to stay and cover the shift.”

      “It’s a wonder any of you can keep jobs, or school,” I said, remembering how the feeling had interrupted what Randy and I had been about to do.

      “They’re pretty cool with him at the tattoo shop. The gym doesn’t give him as much leeway, so if we can, we fill in for him on Order jobs. It goes the other way around, too. When I’m at practice, or at class, someone else who’s not doing anything tends to go when we get the pull. We all work together to make sure we have some semblance to normal lives.”

      “But not today, though,” I ventured. “Everyone thought we should go together today.”

      “Only because of the recent happenings,” Gabe answered. “Things will calm down eventually and everything will go back to normal.”

      “If things go back to normal. Travis still acts like I fucked everything up for you guys.”

      “Travis is bonkers, Love. Sooner or later he’ll realize what’s really going on and have to grovel at your feet.”

      I chuckled at that picture. No way would that be happening any time soon, or ever.

      “What were you doing when we got the call, anyway?” I asked. “I mean, when Liam called you?”

      “I was just getting out of class.”

      “Did you have another one? Another class after that?”

      Gabe nodded.

      “Your professors don’t ding you?”

      “Well, I have a sick mother, you see, and sometimes I have to be away from class.” He smirked at me. “As long as I get the work done, they don’t really care. I wouldn’t even really bother with university except that I wanted to keep playing football. I mean, my life’s going to be The Order, anyway. I might as well have some fun while I still can.”

      “Like your Grandpa,” I said, smiling. We were alike in that instance. We both had focused magical ancestry.

      Gabe grinned at that, too. “Just like Grandpa.”

      My good mood doused with a reality check. “Speaking of,” I said, “we can’t keep what your grandfather said from the others for too much longer. I think Liam already suspects something, Gabe. The longer we keep it to ourselves, the more of a betrayal it’s going to be.”

      “But we don’t know if it’s founded yet,” he said, looking away from me. “I’d rather not bring something like that up to give Travis another excuse to not want you around. Our magic’s already not working as well.”

      It felt like he’d punched me in the gut. “And you think that’s me, too?”

      “Not you, personally, Love. It all has to be tied together, somehow, though.” He grabbed my hands and encapsulated them in his own. “What else could it be realistically? This is all in correlation to you being here, we just have to figure the puzzle out and piece together what it means.”

      “Yeah, and we’ve effectively taken the one person who’s the smartest out of all of us out of the equation by not telling him.”

      Gabe swallowed.

      I turned his chin back to face me. “You feel it too, right? The guilt? I know you’re not sleeping with them like I am, but it feels like a betrayal every time they bring it up and we know something they don’t.”

      Gabe clamped his mouth shut. “Yes, I feel it too. I just don’t know what to do here, Norah. I’m bloody scared that…that…I’m not going to be able to keep you.”

      A douse of understanding chilled me. Gabe wasn’t worried that I’d ruined their magic. He worried about what it meant to other people if I had. I wrapped my hands around his neck and placed my forehead on his. “That’s not going to happen. No matter what, we can still be together if you still want me. If The Order says I can’t stay, that doesn’t mean we have to break this part up. You are allowed to have other parts to your life, aren’t you? A family?”

      He closed his eyes and breathed out. His arms snaked around me and I put my head on his shoulder and held on to him.

      He kissed my neck, sending a shiver down my spine. “I’ll still want you no matter what, Norah. I still want to figure this whole thing out though. I take it you haven’t heard from Granny yet either?”

      I trailed my hand down his neck. “Not yet. I’ll keep trying.”

      He nodded into me. “Tomorrow, then. We’ll tell them tomorrow. Too much happened today already. No sense in loading it all on.”

      Relief swept over me and I pulled Gabe tighter to me. I didn’t know what we were thinking trying to keep this from them. Weren’t we stronger together? Wasn’t that exactly the reason why witches were a part of covens? To pool their magic? Not telling the rest of them what Gabe’s grandfather said was like cutting off some very useful limbs. I understood fear though. It made you do crazy things.

      Especially when you were finally complete. Well, three-fourths of the way complete. For me.

      The ground vibrated at our feet and Gabe and I stepped away from one another. We peeked behind the tree to find Liam carrying a stack of books toward the Jeep with Travis right on his heels. He eyed both of us, frowning. “We’re heading back to the house…with these.”

      Thank God we were telling them soon. Liam was way too observant to keep anything from. Then again, it could’ve been my guilty conscience only thinking he was looking at me weird a couple times in the past few days.

      Maybe.
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      I was being a prick, and I didn’t even give two fucks. I couldn’t tell if Norah was actually as oblivious as she tried to make herself out to be or if she was just playing with us.

      That wasn’t true. She was being straight forward. I wasn’t giving her enough credit. It was this whole Jax thing. Anytime someone brought up doing bad magic, even as a joke, I took that shit seriously. We were not getting into that position again. I wouldn’t let it happen. Not on my watch.

      I’d failed Jax, and my sister, but turning evil would never threaten another one of my coven members again.

      Yes, we could do a whole hell of a lot with our powers. More than we’d even scratched the surface of. That didn’t mean that muscle should be worked. Jax was always about trying to find more, do more, explore more, and look where it had gotten him. With what I’d seen of Norah boosting their powers, I was afraid to even go there. If power could turn someone like Jax, what chance did the rest of us have? And Jennie? I couldn’t even think about that. Magic was pure manipulation in its rawest form. Give a little, give a little more, and then it took. It took a lot.

      I opened the back of the Jeep and laid out the books Liam had wanted me to take in the cargo net. Liam gave me a quick nod after he’d also placed his whole stack in there and then I closed it back up again. His face was stretched with worry, and I wondered what bothered him. Was it Norah and Gabe? Didn’t he have a problem seeing the girl he liked be with someone else? What would that do to a person like Liam?

      I hated to even think it.

      But that’s where my mind always went. I was done thinking it would never happen to any one of us. Now, everywhere I looked I searched for something that could turn the rest of these guys, including me. So far, the only thing that worried me was a beautiful girl with her hooks into all of us. Maybe if Jax hadn’t happened, I’d be more open about all this. Maybe. But Jax had happened, and I’d learned my lesson to be more cautious. Of everything.
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      On the way home, Randy sent me a text: Meet me in your room so we can finish what we started earlier.

      Was he crazy? Weren’t they going to want to discuss things?

      Once I thought about it, though, it was only fair we try to pick up where we left off. The coven had already interrupted my sexy times, so we could interrupt coven times with some sexy times. Heat flowed through me as I thought about the moment we had in the backroom. How he had me pressed against the desk, legs spread wide open just waiting for him. And Randy’s cock. Damn. It was truly something to behold along the backdrop of his chiseled muscles and intricate tattoos.

      From where I was seated in the back, I squeezed my knees together and tried to calm myself. I couldn’t wait to get back to Ipswich and climb those stairs two at a time to get to Randy, but that didn’t mean everyone in the Jeep had to be aware of what was running through my head.

      The guys talked amongst one another intermittently on the way back to the house. Nothing of too much importance. Maybe we were all too tired to go into in-depth conversations tonight, which would work out well for Randy and I. Really well.

      We took the familiar right turn onto the road Liam’s parents’ house was on, and then the ninety-degree turn into the gated driveway. My foot bounced up and down as we rounded the bend and pulled up in front of the house. It was just as beautiful as I remembered thinking it was from the first time I saw it. I glanced at Liam and hated the perplexed look he always gave this place. The pleasure I felt in it soured my stomach. Guilty spooled out and hang heavy in the air between us.

      Gabe scooted out of the car as soon as Travis pulled up, and I was right up and after him. Since Randy’s bike was already in the driveway, I pounced right up the steps and was inside the front vestibule before most of them were even out of the vehicle yet.

      The man I couldn’t wait to see stood in the kitchen. Leaned over the kitchen island, his forearms looked huge against the marble. I smiled. “What are you doing down here?”

      “I didn’t expect you guys so soon.”

      I bit my lip and glanced toward the stairs.

      He smirked. “You’re just as horny as I am, aren’t you?”

      “Probably more,” I told him. “You don’t have to look at you all day.”

      He chuckled and came around into the main room. He still had on the same black athletic pants from earlier and the white sleeveless tanktop. He grabbed me around the waist and gave my ass a little spank. “I’ll just say hey to the guys, and then we can head up. Did you find anything out?”

      My shoulders sagged. “Please don’t ask them. Sex now, talk later.”

      At that moment, the guys came in, Liam kicking the door open because of his full arms. Randy squeezed my hand and then went forward, grabbing some books from Liam’s tall stack and taking them to the kitchen counter. Liam dropped his head to the side and stared at me, his eyebrows raised. A knot formed in my stomach. I could’ve at least helped him with the books before zeroing in on Randy and what he’d promised. Oh, damn. That part I couldn’t wait for though. And Randy had called me a tease. He’d been the one teasing.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “Um, Randy?”

      That from Travis. There was just something about the way he said it that didn’t sit right. Liam continued to the living room with the amazing view of the ocean before turning back around. Gabe had stilled, too.

      “Yeah?” Randy called from the kitchen. He was loading his hands up with granola bars and a couple bottles of water like he was gearing up for something. I knew what, but Travis’s heavy voice grounded me. Something was wrong.

      “I stopped by the apartment, and dude, there was something there for you.”

      Randy blinked. I looked back and forth between the two of them and watched as Travis took an envelope from his jacket and held it out. Randy calmly set his snack stash down on the counter and walked forward, taking the envelope from Travis’s hands.

      “I didn’t know whether to just throw it away, or…”

      Randy tore the blue envelope open and took out a card. A birthday card from the look of the balloons on the facing page.

      The blue envelope wafted toward the floor before Randy stilled from head to toe. His muscles bunched and then relaxed before bunching again. The tension in the house skyrocketed, and I walked forward, my hands outstretched toward his forearms. “What’s wrong?”

      He pulled away from me, and a deep cut of rejection seeped into my soul.

      Gabe caught my eye and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, man,” Travis said, his weight shifting from one foot to the other. “I wasn’t sure what to do.”

      Randy shook his head. “It’s okay.”

      Liam joined us now, coming closer to Randy who looked as if he was about to lose his shit. He motioned toward the couches. “Let’s go sit. We can talk about it.”

      Randy shook his head again. “Nah. I’m good. I just need to—”

      He stopped. His hand started to shake, then the card slipped from his grasp and he was out the house before I could look up. Liam went after him, and I just stood there, unsure of what to do. I leaned down and picked the card up. Happy Birthday, Sunshine, it read. Love, Mom.

      I looked up at a frozen Travis and Gabe. “It’s from Randy’s mom.”

      Gabe cursed.

      “I figured,” Travis said. “I shouldn’t have given it to him.”

      “You needed to,” Gabe said. “You can’t keep it from him. Complete wanker that woman is. Why did she bother sending one at all if she was going to send it late?”

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my voice kicking up an octave. Obviously, this was bad judging by everybody’s reaction, but why? I’d kill to have my mom alive to send me a birthday card. Even if it was pretty late.

      Travis and Gabe exchanged looks. Liam walked back in the house. At the same time, the roar of Randy’s bike sounded along with the tension on the engine as he picked up speed. “He’s leaving,” Liam said, as if we needed to be told. The engine whined as the bike turned out of the driveway. I motioned at the card, and Liam sighed. “It’s from his mom, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “They have a…rough relationship.”

      Well, that was kind of an understatement considering Gabe’s words. A birthday card shouldn’t be sending someone into a fit. “Is he okay? That’s a stupid question. He obviously isn’t okay. Will he be though?”

      Liam pushed his glasses back up his nose. “Yes, he’ll be okay.”

      “Should he be driving?” The more questions I asked, the more shrill my voice came out.

      “Probably not, but he’ll be fine.”

      “It happens from time to time,” Gabe said, trying to make things clearer, but doing nothing of the sort.

      I was still confused as hell. What had happened between them to make him react like this? “Anything anyone wants to share with the group would be greatly appreciated,” I said, sounding more annoyed than I’d intended. It wasn’t their fault that I didn’t know what was going on.

      Travis pushed forward and walked to the kitchen behind me. “It’s Randy’s story. If he wants you to know, he’ll tell you himself.”

      Well, thank you Obi-Wan. I spun around on him, the tension, the fear, the anger, everything bottling up inside me threatened to push out. “Why the fuck do you hate me so much?”

      Travis stood from his perusal of the refrigerator and turned, the door clicking shut behind him. “I don’t hate you.”

      “Really? Because it sure as fuck seems that way. I’m sorry I came here to fucking ruin everything for you. I’m sorry you can’t stand the sight of me, or dislike my very presence, but I’m not going anywhere, so you better fucking get used to it.”

      “I don’t—”

      No. Not right now. It was my turn to say shit now. He’d had his chance and had taken it whenever he could. “You’ve clearly said enough, Travis. I fucking get it. I’ll try to stay out of your hair, and you can stay out of mine. But I’m not leaving these three no matter what you want, and I’m sure as fuck not going to stop caring about them, so get over it. I’ve had enough of your shitty ass comments, and your dirty looks, and whatever the hell else you send my way. I’m fucking over it. I’m done.”

      I turned, shoved Randy’s birthday card into Gabe’s surprised face and ran up the stairs. Tears threatened my eyes and I screamed a loud “fuck”. I fucking hated when I got so mad I cried. I wasn’t sad, I was fucking pissed. Why wouldn’t Randy tell me what was wrong with his mom sending him a birthday card? Why had he pulled away from me? Why was Travis down my throat and sideways no matter what I did or said?

      Christ. This was too much drama for a house full of four men and one female.
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      Well, this was interesting. Norah had locked herself in her room and wouldn’t come out. If I wasn’t mistaken, I could’ve sworn I heard crying, but no matter how many times I knocked or tried to call her, she didn’t answer. I get needing to be alone. She and Randy were far too much alike in that respect. Randy assured me he wouldn’t do anything stupid, he just wanted to get away and think. As long as he was careful while he was doing it, it didn’t matter.

      Norah, though. She was a brand new experience for me. Randy leaving bothered me the first few times it happened, but by now I was used to it. We all were. I could see how it would’ve been upsetting for Norah though. She’d just wanted to help, and Randy practically dismissed her. It was doubtful he’d even known it was her trying to reach out to him. He was stuck in his own head. But to have her scream and then run up the stairs, that I was not prepared for. Especially the feeling that followed. I pictured myself slamming my fist into Travis’s face.

      I’d never done that before.

      Hadn’t punched him, or even thought about punching him. But he’d made her upset. It all wasn’t fair to her. She didn’t know about most of our pasts, and Travis had more baggage than he let on.

      After she’d given it to him, he walked into the living room and sat down facing the ocean. It was a bit too dark to see anything out there. It just looked like a big, black, gaping hole into nothingness. Much like what this house felt like for me, even though I had to admit it was growing on me now that Norah was here, and that we were all together.

      Before I approached him, I let Travis sit for a while, mostly until the feeling of wanting to deck him passed, and I knew I wasn’t going to get Norah to open up her bedroom door for me. “Hey,” I said, sinking down into the couch opposite him.

      He looked over, almost surprised that anyone had come to talk to him. “Hey.” He then cleared the scratchiness from his voice and said it again, “Hey.”

      I shifted in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable. I was all about this talk when I was across the room, but now that Travis stared at me and I was thinking about what I was going to say, I was stuck. We were all used to Travis kind of taking charge. Even though we were all equal in the coven, Travis had been the unspoken leader, the one that called the shots. We were all fine with it. Ever since Jax and Jennie, he’d given up that responsibility, making us all flounder around beside him. I’d tried to stand in his place, but to be honest, I didn’t really have that kind of authority in me. My ideas came out more like suggestions, something I was definitely working on.

      “I don’t know why we have to have this conversation,” I said, starting out really awkwardly. Well, it could only go up from here.

      “Go ahead,” Travis said, looking back out the dark windows.

      “Why don’t you like her?”

      His eyelids lowered as he glared out the window. “Is there a rule somewhere that says I have to like her just because the rest of you guys do?”

      “Well, n-no,” I said, stammering. “Of course, not. But you also don’t have to be a dick to her.”

      Travis rolled his eyes.

      He wasn’t getting away with that. Something needed to be said to him. Not by Norah either. Her tirade probably didn’t make a difference to him, but maybe something coming from one of us would. “You are pretty harsh sometimes. She doesn’t know what we all know. You could give her some leeway with some things.”

      “Maybe she’s the one who needs to be asking the questions to figure out why things are the way they are.”

      “Maybe we should be answering the questions she has asked.”

      Travis shrugged. “Randy’s story isn’t mine to tell. I doubt he’d want me spreading his shit all over.”

      “No,” I pushed. “But yours is. I’d think she’d want to know about Jax and Jennie, and I think she’d want to hear it from you. It’s not a surprise to anyone that you’re still—”

      He looked away, a muscle popping in his jaw. “She doesn’t care.”

      I sank back into the couch and watched Travis. Was he really that daft? No. He was intentionally being stupid. “I don’t think that’s the case, and I know you don’t either. She wants to know more about all of us. You’re just scared. You could just try talking to her at first. You don’t have to fall right into it. She’s really…nice.”

      “And that’s what attracted you to her at first, Liam? Her personality?”

      “No.” I glanced up the stairs, hoping she didn’t hear that. Not as if it would bother her, anyway. She was very much in tune with her body’s wants and likes. It was me who had preconceived notions and wanted things to go exactly as I’d thought they would. I believed I’d meet a girl I liked for her mind first, and then work on the other areas of the relationship, like romance and sensuality. It wasn’t that way with Norah and I. I was instantly attracted to her, but once again, thought she wouldn’t give me the time of day. She had though. Her mind came second. She was hot, and smart. Perfect, really. I had a running theory that Norah was like a jack of all trades. Each of us found something in her that won us over and it wasn’t the same for any one of us. For Randy, I think he loved that she was strong, and had a mind of her own. For Gabe, they’d bonded over a similar past. I wasn’t sure what it would be for Travis yet, but I knew it would be something. “I’m just saying that no one is pushing you for anything. Least of all her.”

      “I think she made that abundantly clear when she told me we could stay away from one another from now on.”

      “She said that because she was hurting…and angry.”

      Travis huffed before laying his head back on the couch. “Anger…I know about that.”

      Didn’t we all? He wasn’t the only one suffering. I tried to take another tactic. “Aren’t you interested in doing magic with her at all? She said you’ve never asked her to see what you can do. Aren’t you curious to see what she does to you?”

      Travis stared down at his hands, watching as they flexed and then straightened before returning to fists. “Yes, and no.” He looked up at me. “I knew how it was to do magic with Jax. It should be the same thing.”

      “It should be,” I said, treading lightly. Whenever the subject of how close Jax and Travis were came up, we never knew how he was going to react. Screw it. I was just going to say it. “It should be the same, but it’s not. It’s not the same. Like, at all. I know you watched us that one day, you saw how she made us better. I know it’s scary.”

      Travis’s knuckles turned white, and his face closed off. “I’m not scared. I’m angry. Why is it different with Norah? Why couldn’t it have been that way with Jax? Why did Jax have to be such a fucking asshole?”

      By the time Travis had finished, his face was white and shaking. I just sat back, unsure of what to say. They were best friends. I got it. But Jax was the one who’d made the bad choice. “She’s not replacing him. I don’t know what else to tell you other than that. Jax made his bed, now he’s lying in it, wherever the hell that is.”

      Travis looked back out the window. “I don’t know where he is. I don’t want to care, either, but I do.”

      “You can’t just shut off feelings for someone. It’s understandable to wonder about him.”

      “It’s also kind of messed up, though, isn’t it? I mean, magic is supposed to be black and white when it comes to good and evil, so if Jax was so bad, why do I still wonder about him? Why do I break down every single one of our interactions and look for the why behind him turning bad? If I could have stopped him…”

      I swallowed. “We don’t expect the ones closest to us to behave like that. Sometimes we even just look right through what they do because we think we know the real them, when in fact, we really don’t. All of us missed it, Trav. Not just you. We didn’t see it in Jax.”

      “Or Jennie,” he said. “But Jennie was my responsibility, and my responsibility only.”

      “But Jennie isn’t bad, never was. You said she’s doing good in Adams, right?”

      Travis slowly nodded. “Yeah, she’s doing fine.”

      I didn’t push it any more than that. Adams was off-limits to Travis, too. I stood up, itching to see if Norah was okay again even though I was sure she was sleeping by now. “Just give Norah the benefit of the doubt, okay? Give her a chance.”

      Travis peeked at me and then crossed his arms at the back of his head. “Yeah, man. I will. Sorry about earlier. I know I can be a dick sometimes.”

      “It’s…whatever,” I said, still not that great at conversations. “We’ll start sorting through everything again tomorrow. Let’s just all call it a night tonight and start fresh tomorrow.”

      He nodded. “Let me know when Randy gets back, will ya?”

      I nodded again and then turned away. It would be so much easier if he just took the reins back as unofficial head of the coven. This drama was seriously hurting my brain. Probably killing my brain cells one after the other. It was, at the very least, smothering my ability to think analytically.

      I didn’t like it.
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      Maybe the tug had been fucking PMS. I sure as hell hadn’t gone off on someone like that in a while. Not that his smart ass didn’t deserve it. That still didn’t help the little twinges of regret that started to seep in later. Everyone kept saying Travis was dealing with shit, and I tried to be okay about it most of the time, but it was just fucking hard when someone went out of the way to be a complete dick to you, like, all the fucking time.

      Liam and Gabe both had tried to come talk to me, but I just wanted to be alone. Call it being a girl, but this testosterone drama bullshit was taking a toll on me. The only one I wanted to talk to right then was Randy. I needed to know if he was okay. The other guys weren’t going to give me the answers I wanted, and I was a little embarrassed about letting the pissy Norah through. I guessed they were going to see it sooner or later, but when I let it out, I tended to let it out. Every last embarrassing, non-take-back-able inch. It was all out there now.

      I’d texted Randy to come up to my room when he got home, but he hadn’t. I was still stuck in my bed—alone—when the sun came streaming in through the windows. I really needed to get up and get to the store to finish putting the stock away today. The bed was so comfy though, and tempting. Since I’d barely slept last night while waiting for Randy to show up, I knew I could use the sleep. If we were going to live so far outside of Salem and I would continue to not want to get my ass out of bed in the mornings to hitch a ride with the rest of them, I’d need to get my own vehicle. That wouldn’t help me right now though. If I waited too much longer, they were going to leave without me because they all had their own lives to get to as well as I.

      Pulling myself out of bed, I felt the drag only a good night of crying could give you in the morning. My eyes felt like sandpaper, but I rubbed them anyway as if it would help. For the record, it didn’t.

      I swung my feet over and padded toward the bathroom. I was glad I had one linked right from my room. There was no need to go out into the hall to who knew what—or who—waited for me. I could get ready in here, gather myself up, and then head out and face them all on my own terms. Just to be sure, I checked my phone and there were still no texts from Randy, and there was absolutely no way I would’ve slept through his knocking if he’d tried to come to my room last night. I was one second away from opening my eyes all night, which was exactly why I stumbled my way to the bathroom.

      After taking a quick shower, I threw some decent clothes on and headed down the stairs. There were voices, but none of them Randy’s. Gabe’s and Liam’s were the only ones I heard so I pulled my shoulders back and headed down the rest of the way. As soon as I showed myself, they both stopped what they were doing and turned my way. My face immediately bloomed red under their scrutiny. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Gabe said, giving me a small wave. He pulled it down immediately and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “Sorry about last night. I just wanted to be alone. Did Randy come back?”

      I headed forward into the kitchen to grab something small to eat. Gabe kissed my temple on the way through and I smiled up at him. “He did, but he’s gone again. Liam spoke to him.”

      I crossed Liam’s path next to the bread. “Is he okay?”

      He nodded. “He said he’d talk to you later.”

      I passed him and got a banana from the fruit bowl, and a muffin in one of those plastic packages. At least Randy was safe. That was a relief. “What are you guys up to today?” I asked. “I have to head to the shop to do some more inventory stuff.”

      “I got class and practice,” Gabe said.

      “I don’t have a morning class. I was going to hang out at the shop with you—if that’s okay—and then head to class afterward.”

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs. “Alright, we got to get out of here,” Travis called out. “We’re all running late.”

      His voice sounded breathless…yet renewed. Oddly enough. I grasped the counter and turned. He searched the foyer area for something and then finally bent over and picked up a ballcap from the ground. Spinning it around to check the logo on the front, he finally placed it on his head. He looked up, catching my gaze. “You guys coming?”

      I blinked. No smartass comments? No yelling back at me?

      Okay…

      Liam pushed my hair behind my ear and leaned over as Gabe grabbed the banana from my hand and headed toward the front door. “I’m sorry you were upset last night.”

      “It wasn’t you,” I said, smiling up at him. Liam could probably never do anything that would piss me off so bad. And really, I was only pissed because I cared so much.

      “I know,” he said. “I just felt bad that you were hurting and I couldn’t make you feel better.”

      I shrugged, pushing up on my tiptoes and giving him a short kiss on the lips. “I know you wanted to, but I’m used to being alone, you know. You are coming to the store with me this morning, though, right? You can make me feel better there.”

      Liam’s eyes widened. “O-okay.”

      I turned my head to stifle a chuckle, then playfully punched him in the shoulder. “I wasn’t talking about that. Not that—”

      “Guys, I’m going to be late for class,” Gabe called out.

      Liam gave me a smile and then nudged me toward the door.

      Once we were all in the car, Travis turned the radio on, and it was a silent trip from there on out. He dropped Liam and I off at the end of the shop’s street and called out that he’d see us later before pulling away again, taking Gabe with him.

      “What’s gotten into him?” I asked, disbelief in my voice. He hadn’t ever said goodbye to me before. Not that he’d singled me out that time, but it had seemed like an inclusive goodbye meant for both of us.

      “Turning over a new leaf? I bet it had something to do with you yelling at him yesterday. I’ve never seen anyone stand up to him like that. Except for Jennie.”

      “It was quite the yell, wasn’t it?” I bit my lip to keep from smiling. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      He took my hand in his and entwined our fingers as we made our way up the small hill to the cobblestone street. “Mad at you? Why?”

      “For going off on Travis.”

      “Travis is a big boy. He can handle it.”

      Sounded good to me.

      We were just shy of the shop when I peered into Madam Serena’s windows. She busied herself around the cash register at the right side of her store, and then came forward, carrying her big sandwich board announcing her psychic readings. Since I saw her coming, I opened the door for her.

      “Thank you,” she called out.

      The sandwich board was only about a foot and a half shorter than she was. Liam took it from her and then set it up a few feet outside of her shop door where we’d always seen it.

      “Good to see you again, Norah.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t think I’d given her my name last time, but maybe I had. “You too, Madame Serena.”

      “Lots of clients today?” Liam asked politely.

      “Not as many as I’d like, but sometimes it’s not about that, is it? I helped the nicest gentleman from Virginia yesterday get in contact with his late wife. She died from a car accident.” She shook her head. “Tragic, tragic story. He was so pleased, and I couldn’t have been more humbled to help them make that connection.”

      I glanced from her to Liam. He gave her a polite smile, one so sweet I couldn’t tell if he’d even been listening to what she said.

      Granny used to do stuff like that, too. Not so much connect people with the dead, but connect people with the living. She had a knack for finding missing people. What Madame Serena had just said reminded me of things Granny used to say all the time, except with a Creole accent and more flare. The meaning behind their words were the same though. It wasn’t about the magic itself, it was about what we used it to do, and making people’s lives better was how magic thrived.

      Liam gave her a quick wave and then stepped out of the way so I could open my own shop door. I put the key in the lock and twisted, opening the door for him and then letting him inside while I locked it behind us. “You guys did say she was crazy, right?” I asked, not positive anymore.

      “Completely off her rocker,” Liam said.

      “We’re sure about this?”

      “One-hundred percent. We can give you the list of the legit witches and psychics in town if you want. Madame Serena isn’t on that list.”

      I followed Liam to the back. “But she said her mother passed the gift down to her.”

      Liam looked over his shoulder at me. “Her mother was another story. For lack of a better word, Serena’s a dud. She calls herself Madame Serena, Norah.” He gave me a look as if that should answer everything for me, and yeah, it probably should’ve. “So…,” he said, walking into the back. “Where do you need me? You point, I’ll do.”

      Jesus. Where had this man been my whole life? I could think of several spots to point out on my own body, but that’s not what he’d meant. “We’re opening the deliveries and putting them on the storage shelves. If you can’t find something else similar already on a shelf, let me know and I’ll tell you where I want it.” I handed him a box cutter from the shelf and went to the desk to find my own. Soon, the sounds of torn cardboard and knickknacks shuffling across metal shelves filled the air.

      Liam and I worked together in relative silence before my stomach grumbled an hour and a half later. He shook his head. “Shit. Gabe stole your banana, didn’t he? I meant to stop at the little coffee shop down the way before we got started but Serena interrupted me.” He stood and brushed his hands off. “I’ll go get us something to eat. Unless you want to stop too.”

      I looked down at myself. I’d managed to get ink all over my hands that had rubbed off from one particularly dirty box and then smudged it all over my clothes. “Yeah, no. Do you mind?”

      “Of course not.”

      Liam gave me a quick kiss on the top of the head and then headed out into the main shop. I listened for the bell to go off when he left the place, but it didn’t. I’d forgotten Randy and I had discovered that yesterday. I was going to have to call the person who put it in. After telling myself to remember to do it, I stopped what I was doing and looked through the files stored in the desk for the number. If I didn’t do it right then, it wouldn’t get done.

      I got off the phone with the lady at the front desk who would send someone out tomorrow morning to look at it when I heard footsteps out in the main area. My ears quirked up. It didn’t sound like Liam’s natural gait. It sounded heavier.

      I peeked around the side of the door frame to find Randy coming up the aisle. Like the coward that I was, I retreated into the shadows. I was still hurt he’d pulled away from me yesterday, but at least he was here now.

      He plowed right into the room, found me almost cowering in the center, and came straight for me. He wrapped his strong hands around my middle and picked me up to his chest, dropping kisses on my head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have left like that. Liam said you were worried, and that you took it out on Travis.”

      “I didn’t—”

      He squeezed me tighter. “I wasn’t expecting that to happen. Especially, lately. Things have been going really good, and the card just set me off. I won’t do it— Well, I’ll try not to do it again.”

      He set me back on my feet and stepped away. The look of pure worry on his face contrasted against his muscles and tattoos, making me want to throw my arms around him like he was a teddy bear. “You’re forgiven. But I also just want to say that I didn’t take what happened out on Travis. He deserved it.”

      “Oh, totally. He’s a dick.”

      I let out a surprised laugh, enjoying the way it warmed me. “Anything to take the blame off you, huh? Is that how you’re playing this?”

      He winked. “See, you know me better than you think you do.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me close again. “You’ve managed to get yourself all dirty today. Hard work?”

      “A little. Liam’s been helping me. He went to get something for us to eat.” I stepped away and stared up at him. “I do want to talk about what happened, though, Randy. I feel like I should’ve known a birthday card from your mom would’ve set you off. We’re pretty close, you know?” I said, gesturing between us. We’d shared some of the most intimate moments I’d ever had, and I hadn’t realized card stock would’ve done that to him. Something about that didn’t sit right with me.

      “I know,” he said, his shoulders hunching a little forward. “I would’ve liked to explain it to you right there, but I just wasn’t in the right head space, you know?” He leaned back against the same desk he had me propped up on yesterday. He crossed his arms over his chest. “I want to tell you everything, Norah. Sometimes I forget that you weren’t here since the beginning. In a lot of ways, it seems like you were supposed to be here all along.”

      Aww. That was sweet. I walked forward and leaned into him, pressing my lips to his, letting them linger there, but not for too long. Randy and I were bound to get distracted and not talk about what was truly important at the moment. I leaned just out of his reach after he tried deepening the kiss. “Your mom?”

      His shoulders sagged, and he blew out a breath. “My mom’s not really the bad guy in all this. She’s obviously flighty, sending me a birthday card about a month too late, and she’ll never win any mother-of-the-year awards unless they’re for incompetence, but she wasn’t the true bad person in my life. She just didn’t do anything to stop it. My dad—” He cleared his throat after taking a short breath. He locked eyes with me. “My dad wasn’t a nice man, Norah. He wasn’t good to me or my mother, and my mother never had enough nerve to leave him.” He ran a hand over his shortly cropped hair. “Even witches can be bad people and they don’t even have to do evil magic to be. Sometimes they use their fists, or their feet, or anything else just lying around.”

      My mouth dropped. “Your dad…he hit you?” Randy nodded slowly, and I drew back into his embrace. “I had no idea.”

      “It’s not something you just talk about openly. The guys know because I’ve had to deal with my mom trying to reach out before. I thought after the last time we spoke, she wouldn’t try again, but apparently, I was wrong. At least it’s down to super late birthday cards instead of impromptu visits. Those were the worst.”

      “But your dad? Where’s he now?”

      His voice hardened. “I couldn't care less.”

      “But he’s still around? He’s alive, I mean. Your mom and him, are they still married?”

      “They’re divorced, finally. Too little too late in my opinion. She says she doesn’t know where he is either, but I’m not sure I believe her. I do believe that she doesn’t have any contact with him because even she’s not that stupid to subject herself to that again.”

      “And he’s never tried to contact you?”

      Randy shook his head, his face turning red, his chin dropping low and muscle ticking in his jaw. “No. And he won’t, either.”

      Thank God for that. I hunkered down into his embrace again and kissed him on the corner of the lips. “At least your mom doesn’t know we’ve moved out of the apartment.”

      He took my head in his hands and made me face him. “I hadn’t thought about that.” A smile chiseled a path across his hard features. “That does make me feel better.”

      “I aim to please.”

      His eyes blazed, and I realized too late I’d made another sexual innuendo. A soft knock came on the backroom door. I turned and Randy looked over my shoulder at Liam. He held a bag in one hand and a drink holder in the other. “Sorry, Randy. I didn’t realize you were going to be here.”

      Randy took my hips and moved me around so I was facing Liam. He then put his arms around me and placed his head on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I already ate at the gym.”

      “You should’ve heard Norah’s stomach growling.” When Randy made a confused look his way, he said, “Gabe stole her banana.”

      “What a little prick.”

      I laughed to myself before Randy squeezed me and kissed my neck. An involuntary shiver worked its way over my skin.

      Liam looked back at us before setting the food down on the desk next to us. “You guys good?”

      I nodded and Randy must’ve reacted the same. “Good. Did Norah reenact the Travis-Norah showdown of 2018? It was epic.”

      I laughed silently to myself. Liam didn’t exactly look, or act, like the type of person who would use the term epic. He was so odd, it was great.

      “I’m not doing that,” I told them, looking at them both square in the eyes. They weren’t going to talk me into it either.

      Liam shrugged. “At least he was halfway decent to you this morning. I mean, he didn’t really talk to you directly or make that much eye contact, but he also didn’t make any snide comments either. I feel like that’s a plus.”

      “What’s gotten into you guys? Both my best friend and my girl are looking on the bright side today.” Liam narrowed his eyes when Randy said ‘my girl’. “Sorry, bro. Our girl.”

      He grinned, and we all laughed before I dove into whatever Liam brought us back from the shop.

      Right before I took a huge bite, the now familiar tug started in my stomach. It pulled and pulled until my gut twisted and the pain started.

      Not again.

      “Houston, we have a problem.”
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      Within a few minutes, Liam had already gotten Gabe and Travis on the phone. Gabe was in the middle of a class, so Liam told him to stay behind, but Travis was on a break. He told us he’d pick us up with the big Jeep since the three of us couldn’t fit on the back of Randy’s bike together. Instead of any of us being left behind, we went to the end of the street and waited for Travis to show.

      “You guys don’t feel anything?” I asked, once again shaking my head as Liam tried to hand me a homemade muffin that looked simply delicious and a thousand times more appetizing than the packaged crap we had at the house.

      “I feel a little something,” Randy said, “But not anything that would’ve alerted me.”

      “Same. Again,” Liam said, frowning down at the muffin.

      A horn beeped across the street and we crossed, Randy holding out his hand to stop traffic as if he owned this town. It certainly seemed like he did. Who wouldn’t have stopped for a huge, tattooed, muscled guy? If I wouldn’t have known him, I would’ve thought he looked a bit dangerous.

      He ushered us across the road and then hopped in the front seat while I got in the back with Liam. Travis turned around as I buckled myself in. “Take us away, GPS.”

      He tried to smile, but it looked really awkward on his face. I glanced up at Liam, who shrugged, before I said, “Do a u-turn. It’s back where we were the other day, but like a few streets over. Maybe.” Something like that, anyway. I didn’t really want to admit to Travis I wasn’t quite sure. This whole pull thing was new to me. It would’ve been easier if one of them had retained their ability to find evil magic.

      I hinged at the hip as another cramp took over. Damn, this was just awful, and again, I was super pissed it had to be a pain in the stomach that told us where to go. Why couldn’t it have been something much more enjoyable? Like, the smell of muffins. As soon as the pain subsided and Travis committed to a u-turn—a bunch of cars honking at us as we did so—I picked at a piece of the muffin Liam held in his hand.

      He leaned over and kissed my temple, then whispered, “I know we’re doing something important right now, but I really wish you’d try to eat something. You haven’t eaten all day, and if this pull turns out to be something, we might be preoccupied for a while.”

      I smiled to myself. It was just like Liam to be thinking about me when something else as important as getting the pull was going on. I put my finger on his chin and urged him closer before sealing my lips to his. I lingered there, drinking Liam in. His lips were so soft, so playful. They just kept pulling me further and further until I felt eyes on me. I settled back down in my seat, finally taking the muffin from a smiling Liam, and then stared straight ahead. Travis’s hunter green eyes were frozen on me.

      Looking away, I shoved a piece of the muffin in my mouth as I tried to calm my insides. Just when I thought Travis was a lost cause, he looked at me like that. Like he wanted to be Liam in that moment. I couldn’t pin this guy down for the life of me.

      We stopped at a stop sign and Travis cleared his throat. “Is it still straight?”

      I looked inside myself again, getting in touch with the pull of my magic. “One more street up. Then take a left.”

      He did as I said, his gaze lingering on me a little longer than usual in the rearview mirror. I tried not to notice. My number one priority was my muffin. I picked at it, peeled the wrapper off, looked at it some more until the tug started to get clearer. I perked up, and Travis slowed the Jeep. “Close?”

      “Mmm,” I murmured in agreement as I stared at the houses down the street. It was close. Finally, I spotted it. A New England style colonial, white siding with black shutters. “There,” I said, pointing at it through the front windshield.

      Just as we were about to stop a few houses away, the wail of a siren pierced the surrounding air. Travis pulled right over as a cop car whizzed by. His brakes squealed as he came to a stop right in front of the place we were headed. As soon as he got out of the car, another cop came from the other end of the street, and they both rushed toward the front door.

      Randy unbuckled his seatbelt. “Shit. Someone must’ve found the body before we did.”

      “Maybe the bad guys are still there?” I offered, a little glimmer of hope that something could go our way. If the bad guys were still there, and the cops apprehended them, at least all this would be over. We could then just somehow sneak into the jail and pull out the bad magic of whoever was doing this.

      Liam scooted in front of me so he could see through the break in the seats. “We can’t get a good angle here. We’re going to have to get out of the car. I’ll do the visibility spell, so we can get a look at what’s being done inside.”

      All four of us scrambled out of the Jeep. Travis and I waited for Randy and Liam so we could cross the road. It was Randy who stepped up and grabbed my hand, interlocking us together as we crossed the road and waded through onlookers who’d clamored out of their houses to see what was going on. When we were directly opposite the house, we joined another couple who stared up at the white, three-story, picture perfect suburban home. Liam did the spell. Randy threw his arm around me as the air shimmered around us. The facade of the house fell away, revealing the two cops in an upstairs bedroom that faced the street. One of them was shaking his head while the other was talking into the radio hooked on his shoulder.

      More sirens sounded. An ambulance and another police car turned the corner. I looked up to see one of the policemen move. I gasped. There was a young kid there. A teenager, white as a ghost, sitting in a chair in the same room, staring blankly ahead.

      “I wished we could see better,” Liam fretted, bouncing up and down on his toes.

      “We can’t do anything about it now,” Randy said. “Cops are already there.”

      “Do you think it’s the same situation as the one we encountered the other day?” The setup was the same. Bedroom. We couldn’t quite see the body, but everyone was looking toward the bed, which made me assume there was probably a person there—and that they were no longer living. If they were still alive, the cops would’ve been working on the person, waiting for the ambulance to arrive. Instead, they were just waiting around.

      “Looks like it,” Randy said. “Fuck. We’re too late again.”

      As we watched, one of the policeman turned and grabbed the young boy by the shoulders and showed him out of the room. We watched as they made their way through the upstairs, toward the stairs, and then down into the living room where the cop had the young boy sit on a couch. I recognized that look. I’d once had it myself after finding Granny. Her death wasn’t wholly unexpected, but I still remembered feeling that way, like the world was going to be different now and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Travis turned. “Let’s head back. Nothing we can do here now. I’ll head over to the coroner’s office after a little while.”

      We walked glumly back to the Jeep. I didn’t know if it was the same for the guys, but I wasn’t used to feeling powerless. I hated it. What was the use of having magic if we couldn’t even use it to do the right thing?

      Shit, I’d just sounded like Granny. I must be maturing or some shit.

      We got in the Jeep and Travis started it. “Liam, you got class, right?”

      “Yes,” he said, kicking his backpack out of the way. I hadn’t even noticed he’d grabbed it from the shop before we left.

      “I have to be at the tattoo shop in fifteen,” Randy said.

      “Okay, I’ll drop you guys off, then I’ll drop Norah off at the shop before I head over to the coroner’s office and ask around.”

      Randy smirked. “I hope you left a lasting first impression. This chick is going to wonder why you’re back again.”

      I stopped listening after that. Liam put his hand on my knee and squeezed, and I tried to focus on that. He patted it, telling me without saying it aloud that everything was going to be okay.

      He was the first to get dropped off. He leaned over and kissed my temple, whispering to me that he would see me later before telling the rest of the guys the same thing. Randy was next. When we pulled up to the tattoo parlor, my stomach dropped. I was going to be alone with Travis again and that didn’t often work out very well. Randy got out of the car and then pulled the back door open where I was. He unbuckled my seatbelt and slid me toward him before pulling me from the car and shutting the door behind us. He moved close, and my back hit the side of the Jeep before he towered over me. His voice dropped low. “I really am sorry about leaving you in the dark yesterday.”

      My heartbeat kicked up a notch. I reached out and patted his chest. “I know. I forgive you.”

      He leaned his weight into me, his hips matching up with mine as his lips sealed onto my own. He tugged on my hair, angling my head to push his tongue into my mouth and kiss me thoroughly. This fucker. He was about to leave me here all hot and bothered when I’d have to get back into the car with Travis. When he finally pulled away, I was breathless. The world was a haze around us, and all I could do was stare up into Randy’s dark, chestnut eyes. “I’ll make it up to you, anyway.”

      I narrowed my eyes, my legs squeezing together on instinct. “You better.”

      A knowing grin tweaked his lips. He bent low to kiss my ear and then whispered, “Don’t you and Travis go killing each other now, okay?”

      “I hate you.”

      “I know.” Randy backed away and then stuck his head in the passenger’s side again. “I’ll just walk to get my bike after my shift. It’s not too far away.”

      Travis gave him a quick wave of acknowledgment and then Randy sauntered off toward the front door. I turned toward the Jeep. The front door was already open and waiting, and Travis and I had already had a discussion about me sitting in the front seat, so I hopped in, pulling the door closed with too much energy. It slammed, and I inwardly cringed before pulling my seatbelt over and latching it.

      When Travis pulled away from the curb, I dared a peek toward him. His face looked drawn, pensive, looking like Liam when Liam was trying to work something out in his mind. “Back to the shop?” Travis asked.

      I shook my head. “I’d like to come with you to the coroner’s if you don’t mind.”

      Travis’s head reared back in surprise. “Why?”

      I shifted in the seat. “I feel bad for the victims. I’m curious to know what’s going on, and I want to help figure it out.”

      He nodded slowly before taking the next right that directed us away from Historic Salem and the shop, which was where we’d been headed. “Are you going to be ready to open the shop in time? Order stuff is important, but we have to live our own lives, too. It’s hard at first to get used to living your own lives between what you’re doing, sometimes downright impossible, but you’ll get used to it.”

      I lifted my eyebrows at his attempt to try to start a conversation with me, but his stare stayed on the road in front of the Jeep. I hadn’t heard him act as if I would be sticking around before. That was a first. He said I’d get used to it.

      For a few minutes, we drove in silence. I never answered him, and he didn’t try to say anything after that. I kept wanting to say something to fill the gap in conversation, but absolutely nothing came to mind. There was just an odd feeling between us that I didn’t know how to get past.

      At last, though, Travis ran a hand through his hair. “Can I ask you something? I don’t want it to come off wrong, I’m merely just curious.”

      Well, if that wasn’t the biggest setup. My stomach tightened, wondering what the hell he wanted to ask me that would set me off. “Sure.” Then, I added. “But choose your words carefully.” I figured I’d better warn him straight off that I wasn’t going to put up with anymore of his shit. Whether he was trying to be better or not, I didn’t care.

      “Okay…” He scratched his chin. “You kiss Liam, then you kiss Randy practically right after.”

      My jaw clamped shut. Here we go…

      “I’m just curious how that can be. Do you really like both of them? I mean, it’s clear they both feel something for you, as well as Gabe, I just don’t understand it from your point of view.”

      I took in a few steadying breaths before even attempting to answer. He hadn’t actually asked it with any of the venom that was usually directed at me. He had asked it in a way that sounded as if he was merely just curious as to what my feelings were. I looked down at my hands in my lap. “It’s hard to explain, I guess, if you’ve never felt it before. I don’t like one more than the other. When Liam left, I wanted to kiss him goodbye. When Randy left, I wanted to kiss him goodbye too. It’s not weird to me, it’s natural. When you have feelings for someone, isn’t it natural to want to kiss them and show them affection?” I shrugged. “I don’t know another way to act other than what my body tells me to. I’m not analyzing every single little thing when it comes to you guys—I mean, to Gabe, Liam, and Randy—I’m just doing what feels natural to me.”

      Travis stared out the windshield, taking particular care. Eventually, he nodded, but nothing else. No words, no gestures.

      I guessed that was that then.
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      Travis pulled in front of an unassuming, one-story brick building. I looked up at the sign and acknowledged that yes, this was where we needed to be.

      Travis unbuckled his seatbelt and turned toward me. “Do you want to wait here?”

      “That would kind of defeat the purpose of me coming along, wouldn’t it?” Otherwise I could’ve just went to the shop and kept unboxing.

      A ruddy pink brightened his cheekbones. Even the tips of his ears went red as I watched him stare at the building and then turn toward me again. “Okay. Just so you know, I flirted with the coroner yesterday to get her to tell me stuff. I’m sure I’ll have to do the same, so, maybe just don’t say anything?”

      My temper threatened to rise. It was clawing its way up my throat. “Was that a question? Or a demand?”

      “It was a question. You obviously do whatever the hell you want, anyway, I’m just telling you what I did to get what I wanted the other day, and that was to flirt with the girl. She thinks I’m an aspiring newspaper writer.”

      I chuckled at that. Travis an aspiring writer? Okay. Sure. I shrugged. “We’ll just have to see what happens, I guess.” I couldn’t promise I was going to be able to keep my mouth shut. If I ever had promised that in my life, it would’ve been a lie. I was never very good at it.

      I threw the door open and got out, following Travis up the walkway until he pulled the glass door open and stepped inside. He gave the security guard at the small front desk a short wave. “I’m here to talk to Laura.”

      I clucked my tongue at the roof of my mouth. Once we were a little ways past the security guard who just waved us on in, I asked, “Laura, huh?”

      “Yep,” he said, popping the ‘p’.

      A young woman with red hair that billowed past her shoulders walked down the hallway toward us in a white lab coat. She had her face bent over looking at some papers and her flats made no sound on the tile as she walked.

      Travis stepped in front of me and called out to her. “Hey, Laura. It’s Travis.”

      She stopped mid-stride, startled. Then, a gigantic smile took over her face and a blush crept up her cheeks. Instead of being jealous, I felt a little sorry for her. Travis was just using her to get answers, and she was turning into a schoolgirl at the sight of him. Her hand came up in the air to wave, but it was also the hand that held all her paperwork, complete with a sketched naked body and arrows and notes pouring to various parts. “Hi, Travis.” She looked at her hand and lowered the paperwork after noticing what she’d done. “Here for another story?”

      He jammed his hands into his pockets, looking confident as hell. “The same one, I hope. I don’t really know, but word is they found another body just a little while ago. It’s so sad.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes, but in that moment, Travis shifted, leaving me in view. Laura, the coroner, who’d been staring up at him, now glanced at me. She went to look back to Travis right away, but then quickly looked back at me, her gaze freezing there.

      “This is Norah,” Travis said, introducing me. “She’s another student.”

      “Oh,” Laura said, her voice dropping. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You, too,” I said. I had a feeling that for the both of us, we didn’t mean it at all.

      Travis started talking to her again and that feeling of wrongness in my stomach started up again as he got closer to her, making her smile and giggle. Every once in a while, her gaze drifted toward me and I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but that feeling was like a hangnail. It just kept coming back, rearing its ugly, jealous head.

      I hadn’t even been listening when they both turned and went toward a window. The blinds were slightly open. I walked forward, looking in between their shoulders and saw another middle-aged woman laying on a steel table. A sheet was pulled up to her neck, but she was deathly pale, her hair pulled back from her face.

      I swallowed, my stomach twisting at the sight of her. She was a mom. At least, that was the only explanation I had to give for the young kid in the bedroom where she was found. It wasn’t right.

      The word asphyxiation grabbed my attention. I turned toward Laura, and then up at Travis. “Really?” Travis asked, his eyebrows peaked in interest. “Asphyxiation again? Do we think it’s the same person doing this?”

      “That’s for the police to figure out, but it’s definitely the same kind of death. No marks of any physical nature outside the body, but we can tell they both died from a lack of oxygen.” She stepped a little closer and Travis leaned in. “It’s also strange to note that there was evidence of sexual activity right before they both expired.”

      Expired. Really? Fury spread through my limbs. That was an awful, uncaring term. These people had lives. They didn’t just expire. They died, leaving behind family and friends, and whole lives. It wasn’t like it was milk that just went bad in the fridge from non-use.

      Travis stepped away instantly and peeked back at me. I must’ve made a noise or something because Laura was also looking at me in confusion. I didn’t even bother to smile in encouragement this time. I ran my hand through my hair and then placed my hands on my hips.

      Travis moved in front of me, trying to block my presence. “So, do the police think there’s some sort of sexual predator out there?”

      Laura glanced at me over Travis’s shoulder, but he moved even further around her, completely blocking me out. “It’s a possibility,” I heard her say. “That’s what they’re going on right now, anyway.”

      Travis’s hands moved out from his body and Laura’s eyes widened. I didn’t see exactly what happened, but I could only imagine he’d taken her hand or something. “Thank you, Laura. You’ve been so nice about this. Do you still have my number?”

      She blinked. “Y-yes.”

      “Let me know if anything else comes up, will you?”

      She nodded, only the tiniest hint of disappointment etching her features. No doubt when he asked if she still had his number she was expecting something else to follow that question.

      He turned and walked toward the exit and I followed after him. His stride was long, driven, and I had to hurry to catch up with him. He pushed the door open and walked out, not bothering to even hold it for me before he walked right to the driver’s side and got in. I did the same, eager to catch up with him in case he was going to take off without me. He seemed in a hurry to get the hell out of there. “I’m taking you back to the shop.”

      “Okay… Should we call the others?”

      “They’re all busy right now. We’ll talk about it later with everyone.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he backed out of the parking lot so quickly I had to press against the dash in front of me. “What the hell, Travis?”

      “What the hell?” he seethed, throwing the vehicle into Drive. “I should be saying the same thing to you. I warned you ahead of time how I got the answers before and you did everything in your power to be stuck up around her.”

      I reared back. No one had ever called me stuck up before. “Seriously? I barely said anything.”

      He gave me a look. “It wasn’t what you said, it was how you acted. I’m not your property, Norah.”

      My mouth dropped, and I let out a frustrated scream. “I never said you were.”

      “You sure as hell act like it.”

      “The hell I do,” I yelled, bracing myself against the car door as Travis took a left.

      “Now, I’m going to be lucky if I can even get her to talk to me again thanks to you.”

      I tried to search what just happened for any evidence that I turned her off him. I really hadn’t said much at all, if anything. He was overreacting. I couldn’t be held accountable for the mousy coroner chick being put off by me.

      I told him as much and he laughed darkly. “You’re ridiculous.” He reached out and put the radio on before settling back in his seat.

      I stared at the dash and then hit the power button again, shutting it off. “I’m not ridiculous.”

      He glared at me. “But you are.” Then, he turned the radio back on again.

      “She used the word expired!” I reached out to turn the radio off again, but Travis’s hand was right there. We jammed our knuckles off one another’s and then I stilled as a shot of electricity coursed through my body more powerful than anything I’d ever felt before.

      Travis’s eyes widened and his mouth dropped. The car in front of us stopped short, and Travis had to slam on the brakes so we didn’t rearend them. When the car moved on again, Travis pulled the Jeep over. Vaguely aware of everything that had just happened around us, I stared down at my still tingling hand. It felt like pinpricks when your hand fell asleep. The rush of pain was subsiding now, but it was instant once we’d connected.

      Wind picked up in the car, my hair tracking across my chin. I looked in Travis’s direction. He hadn’t put his window down or anything. Then, I looked up at him. My mouth dried out in an instant at the look in his eyes. He blinked. His mouth closed and his Adams apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed. “It’s not fair,” he said.

      “What’s not fair?”

      “This. You. Them.”

      I reached out for him again, but he pulled away, a tinge of fear darkening his face. “Will you just talk to me, Travis? I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      He shook his head, then looked back straight ahead, his hands returning to ten and two on the steering wheel.

      When he didn’t say anything for a little while, I tried again. “What’s not fair, Travis?”

      His voice was hollow as it filled the interior of the Jeep, with a stitch of wonder. It was as if he didn’t know how to react. “You were right to yell at me the other day. I deserved it.”

      Tell me something I don’t know. I didn’t ruin the moment with those words though. I just turned even more toward him on the seat, careful to keep my hands to myself.

      Thankfully, he kept going. He turned toward me. “I just want to be myself, Norah. I want to be my own person, with my own thoughts, and actions, and I don’t want anything else clouding it up.”

      I leaned closer, shaking my head. “I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me.”

      His gaze lowered to my lips, then back up to my eyes. “I’ll take you back to the shop now. I’m sorry for getting mad about Laur—the coroner. For the record, expired is just a term they use so they don’t get too close to the victims. How could they think things through analytically if every case was personal?”

      Although I understood that, wasn’t it also good to take everything personally? Weren’t personal feelings what drove people to do the extraordinary? “You sound like Liam,” I said instead, not wanting to get into another argument with him.

      He chuckled, then pulled away from the curb. “But you like Liam, right? So, that’s not such a bad thing.”

      As Travis drove through the busy, more modern section of Salem, I stared down at my still buzzing fingertips. I didn’t quite comprehend why I had such a strong reaction to him. I could barely stand him sometimes. There was no sense in denying I felt the pull to him, and that just maybe he felt the same thing for me even though he fought against it. But why the intensity? That, I didn’t get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Will you be okay if I let you off here?”

      I stared down the familiar cobblestone street busy with tourists at this hour of the day. I unbuckled my seatbelt. “Yeah, of course.”

      “I’ll catch up to you later then.”

      I turned to get one last peek of him, but he was already facing straight ahead, making that typical Travis face where he was wiped clear, and as dark, as a chalkboard. It was impossible to get any kind of reading off him. “Yeah,” I agreed. We’d definitely catch up later. If this same Travis was still around.

      I lowered myself down and then closed the door behind me before taking off toward the shop. I hoped some of the food Liam bought earlier was still there. My stomach growled, and I realized I felt a little of the aftereffects of using too much magic. It wasn’t bad—yet. It hopefully wouldn’t get that bad either. Before heading straight to my shop, I took a right and stopped into a candy shop I’d noticed the other day. I grabbed a few things and made small talk with the nice cashier before heading out toward the shop again, my mind filled with everything. Travis, the shop, dead bodies. If this wasn’t Dupre, or the mysterious Jay, who the hell was it hurting people?

      A sexual predator?

      I’d almost forgotten about that. I looked around as if I could tell if the people walking and talking next to me were deviant in nature. Some of them were families, some of them were clearly business professionals out on lunch or break from their normal, everyday jobs.

      My foot caught on the edge of a cobblestone and I pitched forward, just catching myself before I speared a woman head-on in the stomach, and dropped my chocolate.

      “My goodness, Dear, are you okay?”

      I laughed nervously, looking at the street, practically calling it out for tripping me. “I’m fine,” I told her.

      When I looked up, I noticed I was right by the shop. Just outside Madame Serena’s to be exact. I peered left and noticed what looked to be a line coming out the door to her shop. That was odd. I’d never seen that happen before.

      “What’s going on?”

      The woman cocked her head forward. She clutched a small purse in front of her. She was an elderly lady, gray hair with white streaks combing through it. “Madame Serena.”

      I smiled. “I see that, but what’s up?” I glanced at all the people in line. Most were middle-aged or older. Some had pictures clutched in their hands, and others were holding hands with children. “I’ve never seen a line outside her door before.”

      “Oh, it’s because of Martha, I expect,” the lady said.

      “Martha?”

      “The lady in our bereavement group. She came last night to tell this amazing tale about how Serena connected her with her Bill. It’s probably just a glimmer of hope, I suspect, but…” She shrugged and trailed off.

      The line in front of the woman started to move. The men and women pushed ahead as Serena held the door open for them. When she saw me, she waved. “Hi, Norah. Lovely day, isn’t it?”

      I followed the lady right to the front door and then stopped just inside the shop. It was bright, and airy, with mostly white walls and pastel colors filling the space. The crowd lined up near the cash register as they wrote their names on a list. I looked up at Madame Serena. “I see business is going well.”

      Her eyes widened. “I know. All it takes is one person bragging. You just keep that in mind when you start your place up soon. I believe you’ll do great things.”

      I searched the area again and found the lady I’d been talking to a few people back from putting her name on a list. “I hear you helped out someone who needed it. A Martha? Looks like she told everyone she knew.”

      Madame Serena watched on the same as me, her ample body wrapped in another shawl. “Yes, Martha. Just terrible what happens to people when they lose loved ones. Especially if they didn’t get the chance to say goodbye. They’re just so caught up in their own guilt, wondering and hoping the person they loved knew how much they loved them and appreciated them.”

      “And that’s what you’re giving these people?” I asked. “Closure?”

      “Exactly,” she said, smiling. “Closure. It’s what we all need.”

      She nodded to herself as the line moved forward again. I rubbed my arms when goosebumps spread out over my skin. I really needed to get in contact with Granny. If Serena could help me… Not that I wanted Serena knowing my business and who knew if Granny could be discreet. I swear if that woman didn’t come to me in a dream soon, I was going to kick her ass.

      Serena cocked her head to the side and looked at me. “You okay, Norah? You look like you got a lot on your mind.”

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “Just a lot going on with getting the shop ready, and other things. I’m happy to see you’re doing so well.”

      “Well, you just remember that my offer still stands. One free reading. I bet that grandmother of yours would love to hear from you.”

      I took a step back and knocked into a shelf. A bunch of Salem postcards slipped from the pale wood and fluttered to the floor. “S-sorry about that.”

      I bent over to pick them up and put them back, completely ignoring what she’d just said. Had she seen Granny? Why was she always bringing her up?

      When I straightened, Madame Serena herself was bent over picking up a postcard that had landed just on top of her feet. The shawl slipped down, showing a bit of skin on her neck where a blue snake tattoo was coiled there, its head cocked with a sliver of red tongue. What an interesting tattoo for a grown woman. Bet she regretted that.

      Serena grinned at me when she straightened. “Nice tattoo,” I told her.

      Her cheeks colored and she brought her shawl up around her shoulders again, hiding the ink. “Just a stupid tattoo I got in college. I should be thankful it’s not a tramp stamp.”

      A tramp stamp? Why was that term in this woman’s vocabulary? “You don’t like it?” I asked. That was one of the reasons I wasn’t sure about tattoos. I loved them. I thought they were beautiful, but I wasn’t sure of anything I’d want to put on my skin forever. What if I hated it in a year, or ten, or even a week?

      Serena shrugged. “It has its purpose.”

      My forehead wrinkled at that. Never heard of a tattoo explained away like that. Who knew? Maybe she’d dated a biker with a nickname like Cobra or something. Or, she was in a gang, and they were called the Vipers. Whatever it was, it seemed as if she was embarrassed of it now. I gave her a small wave. “Well, good luck with all your new customers. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Norah. See you around.”
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      I’d just gotten the last box unpacked when heavy footsteps sounded just outside the backroom. Already I could smell the faint trace of maple right before Randy peeked a head in. He looked around. “Wow, you got a lot done.”

      I straightened up and dusted off my jeans. “Thanks.” I shifted in a circle. Everything was completely put away and easy to find. Exactly the way I wanted it. Strong hands surrounded me and pulled me close to an even stronger body. “Good job.”

      I twisted in his arms. “Why thank you.” I pushed up on my tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss on the mouth. “Was there still a line outside Madame Serena’s when you came by?”

      “Madame Serena’s? No, why?”

      I laughed as I straightened one of the bottles of herbs on the shelf so its label could clearly be seen. “There were like ten people in line when I went by before. Apparently, she connected some woman with her dead husband? I don’t know. I didn’t get the whole scoop. So, everyone in the grief group is going to her now. Oh, and she has a tattoo of a snake between her shoulder blades.” I looked back, my mouth open in mock horror. I still couldn’t picture someone like her with that tattoo. “Did you know that?”

      Randy chuckled. “I don’t know the tattoos of every single person in this town, Norah. It’s not like there’s some secret tattoo group we all belong to.”

      I smiled to myself. “Yeah, I guess not. I just thought it was an odd choice.”

      “I think it’s more odd she has any customers at all. That lady is a fraud.”

      I sat on top of the desk and dangled my feet over the edge. “That’s the thing though. These people seemed really impressed by her.”

      “Some people are just really good con-artists. They know how to twist and turn everything so it seems like it could’ve happened to you, or could be the person you’re thinking about. It doesn’t always mean they know what they’re talking about. I feel bad for them. She’s taking their money in exchange for a promise she’ll never be able to deliver on. It’s sick.”

      I crooked a finger at him, beckoning him to come toward me. “You, uh, really have firm opinions about that, huh?”

      He shrugged, the tension in his shoulders lifting just a little. “I just hate to see people who are already lost and grieving getting taken advantage of. It pushes my buttons.”

      I wound my hands around Randy’s waist and pulled him close. “Are you all done for the day then? No more clients at the gym? No more tats?”

      His shoulders shook with a laugh. “Tats?”

      “It’s a word.”

      “I know it’s a word. I just hadn’t heard you say it before. It’d be like Liam saying tats.”

      “You think I’m as straight-laced as Liam? I’m obviously not doing my job correctly.” A wicked smile played over my lips. I pushed him back and lowered to my knees. I looked up at him and gave him a saucy wink.

      “Norah,” he ground out. “What are you doing?”

      His hand was already in my hair as I smiled up at him. “Teaching you a lesson. That I can say tats if I want to.” My hands ran up his thighs and hinged over the waistband of his athletic pants. A tent formed in front of me, and I licked my lips.

      He leaned against the desk, and with his hands over mine, he worked his pants down until his cock sprang forward. He ran his hand up and down his shaft, teasing me. Just like the other day, the area between my thighs heated like molten lava. I reached out and caressed the tip of his dick with my tongue. He moaned. “Fuck, you’re so hot, Norah. Lick that. Right there.”

      I inched closer on my knees, taking Randy deeper. He worked his cock into my mouth until I pushed his hands away and used my own. His fingers gripped the desk as his hips moved forward almost infinitesimally with my movements. Short strokes, careful not to barrage my mouth with his long, hard cock, but I took him all in anyway.

      “Mmm,” I moaned, drinking up the pre-cum pebbling from the tip. “Tell me I can say tats, Randy,” I teased.

      His body still vibrated in an almost laugh, so I went back to my task at hand. I worked him into my mouth faster, sucking him until his hips were coming off the desk. “Christ, Norah. Fuck yes. Your mouth is so hot.”

      “Not what I want to hear.”

      I ran my tongue down the underside of his cock, and Randy’s jaw tensed. He pulled me up by the shoulders and sat me down on the desk in one swift movement. He quickly unbuttoned my jeans and pulled on the zipper. I lifted my ass, so he could pull everything down to around my ankles before he slid me forward on the desk and entered me. “Oh, shit.” My pussy clenched around him, making room for every last inch of him.

      His chest warred against mine. “I had to stop you. I was going to lose it in your mouth. I need you to come too. It’s so hot to see you so worked up.”

      “Thank fuck,” I breathed, moving against him. I loved they wanted to get me off as much as I wanted to get them off.

      He took my hands and clasped them together above my head before reaching down and pulling my shirt off. His hands fell to my breasts, kneading and playing with them as I continued to move against him.

      “Bra needs to come off,” I sputtered. “Your shirt, too.”

      With one smooth movement, he unclasped my bra. The straps fell around me, my breasts spilling out in front of him. I worked it off, throwing it next to us on the floor, and then reached up to take his shirt off. He helped me, pulling it the rest of the way over his head and then dropping it on the floor on top of my discarded clothes. He stared down at me, then at the spot where we joined. He shook his head. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

      I swallowed, a smile splitting my lips apart. I reached up and kissed him, our lips locking onto one another’s as if it was a gas mask needed to breathe. My hands ran down his arms, his chest, everywhere, stopping on his piercing where I gave him a slight pinch. His hips hitched forward, slamming solidly into me.

      I broke the kiss. “Oh, God.”

      Randy groaned his approval, hiking my butt back toward him on the desk. His hands stayed clutched there as he resumed our kiss. His fingers kneaded into my ass muscles and then held me steady as he slammed into me again. He didn’t let me break the kiss to react this time. He kept at it, his lips overpowering as they drew every last sensation from me.

      I’m going to come, I thought. Fuck yes. Right on his rock hard cock.

      That thought sent me over, and this time Randy did give me a reprieve. He pulled away so I could scream silently into the air as my pussy clenched around him.

      Every time. Damn, he was so good. “Again,” I said, almost unable to breathe.

      His eyes darkened as they filled with excitement. He pulled out of me and then helped me off the desk. “Turn,” he said, motioning with his hand to face the other way. I did as he asked. “Hands on the desk.”

      He walked back, taking my hips with him as I put my hands on the desk in front of me. I knew what was coming. I gladly spread my legs and lifted my ass in the air.

      He hummed an approval and gave my ass a quick pinch. “Jesus, Norah.” His cock pushed at my entrance and I arched my back more until he slid inside, my back bowing with the pleasure.

      “Yes, please,” I said, pushing back against him.

      His hands roamed over my back as he pumped inside me. “I don’t think you know how fucking hot this is.”

      “Oh, I do,” I assured him, rocking back into him. I’d gotten the perfect view when it was Gabe doing me from behind. “Please make me come again.”

      With one hand on the small of my back, he leaned over me, his hand trailing up my stomach until he found my nipple and fondled it. God, that felt good. I lifted a hand to give my other nipple the same attention when Randy said, “Both hands on the desk.”

      I did as he said and he rewarded me by touching me with his other hand. He pumped into me, still keeping pace with his fingers as he teased my nipples. God, fuck. I was already starting to shake, my orgasm on the horizon. I could almost reach out and touch it and I fucking wanted it. When he slammed into me, I ground against him. He quickened his pace. “Oh, Randy.”

      “You’re ready again, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. God, yes. You just feel so good.”

      He groaned, his fingers pinching my nipples and sending me over the edge. I yelled out, my pussy clenching him again, this time faster as he thrust inside me. Randy started to shake, too, and within a few more pumps, he slammed into me one last time, his hips pressing firmly into mine until he’d emptied everything inside me.

      I let out a grateful, shuddered breath. Randy leaned over and kissed my neck and then backed away. I turned and gave him a saucy smile. He said he didn’t know what he did to deserve me? It was the other way around. All of them. It was too good to be true.

      Randy went into the bathroom to wash up while I pulled my clothes on almost hesitantly. It seemed like I was always ready and willing to get naked with these guys. The best thing? The edge that touching Travis had given me was worn off now. I was completely back to normal.

      When Randy came back out a bit later, he bent over and kissed my forehead. “You want to go for a ride on the bike?”

      “Really?”

      “I was thinking that you deserved it.”

      I grinned, lifting my eyebrows up suggestively. “The sex?”

      He chuckled and bumped his shoulder into mine. “No, all the work you’ve done here. It looks really nice. I figured both of us could get away for a bit.”

      “What about Gabe and Liam?”

      “I’ll text them and tell Travis he’ll have to pick them up from school later on, and that you’re covered.”

      I pulled on his arm. “Alright. What are we waiting for? Let’s go.”

      He let me pull him through the shop and out the front door and onto the cobblestone street before slowing me down and sliding his arm around my shoulders. “I thought we’d take a ride out in the country again. You liked that last time, didn’t you?”

      “Loved it,” I told him.

      He squeezed my shoulder and kissed my hair. When we got to the bike, he held a helmet out to me and got us situated before helping me on after him. I wound my arms around him and hugged him tight as he started the bike and eased it out into traffic. The day was winding down, and the roads were busier than normal. Randy maneuvered the bike through the crazy traffic congestion until he eased it onto an open road and brought the bike up to speed. I loved watching the world flip by with different scenes. Since we weren’t surrounded by anything like doors and windows, it was as if we were one with the world. Nothing but our own clothes between us and everything living and breathing around us.

      I didn’t know how long we drove, but it was long enough that my butt was beginning to hurt. I didn’t want to give it up. When Randy shouted, “It’s getting late. They’re going to be wondering where we are”, I nodded into him and tightened my hold.
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      Randy and I walked into the house hand-in-hand. The smell of pizza lingered in the air and when we moved closer, I saw the rest of them in the living room, their hands around various slices as they ate. Travis peeked up, only to see my hand in Randy’s, and then looked away. The confusing discussion from earlier came back and I reminded myself that we were going to have to have another awkward as fuck conversation soon. Travis and I just needed to come clean with one another. What did we want? What did we not want? I was clearly on the side of not wanting to argue anymore. That much was for sure.

      Travis wiped his hands on a napkin and threw it on his empty plate. He got up, discarded it, and then headed for the stairs. “Where are you going?” Liam called out after him. “You said we’d talk about what you and Norah found out when they got back.”

      Without looking back, Travis called out over his shoulder. “I’m sure Norah can fill you in.”

      Liam looked at me, his hands coming up in a ‘What gives?’ gesture. I just shook my head. I wasn’t sure what made him react like that. It wasn’t as if we parted on horrible terms earlier. He’d even said he’d see me later. I blew out a breath and shrugged.

      “Fine,” Liam said, his shoulders tense as he pushed the pizza box out of the way and opened his laptop up. “Let’s just do this. I’ve been thinking about it all day, and I want some answers.”

      I peered over at him. He was clearly flustered, his face red and hands shaking as he put in his password to the laptop. “Hey,” I said. “What’s the matter?”

      Randy dropped my hand, so I went up to him, kneeling beside him as he sat on the couch. Gabe snickered. “Methinks he needs some Norah time.”

      “Screw you,” Liam spat.

      I stared at Gabe who shrugged.

      I pulled Liam’s hands away from the computer and held them in mine before forcing him back on the couch and sitting in his lap. “What’s wrong?” The smell of the sea engulfed us and I breathed the beachy smell in deep. He stared up at me, frowning. I gave him a smile and pushed his glasses back up his nose before kissing the corner of his lips.

      His tense arms deflated and he wound them around me. “Nothing, really. I just want to figure this out before someone else… Well, before something happens to someone else.”

      “We all feel that way, Mate,” Gabe said. “It’s not often we ever deal with a case where the victims are dead yet. We all understand. That’s probably why Travis is acting weird, too. Unless…”

      He looked at me and I shook my head. For some reason, Gabe was always the one pushing for something to happen between Travis and me.

      His hands opened and he lifted them. “We’re all on edge, I guess. We’ve all got a lot going on.”

      “Let’s just deal with what we can deal with right now,” Liam said, staring back up the stairs. He fished his phone out of his pocket and opened up a message to Travis: You sure you don’t want to come down? He dropped it next to him on the couch and looked up at me expectantly.

      “Alright,” I said, twisting around in his lap, so I could get a better view of the others. “Travis and I went to the coroner’s office and met with Laura. According to Laura, both victims died of asphyxiation. They both had no visible signs on their bodies that proved it though. However, there is one more interesting thing. There was evidence of sexual activity in both cases before the victims died.” I shook my head again as the word Laura used floated through my brain. Expired… Yeah, I wasn’t going to be using that ever.

      Gabe’s eyes went wide. “Really?”

      “The police apparently think there could be a sexual predator out there.”

      “So, someone is raping and smothering women?”

      I lifted my shoulders. I had no idea, I was just passing on the information.

      Randy took a seat on the sofa facing out toward the big wall of windows. “It doesn’t really sound like Dupre’s MO.”

      “It’s not like we know all that much about the guy,” Gabe said, countering him. “Who knows what he’s capable of?”

      Liam rubbed his forehead while he thought. All three of us stared at him as he gathered his thoughts. “I just think it’s weird that there are no marks, there’s evil magic involved, and now sex? Why would Dupre be using magic to rape and smother someone to death?”

      “What are you saying then?” I asked.

      “I think it’s got to be something paranormal. Dupre touted demons before and here we have situations which are ripe for demon activity. Demons use supernatural beings to do their dirty work all the time. What if Dupre or Jay or whoever has used the magic of a demon to conjure some sort of supernatural creature to kill those women?”

      “What kind of supernatural creature does that?” I asked. “Sex, then asphyxiation? I don’t get it. It has to be a human.”

      “It doesn’t mean it’s not someone under the guise of a human. There are plenty of creatures that use sex to lure, even demons themselves.”

      “Succubus,” Gabe offered.

      “Yeah, and that’s only one of many,” Liam added. “They’re all here in these books,” he said, pointing to the coffee table. “Let’s look through everything again and see if we can’t find mention about sex. Better yet to have sex and asphyxiation mentioned.”

      I leaned forward and grabbed two books, giving Liam one of them. He looked up at me and smiled when I didn’t remove myself from his lap. “Yes?”

      “I can’t really do work with you like this.”

      “Is it bothering you?”

      His mouth closed and he stared up at me. “No. It’s not bothering me.”

      I broke out into a smile and climbed off his lap all the same. Gabe chuckled. “Feel free to perch yourself over here, Love.”

      Gabe winked, and I stared at him as he went back to reading his book. Looking up the stairs, I wondered if Travis was going to come back down. Gabe and I agreed that we were going to tell them about what his grandfather said today, but I wasn’t going to tell them until they were all together. That would be pointless. Gabe cleared his throat, and I looked up. He turned his gaze toward the upstairs before returning it to me and shrugging. I lifted my shoulders too. I wasn’t sure what was up with Travis, but I knew we couldn’t have the conversation without him.

      For the next couple of hours, we all poured over books until we had a list of names in front of us on a piece of paper with the initial “s” for sexual activity and the initial “a” next to some for asphyxiation. That was as good as our research was going to give us tonight. No doubt Liam would have it in a spreadsheet by tomorrow, so it would be easily searchable.

      After the second time my eyes drooped, I gave Liam’s knee a quick squeeze before announcing I was headed to bed to the rest of them. With a chorus of goodnights, I walked toward the stairs and straight to my room. It would feel good to get the jeans and t-shirt off I’d worn all day and gotten dirty at the shop. I let my hair down first and then stripped before pulling on some pajama bottoms. I was just pulling my tanktop down over my head when a knock came on the door. “Come in,” I called out without thinking.

      A strap got stuck and I tugged, finally pulling the material down to cover myself when I stared straight into the most intense green eyes. Shit. I swallowed. It was Travis again, seeing me shirtless, again.

      “S-sorry,” I stammered. “I assumed it was one of the others.”

      He moved forward, leaning against the door as he closed it behind him, his gaze still glued to me.

      “Travis, you okay?” I looked down to make sure everything was where it should be and let out a sigh of relief when I wasn’t showing off anything anymore.

      He took a few steps forward, his eyes more desperate. His mouth opened several times as if he was going to say something, but he immediately shut it again. Finally, he said, “After earlier, when we touched…”

      “Yeah?” I urged, remembering the overwhelming shock I felt.

      “I’ve been on edge. I’m shaky and irritable I just feel like I need something, but I’m not quite sure what it is.”

      My eyes widened as I understood what it was that happened. Shit, we’d somehow, inadvertently, used magic together. He was crashing. “How bad is it?” I asked.

      “It’s not horrible,” he said. “But it’s not good either.”

      I sat down on the edge of the bed. “You know what you came in here for, don’t you?”

      He closed his eyes and nodded. “It’ll help, right? That’s what you said.”

      “We might not need to do much.”

      I stared at Travis as he took this information in. Like Gabe said, I had a feeling that once we did touch, it would be like an explosion. Especially with the way he looked right now. Even though he was kind of being coerced into this, I was excited. I wanted to see where this could take us. If this was what Travis would need to finally get over the hangup of being with me.

      He came over and sat on the bed next to me. His fingers splayed out against his thigh, and then he curled them in again. He was trying to expend energy just sitting there. The pull in my stomach had me leaning forward. It was intense, all-consuming. It pulled tighter and tighter until I was crawling over him. He lay back on the bed, staying mere inches away from me the whole time. “Do you feel something?” I asked, my body humming.

      His hands fisted in the sheets. “Yes,” he said, his voice releasing on an exhale of breath.

      His hands reached out, but then he saw the shake in them and he put them back down, tying them up in the comforter again. “You can touch me,” I told him. I hoped to God he would touch me, my body was yearning for it. More than ever, being so close to Travis was like a pressure valve ready to burst. There was still some part of me that didn’t want to make the first move before he did though.

      His lips thinned, his chest rising and lowering in rapid succession. “Fuck, Norah, I can barely contain myself. My skin is crawling with need.”

      “Do it,” I told him, dipping lower until my nipples just barely grazed his chest.

      His mouth fell open, and I clamped mine shut so I wouldn’t moan at the contact. It was evident our bodies wanted the very same thing. To touch one another. To feel one another. Mine was practically vibrating in anticipation. It was as if it was finally going to get what it had wanted all along. Maybe that was the reason for this intensity. Travis was the last piece of the puzzle and my magic really wanted to close the deal. Being with Travis would be electrifying, not because he was more suited to me, but because he was the last.

      My lips inched closer and his breath hitched. The bed started to vibrate slightly with the intensity, and I had a feeling that had there been any lights on in the room, they would’ve been burning out.

      “Travis,” I urged. “Don’t you want this?”

      “Yes.”

      I moaned and let out all the tension inside me, my body finally collapsing on top of Travis’s. Instead of feeling the delicious pressure of his chest against mine though, I felt his fingers dig into my arms.

      He pushed me away from him, sitting me upright back on the bed. He stood up slowly, holding onto his own hands to keep them from tremoring visibly. The bed stopped shaking as Travis lifted himself off it. He strode away from me, back toward the door. When he turned the knob, I called out, “Try some chocolate. Or you might just have to…masturbate,” I said finally, not able to choose the exact right words for the situation.

      “Sorry,” he said, before leaving and pulling the door shut behind him.

      Fuck me. I lay back on the bed, my whole body trembling from the now pent up need inside myself. The smell of cinnamon engulfed me. My hands slipped down underneath my pajama bottoms and panties and stopped at my pussy. I pushed down on my clit and my head fell back against the comforter. What was I doing though? I didn’t need to do this myself. I pulled my hand away and marched across the room. I made a beeline straight for the first door I saw.

      Liam’s.

      I didn’t bother waiting to be told to come in. I walked in to find him and Randy talking on the bed. They both looked up, surprised. I whisked my shirt off over my head and pushed my pajama bottoms down all before I approached them—naked.

      “Well, that’s…different,” Randy said.

      Liam took my hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “Ugh, Travis, now I’m horny and—”

      “It’s more than that,” Liam said, his eyebrows rising. “Were you guys using magic?”

      “I’ll explain it later, but will one of you, both of you, just…please?”

      Randy punched Liam in the arm. “She’s in your room, buddy.”

      I turned to face him. “It was the first I saw.”

      He gave a quick shake of the head. He didn’t care. He was only teasing.

      Liam looked from me to Randy, then back to me again. Uncertainty tried to take him again. “Help her, Liam,” Randy said, his voice firm. “She needs you again.”

      Liam’s jaw clenched. Both of them were already shirtless and in their own pajama pants. There was quite a distinction between the two bodies. Liam’s definition was a lot more subtle, yet still there. Randy was just a beast in tattoos.

      Liam shifted on the bed, his erection starting to push up through his bottoms. I reached forward and grabbed his glasses from his face before putting them on the bedside table. Liam bit his lip as I reached for his bottoms. Randy was already grabbing himself, urging me on. “I’ve got a confession to make,” Liam said, looking back and forth between Randy and I again. “I watched you guys earlier. At the shop. I was there.”

      My mouth dropped. “You were?”

      “But the bell?” Randy asked.

      “It’s not working,” Liam and I said at the same time.

      God, I really needed to get that fixed.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I was so turned on though.”

      “It’s normal,” Randy said, nursing his own erection without trying to be blatant about it. “Remember in the car when you and Norah were going at it and I could barely contain myself? I know this isn’t a normal situation, but I say we just roll with it.” He turned his attention toward Liam. “And next time? Just join in, bro. I would’ve made room for you.”

      Simmering heat pooled between my thighs. Fuck me. Really. Please, someone fuck me.

      It seemed Randy had the right idea too. He pulled his bottoms down and started stroking himself. He cocked his head toward Liam and I prowled forward. Liam went back on his elbows while I hooked my fingers into his waistband and moved his bottoms down, revealing his stiff cock. Liam looked from Randy to me. I followed him onto the bed, straddling him until I locked lips with him.

      “Seeing you two together is hot as fuck. I don’t mind saying it. Shit, I’m just so happy for Liam. He deserves it.”

      I peeked over at Randy. His fist slowly moved down his cock as he watched us, urging me forward. I locked eyes with Liam as he moved forward, this time claiming my mouth as his own. I imagined it had to be a little weird for him. He wasn’t used to getting any girls at all and now there was me, and Randy, and Gabe, and Travis. Then of course there were times like this when Randy watched as we came together.

      “Touch her, Liam. She’s practically begging for it,” Randy said, his voice tight.

      “Mmm, yes,” I moaned, reacting to both his words and his emotion.

      Liam’s hands came up, fondling my breasts. I sucked in a breath.

      “Shit, Norah. I’m so fucking hard.”

      The bed creaked. “Don’t you want to find out?” Randy asked. “Take him inside you.”

      I did as he said, taking the base of Liam’s cock and then stretching him upward toward me until I moved close enough to feel his tip at my entrance. “Oh yes. He’s hard. I want him inside me.”

      “Do it.”

      I slipped just his head in and stilled, my hips making tiny movements over him.

      Liam’s body went rigid. “Oh fuck. Please, more.” He squirmed on the bed.

      I stayed where I was, just giving us both that little bit. His tip hit me in just the right place and I ran it over and over the spot until my body shook.

      “Fuck, girl. That’s hot,” Randy breathed. “Take what you need from him.”

      Liam moaned in torment, but I couldn’t stop myself. “A little more,” I promised him. “I’m going to come. Oh yes.” I couldn’t stop. It felt like heaven.

      “Norah, fuck,” Liam said, his body trembling with need. I could tell he was holding back for me.

      “I know, I know.” I pitched my hips faster, egging my orgasm on. “Fuck, Liam. Shit. Oh my God. It’s coming.” And it fucking was too. Hard and fast, it was going to be amazing. I grasped onto his cock, and with still just the tip, I held him steady as I hit that glorious spot over and over and over again. Quick and hard. “Yes!” I said, the orgasm rushing forward. I hit the spot one more time and flew over the edge. At the same time, I slammed my hips down over Liam until his eyes rounded and he let out a satisfied shout.

      “Fuck, you’re trying to kill me.”

      My body was still soaking up the orgasm as I started to ride Liam in long, sweet strokes. He grabbed my hips, urging me on until I came down off my initial high. Travis’s come-ons were now completely out of my system. I bent lower and kissed a trail up Liam’s chest and neck until I found his lips again.

      “Fuck, sweetie. That was hot.”

      “You’re telling me,” Randy said. “Doesn’t she feel amazing when she comes on you?”

      “Mmm,” Liam said, unable to form words, but the look on his face said it all.

      “I’m sorry for barging in, guys,” Randy said, his voice strained. “I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. The look Norah gets when she’s fucking you turns me on.”

      Liam hid a smile. “I don’t think either one of us is complaining.”

      I looked back at Randy to find him still stroking his silky, yet hard, dick in his fist. Arousal spiraled inside me again. I loved how intently he watched us. How intense his eyes were, yet soft at the same time as a real affection for both of us showed through.

      “I need to live vicariously,” Randy said. “Flip her around and fuck her, please.”

      Liam did just that. My back hit the bed and Liam braced his arms by my head as he slid in and out of me. I ran my fingers up and down his back, his face stern in concentration until Randy told me to cup his ass, which I did. This spurred Liam on. His movements became more focused, yet jerkier. “Yes, Liam,” I said, practically purring.

      He let out a low groan.

      “I don’t blame you, dude,” Randy said. “I’m about to lose it myself.”

      I looked over to find Randy biting his lip as his hand moved up and down his cock faster now. I reached out to touch him when his mouth dropped and cum flowed out, right before he cupped his other hand around his head. “Shiiiiit.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Liam said. He pumped a couple more times inside me and then stilled, his own release emptying inside me. His cock throbbed inside and I soaked all of it up, watching them both as they come down from their highs. “It’s hard to hold off with both of you in here.”

      Randy chuckled while he moved to the bathroom. Liam backed away from me, and I followed him, wrapping my arms around his hips. “Thank you.”

      He ran his fingers through my hair. “I don’t think you understand how special you are.”

      I nestled into him, not letting him put his clothes back on. I was enjoying the moment for what it was, pure perfection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I knew it wasn’t real. I could feel it. The edges had that hazy reality that only dreams could have. Wisps of smoke filled the air until I could only see the outlines of certain things. I vaguely remembered cuddling up next to Liam after Randy kissed me goodnight. I would’ve been just as happy to follow him into his room, but he pushed me back to stay with Liam. And here I was, getting exactly what I’d wanted for the past few days.

      Granny’s silhouette became clearer and clearer. I was practically bouncing on my toes with the relief. Instead of the evidence of that relief pouring out of my mouth when she fully appeared, I said, “What the hell, Granny? Where have you been?”

      She pointed a twisted hand at herself. “Me?” she asked innocently.

      I wanted to roll my eyes so bad, but that was one thing the old woman could never tolerate. “I’ve needed you.”

      “I’m dead, Norah Girl. I work on my own time now.”

      “Well, your own time sucks.”

      She fell back, but instead of disappearing through the smoke, a chair appeared and she sank softly into billowy cushions. She lifted a slim shoulder. “Not my problem.”

      “Granny, this is serious,” I told her, my voice going up an octave.

      “If it was serious, you wouldn’t be calling me Granny. You know I can’t stand it.”

      Even in my dream state, I could feel my agitation rising. I didn’t remember her being this combative when she was alive. Who the hell was I kidding? She was a force to be reckoned with dead or alive. I wiped my face, trying to keep myself under control. It would do no good to talk in circles around her. “I need help,” I finally said. A cushion hit me in the back of the legs and I fell back, landing just as she did into cloud-like pillows. “How are you doing that?” I asked her. It was neat as hell, just a little unnerving.

      “One of the advantages of being dead, I guess. No hard seats for me anymore. Just a good place to rest my aching bones.” She frowned. “Except my bones don’t ache anymore. I don’t know why I really need this soft chair. Habit.” She made a face and then inched forward on the seat. “You do look a little pinched in the face. What’s going on down there? I can smell you’ve still got the guys all around you.” She sniffed the air. “Cinnamon? Which one’s cinnamon?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. That was Travis. Evil, evil witch. I didn’t know if I was talking about Granny or Travis. Most likely both. “A friend. One of the guys from the coven.”

      “They’re your coven now, are they?”

      I nodded, and Granny tsked. Then, her eyes flew open. “Cinnamon! I know him. I like him,” she said, raising her eyebrows suggestively. “If I recall correctly, he was easy on the eyes and did exactly what I told him to do. God didn’t make them any better than that, Norah Girl. At least you can pick out the right kind of men.”

      I listened as she went on, grunting and grumbling about men, but I couldn’t take sit back for very long. I wasn’t sure how long I’d get with her. “Granny, I need help.”

      She turned toward me, her full attention gained. “Well, what is it? I’ve got something to say to, you know. It’s not all about you. You’d be amazed at the things that go on here behind-the-scenes. It’s like a whole other world with its own dramas. I thought I’d die to relax, but I’m practically just as busy as I was before.” I blinked at her, waiting for her tirade to subside. Finally, it did. “You first,” she said, giving me permission to talk.

      “It’s something Gabe’s grandfather told him. He said that a girl, especially in the type of coven I’m in, isn’t any good for it. He said something about self-implosion and energy and a whole bunch of bad things. I don’t know what to do.”

      She nodded as she listened and then continued to nod well past my last word. Eventually, she said, “I did tell you that you were in the wrong place, yet exactly where you need to be.”

      “Yeah,” I said, rolling my hand over so she would continue. “I still don’t know what that means.”

      “I don’t get it either. You’re just going to have to take the punches as they come, Norah Girl. Don’t leave that coven. You saw what happened the last time. Granny had to step in and save you, didn’t she? We don’t know if I’ll be available next time. Like I said, complete drama over here. Complete. Who knows what time I’ll have on my hands?”

      I breathed in deep and then released it, my shoulders deflating as they went. “But I don’t want to hurt them.”

      She reached out her hand and I went to grab it, but I sliced right through her. My chest ached in that moment. I wanted my Granny back. Someone flesh and blood who I could hold and could hug me back when I needed it. Damn, my eyes were heating up now.

      “Don’t you do that, Baby Girl. We Darbonne’s are strong. You know I’m right here for you, and no matter what, if you needed me, I’ll be there for you. I got Cinnamon’s attention, didn’t I? It’s what I do. I’ve always protected you. Ever since I lost your mom, you were my responsibility and that hasn’t changed yet, even in death. I just don’t know what to tell you. There’s really nothing you can do. Fate will have to run its course. Sometimes that happens. Even as witches we can’t protect everything and everyone we love. Fate steps in, throws us a curveball. Life is life, Norah Girl. The one thing you can do, though, is fight for the things you love. You don’t just wait for things to happen to you, you get out there and be proactive. Fight for that coven of yours because one day it’s going to come down to it. You’re stronger than you know. Always have been.”

      I ran my hands through my hair and clutched the back of my neck, propping my chin up with elbows on my knees. “Thanks, Granny.”

      “For God’s sake, Child. Do I really have to tell you not to call me that again? Didn’t I just get done with one of the best motivational speeches in the history of…the afterlife, and yet, here you are, calling me that damn name.”

      “You secretly love it.”

      She glared at me, and I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling.

      “You keep telling yourself that, Child.” She shook her head. “Now, if you’re done being a worry wart, I’ve got my own thing to tell you. This medium, calls herself Serena, keeps trying to contact me. I don’t know what in the world she’s doing. She said you wanted me to, but I know my girl’s not dumb. We don’t need some half-twit psychic to pull us together.”

      “Madame Serena?”

      Granny burst out laughing. “Is that what she calls herself? I love it when those that can’t add things like that to their names just to make them sound more important. I didn’t go around calling myself a voodoo priestess.”

      I stifled the laugh bubbling up my throat. The hell she didn’t. Maybe not publicly, but every chance she got, she’d throw that nugget into my face. ‘Do you think a voodoo priestess should be the only one doing the laundry, Norah Girl?’ Or, my personal favorite, ‘Sometimes this voodoo priestess just needs a little foot massage.’ Hell to the no. That never happened. I bought her a gift certificate to a spa. Crisis averted.

      “What do you know about this Madame Serena?”

      I shrugged. “She owns the shop next to mine in Downtown Salem. We only talked a few times. The guys think she’s a fraud, but yet, she knew about you, or seemed to. I didn’t know how that could be if she didn’t have at least a little magical touch.”

      “She’s got a magical touch, alright,” Granny said. “I just don’t know where it stems from. Most witches or psychics, or whoever, you can tell where the magic stems. In us, it’s like the deep roots of the mighty oak tree, burrowing its way through the ground from century upon century. In others it’s like a little sapling, only a touch on the surface. It wasn’t clear with her so that’s why I didn’t dare connect. I’m not interested in getting pulled into real world problems any more than I already am.” She gave me an exasperated look.

      “I’ll watch out for her,” I said, unsure of what else I could do. Madame Serena seemed pretty harmless. Maybe she just wanted to chat with Granny so she could impress me. Who knew? It wasn’t really my concern right now. There was much more going on to keep my attention than a feud between a living medium and a dead voodoo priestess, whether she was my Granny or not.

      The clouds started to swirl in, and I started to panic.

      “Take care, Norah Girl,” Granny said, giving me a small smile.

      “Keep in touch,” I said, reaching out to her. By the time my hand floated through the air, it grasped at nothing.

      I sucked in a breath and sat straight up in bed. Back to reality, Liam lay peacefully beside me. I checked the clock on his nightstand. It was just about five am. Carefully, I peeled the covers off me and tiptoed from the room, making my way through the dark hall to Gabe’s room.

      I cringed as the door creaked, but stepped inside and shut it behind me, listening for the lock to click into place before moving forward. “Gabe?”

      A soft hum came from his lips, and he fidgeted on the bed.

      “Gabe?” I said even louder, approaching him. I sat down and put my hand on his shoulder. He awoke with a start, making me jump too.

      “Shit. Norah.”

      With one hand pressed over my heart, I whispered back, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

      He ran his hands down his face. “It’s okay. What’s up?”

      “I just talked to Granny.”

      His eyes widened. He sat up, bracing his back against the headboard. “What did she say?”

      I cracked a smile as I relived the conversation. I could always count on Granny for a laugh. “She reiterated what she said before, that I’m exactly where I should be and it doesn’t matter if it’s not something good because there isn’t anything we can do about it.”

      Gabe’s cheeks puffed out, and he let out the breath slowly. “I guess that makes sense. You’re meant to be here. That much is certain.” He rubbed at his eyes.

      “She just said we’d have to fight for what we wanted. I’m thinking she meant the coven. We have to tell the others.”

      “We were going to, it’s just that none of us can all be in the same room at the same time anymore, apparently. Did you break Travis or something?”

      I pulled my feet from the floor and hugged my knees. “I’m not sure what his problem is. I don’t think he even knows.”

      “He’s just confused. Can you imagine having feelings for a girl who likes three other guys?”

      “Yeah,” I said, giving him a look. “It’s like having feelings for four different guys.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Do I—” I hissed in a breath. I’d meant to pick on him, but instead, I was doubled over—again. “Son of a bitch.”

      Gabe’s hand came to rest on his stomach too.

      “You feel it?” I asked, hopeful.

      “A little stronger. Still not as much as before.”

      “We gotta go,” I said. “I’ll get the others.”

      I didn’t bother being quiet this time. I ran toward Gabe’s door and swung it open. “Guys,” I yelled out into the hallway, then clutched my stomach as another tightening took hold. Movements came from three rooms. “I’m getting the pull,” I garbled through clenched teeth.

      Gabe came up behind me, looking remarkably well for someone who’d just thrown clothes on. “Come on, Mates. Duty calls. Move those arses.”

      I slipped into my room, stumbling when another cramp hit. I threw on Liam’s hoodie and a pair of sweats before bouncing into Travis in the hallway again. A half smile tilted his lips and he looked far from the frazzled state he’d left in earlier. He’d either taken the edge off with food, or…

      My gaze started to drift downward. Travis’s teeth clicked they knocked together so hard when he chomped his mouth shut. “I had some chocolate.”

      Yeah, sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Randy had jumped behind the wheel and we were plowing down the dark streets at an ungodly speed. Both Travis and Liam had a hold of the safety bars while Gabe held onto me in the backseat. I understood the urgency to get there right away, but I also didn’t want to die before we did.

      “Things are happening closer together,” Travis said, filling the vehicle with his strong voice.

      “It’s getting stronger,” Liam said.

      Travis twisted in his seat and turned to look at us. “What’s getting stronger?”

      Liam shrugged. “We don’t know yet. My guess is a demon, may or may not be acting at the whim of Dupre or Jay, is having a supernatural creature doing its dirty work.”

      “A demon will only do a human’s dirty work just so long as it benefits them. They can’t be controlled.”

      I still wasn’t used to having demons be brought up in regular conversation. I should’ve asked Granny about that before she disappeared on me.

      “Dupre and Jay could’ve unwillingly unleashed it.”

      “So, what are the choices we got as far as paranormals?” Travis asked.

      Liam brought out his phone and started reading off a list of names. Damn that kid. He was so good.

      “Succubus/Incubus tops the list, Lilin, the alp, Liderc, and Encantado. Those are my best guesses so far. Each one of them are sexually deviant creatures going off what you and Norah found out at the coroner’s office. Some of them use asphyxiation, some don’t.”

      “If we can get there fast enough,” Randy said, “we might be able to stop this thing. I, for one, am fucking sick of finding dead bodies.”

      The tires skidded as Randy took a turn too sharp. “Can we just get there in one piece, Mate?”

      Randy slowed down a little, or it could’ve just been my imagination wishing he would. Soon, the lights of Salem came into view. From my perch in the middle of the backseat, I directed Randy toward the place I felt the pull. Sometimes he turned before I even figured it out myself, which made me believe they were getting the pull back, too. That would be awesome if that happened. I’d known Gabe felt it a little and since they were more attuned to it than I was, they might’ve been able to go off a much fainter tug.

      “You’ve been practicing your defensive spells?” Travis asked as Randy turned down a street with single-story houses.

      “Me? No. Not really.” Wasn’t he the one that pushed for not practicing recently? The whole idea being we didn’t want to bring attention to us in case Dupre was looking for us again.

      He shook his head. “You better start working on that again. I know you’re busy with the shop, but Order work is…”

      “More important?” I guessed.

      “I was going to say not as safe,” he said, looking at me from over his shoulder. “You can get more than just a papercut.”

      “It might be the perfect time for you to work with her,” Gabe suggested.

      “Do we really have to go over this right now?” I asked, my voice filling the car. Jesus. Didn’t we have more important things to worry about, like whether some demonic being on a leash was killing someone in a nearby house? “There,” I said, pointing to a house up ahead.

      There was a single light on in a downstairs window, but the rest of the house was dark. The guys all sprang from the Jeep as soon as Randy parked it and I raced after them. Liam didn’t bother putting the visibility spell on the house. They just barged right in like they were the police, and I supposed no one would care if we really did stop something from happening. We could just say we heard screaming and feared for the person’s life.

      Randy and Travis went right while Gabe and Liam went left. The house wasn’t very big, it didn’t take long to search it and after only thirty seconds or so, Randy bellowed, “Fuck!”

      I stopped what I was doing, my head falling back on my shoulders. I knew what that sound meant. He’d found someone and not how we’d wanted either. Wherever Randy was, there was a dead body too.

      Liam came up behind me and grabbed my hand. The three of us stalked toward the opposite end of the house. Travis came out of one room, and we followed him into the last. Randy stood over the bed, his hands clasped behind his head as he paced back and forth. On the bed lay a woman, a single trail of blood coming from her mouth. She was completely naked. Wrinkles marring her skin. She was older. Poor thing. I worked my way up her satin nightgown and gasped when I saw her face. No way.

      The guys all turned toward me. I stared back, not believing my eyes. “I know her. I met her, I mean.”

      “Who is it?” Liam asked, pumping my hand.

      “I don’t know,” I said, carefully combing through my memories to make sure we hadn’t exchanged names. I recognized the white and gray streaks in her hair from outside the medium’s shop. “She was one of the women waiting in line for an appointment with Madame Serena.”

      “Since when do people wait in line for Madame Serena?” Travis asked.

      Oh no, my heart went out to her. She’d been so happy to be at the medium’s too. I hadn’t even asked her why she was there. I just remember she’d had a picture clutched in her hand. “Since never,” Randy said. “Norah told me there was some bereavement group there. One of the members said Madame Serena connected her with her dead husband.”

      “So, that woman was there,” Liam said. “Now she’s here, dead.”

      I gulped, turning away from the scene. It was hard to look at her and not see the life in her eyes from earlier today when she’d been so excited. It made my stomach roll. “I don’t know if she got an appointment with her or not. There was a line and people were writing their names down.”

      I sniffed the air, the smell of the rotten meat turning my stomach again. Liam pulled on my hand. “Let’s get out of here. There’s nothing we can do for her now.”

      We all sulked back to the Jeep, taking care to erase our presence from the house. Randy edged the car away from the curb as we rolled away. No one would know something awful had happened in that house. It looked so quiet and unassuming. The flowerbeds were brimming with little saplings. It was Spring after all.

      Randy made a few more turns and then stopped outside a diner. “You guys want to sit here and talk?” he asked, motioning toward the front windows.

      We all agreed and got out. An older waitress sat us and gave us menus. We were silent until we ordered and she brought our drinks. It was Liam who spoke first. “None of this is a coincidence. Forgive me for saying this, but like the others, I’m sure the coroner is going to find sexual activity. That woman was old. It looked like she lived alone. I’m guessing her sexual activities would be slim to none lately.”

      “She was at Madame Serena’s. I just kind of assumed her husband was dead.” I didn’t think I thought that at first, but it worked in the scenario now.

      Liam pulled his phone from his pocket and started typing into Google. He brought up listings on a page as Travis stirred milk into his coffee. “All the recent deaths were predeceased by their spouses,” he said. “Do you remember anything else from this talk with the lady, Norah?”

      I closed my eyes and thought back to the conversation. “She said a lady from her bereavement group was able to contact her husband through Serena. Martha,” I said, finally remembering the name the lady gave. “She said a woman named Martha was able to contact her husband, told the group about it, now they all wanted an appointment with Madame Serena.”

      “Are we really trying to tie together a medium, and a sex crime?” Gabe asked, his expression doubtful.

      Randy was worryingly quiet. He sat back and sipped his coffee, his expression grim.

      “We have to do something,” Liam said. “We’re just bringing all the facts together right now. It doesn’t mean they’re all going to make sense. Let me look up Martha and bereavement groups in Salem.” He typed into his on-screen keyboard again. “Bingo. I’ve got a last name. Let’s search for an address…” He paused as he worked his magic. “He flipped the screen toward Randy when it displayed.”

      Randy nodded. “As soon as we’re done here, we’ll get to it. Put a tracking spell on the lady. Maybe we’ll be forewarned if something happens to her too.”

      “We’ll figure this out,” Travis said. It was to the whole table, but it seemed mostly for Randy’s benefit. He wasn’t taking this well at all.

      When the food came, the waitress asked if we wanted Tabasco sauce and I almost came out of my chair. I waited for her to leave, so I wouldn’t sound like a freak and then turned toward the guys who looked at me expectantly. “Granny,” I said, sliding the Tabasco sauce from one hand to the other on the Formica. “She came to me in a dream tonight. She told me Madame Serena tried to get in touch with her.”

      Randy’s face turned red. “You’re just saying this now?”

      “I just remembered,” I said, sliding the Tabasco sauce back into the center of the table where the waitress had put it. It was one of Granny’s favorite things to drizzle over almost anything. Nothing was ever spicy enough for her.

      “I don’t like this,” Randy said, chewing the rest of his food, and then swiping a napkin over his lips. “Madame Serena’s suddenly very popular. She’s trying to contact Norah’s dead grandmother. What could it mean? It seems related.”

      He looked at Liam and again, Liam processed the information in his brilliant head. “It doesn’t make her guilty of anything. It could just be a coincidence, but we need to watch her, too.”

      “She suddenly has powers,” Randy said. “You know she was a fraud. Now she’s connecting people with their dead loved ones? Contacting Granny?”

      “Or she could just be pretending to do that. She’s been pretending to do that for a long time. Maybe she was just really convincing with this Martha lady.”

      “But Granny,” Randy insisted. “She poked at the realm.”

      “Granny came to me, too,” Travis said. “I’m no medium.”

      Randy swore under his breath.

      Liam placed his elbows on the table. “Listen, we’re not saying you’re wrong. We’re just looking at things from all angles.”

      “What we need to do is stop this shit from happening. Those people are innocents. Even if she’s not killing people, she’s guilty of getting these poor people’s hopes up.”

      My chest constricted. Wasn’t Serena doing exactly what I was doing? Selling people an idea? Granted, hers seemed much more cruel than mine, but still. I hadn’t realized Randy was against it as he was.

      Gabe gazed around the table. “Have you checked on our buddy Seth recently, Travis?”

      “Yeah, he’s been doing a whole lot of nothing. Right now, he’s…” He shut his eyes and then immediately peeled them apart. “You don’t want to know. He hasn’t been anywhere near these victims or Norah or any one of us.” He shivered in his seat before downing the rest of his coffee.

      Randy put his mug down shortly after Travis. “Let’s get into Madame Serena’s. I want to check her records to see if any of the other victims show up in her clientele file. If they do, I say we mark her. Let the Akasha do its thing to find out if she’s really to blame.”

      “The Akasha?” I’d read a little about it in one of the books Liam gave me, but not enough to know what Randy was talking about.

      Gabe peeked at Travis and opened his mouth to tell me, but Travis started talking first. “When we mark someone, it’s so they can be put on trial. We perform a spell in the pentagram at headquarters and the Akasha works its way through the person to see if they’re truthfully good or bad. There’s no guessing about it. If they’re bad, we strip them. Sometimes we strip the witch completely of their powers depending on how severe the case, sometimes just one power.”

      He swallowed when he finished, and I knew he was thinking about the past in that moment.

      “I like the idea,” Liam said. “If we get the evidence, we mark Serena and have the Akasha take care of her one way or the other. If she did do something to those people, she’ll pay, Randy. It’s what we do.”
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      Liam’s words didn’t actually seem to help Randy at all. Travis took over driving, which was a bit of a relief, but the Jeep still vibrated with Randy’s leg bouncing up and down with nervous energy. I wanted to help soothe him, but I wasn’t sure how. It wasn’t as if we could start a deep conversation in front of everyone. Especially not with the closed off look on his face.

      With Liam’s cell phone GPS, we made it to Martha Giles’ residence. As if on cue, all of us shut our eyes and searched for what we hoped would be nothing. She hadn’t been one of the victims yet, and we wanted to keep it that way. I was the first to open my eyes. I didn’t feel anything negative going on in the surrounding area, but I was also considered a newbie in all this, so I waited patiently until the rest of them opened their eyes and all nodded at one another.

      “All of us don’t need to go in there,” Liam said.

      “You better go,” Travis said. “You’re better at tracking spells, and I’m already tracking someone.” He shifted his gaze toward Randy as if to express his opinion that Randy shouldn’t be doing anything right now. We could all agree to that. Agitated wouldn’t even begin to describe what was going on with him.

      “I’ll go with you?” I offered.

      Liam nodded, and we headed for Martha’s house, his fingers entwined with mine. When we got to the front step, he pulled me to a stop in front of the split-level ranch that looked like it had been kept in a time capsule since the seventies. “I’m going to make us invisible, so we can slip inside undetected. When we find her, I’ll go ahead and put the tracking spell on her, but I’ll tell you when I do. Feel the magic, search for it through me as I do it. You’ll have to learn how to do this yourself.”

      “What did Travis mean about him already tracking someone? Can we only track one person at a time?”

      Liam shook his head. “No, it’s just that the magic can start to thin if we track too many people at one time. We’re usually not stretched this far. If we think something’s going on, we watch the person, and then when we have real evidence, we mark them.”

      “With the Akasha?”

      “Exactly.”

      A trickle of magic spread through me, starting first in my fingers that interlinked with Liam’s, then spread up my arm, through my chest, and down my extremities before tingling my other fingertips. I brought up my other hand to my face. “You just made us invisible, didn’t you?”

      He smiled and gave me a playful shrug. Reaching out to open the door in front of us, the lock slid out of place just before he twisted the handle. Damn. He was good. We walked in, careful to be quiet. The magic that left us undetected wouldn’t make us silent.

      Creaking noises in the dark? It could very well be us scouring through your house.

      We found Martha Giles in an upstairs bedroom. As Liam requested, I closed my eyes and felt the way his magic worked. I smiled as he did it, not just because it felt good, but because I understood the magic he used now. It was like inserting an unseen GPS device onto her that one could access at any time. As he worked, I bit my lip, imagining the same magic coming out of me, manipulating it into a spell that would track someone, that would tell me where they were whenever I needed them. Feeling the way Liam had done it helped tremendously.

      “Ready?” he whispered.

      I nodded, the smell of sugary sweet seafoam lingered in the air. Martha shifted in bed and Liam and I backed away slowly. We left the house, Liam taking care to lock her door back up for her before we headed back to the Jeep. When we got there, Liam opened the back door for me and I slid inside. He hopped in after. “Done.”

      “I can tell,” Gabe said, his nose twitching. “It smells like Smarties in here. Like Smarties at a beach party.”

      Travis laughed and pulled away from the curb to head toward Historic Salem. The day was still very early. Very few cars were on the road, and we needed to get to Madame Serena’s before she did. Since she always got there before I did, I wasn’t sure what time she usually opened her shop. Getting across the bridge and maneuvering down the streets took us only as long as a few red lights and some stop signs.

      Before long, Travis parked the car on a side street. “Alright, here’s the plan. We go in, we look for her client records. When we find them—”

      “I’ll take pictures on my phone,” Liam said. “That way we’ll have them, and then we can just take it from there.”

      “If she’s there,” Randy said. “We’re marking her.”

      “We’ll mark her when there’s evidence,” Travis said, his gaze shifting toward the passenger seat.

      In Randy’s mind, she was already guilty. It wasn’t a far-off stretch. We just needed to be sure. Walter, and their—I guess, our—other superiors probably wouldn’t like it if we went around marking people who weren’t actually guilty.

      At that, Randy pushed his car door open and we all filed out, making the short trek down the street to Madame Serena’s shop. Taking the precautionary steps Liam and I had at Martha’s, we went into the shop. I headed straight for the area near the cash register as Gabe and Travis went to the back to check for a backroom. I sniffed the air, unable to stop myself from trying to see if there was evil magic around. It left an awful smell, but at the moment, all I could smell was the incense Serena used during her psychic readings.

      I pulled the clipboard off the desk that I remembered everyone writing their names down on and handed it to Liam. “This is what they used the other day. Hopefully there’s something else too,” I said, kneeling and opening the cabinets on the backside of the counter. That would only have new clients on it, not old clients. My heart thumped in my chest, and my eyes kept darting toward the door. If she was a psychic, wouldn’t she know we were here? I kept expecting her to walk in and be very pissed that we were going through her stuff. Then again, we were supposed to be invisible right now. I hoped that meant for those with power too. The guys must’ve been mistaken when they said she didn’t have power before because she had power now. Unless she somehow gained power recently, which seemed unlikely, though, not unheard of. Not everyone was born with power, some nurtured it through ways such as Wicca.

      My hands touched a manila envelope. I pulled it out and opened it. The tab on the file folder said, ‘Christmas Card List-Clients’. “Got something,” I said, standing up. I held the envelope up and pointed out the tab to Liam.

      “Great,” he said. “With that, and this,” he said, taking a picture of the page he had in his hand, “we’ll be able to see who sees her and crosscheck the names from the victims.”

      Randy came up behind him, reading the names on the list.

      Gabe stood at the door. “Guys, we should probably go. If you got what you need, let’s get the hell out of here. People are starting to walk by the store.”

      Even though he was invisible, he angled himself out of the way of a man carrying a briefcase, his shiny black shoes skimming the cobblestone at his feet.

      “I didn’t take pictures of what Norah found,” Liam said, angling his phone over another sheet, the flash lighting up the area we were in.

      “We’ll just take it then,” Randy said. He picked it out of my fingers and opened the folder, scanning down the names.

      “Good. Let’s go,” Travis said, waving his arms toward the exit. “We got what we need.”

      Liam took one last picture and then turned and headed for the door. I bent down, making sure everything was where it was when I got here, except for the folder we were taking. Hopefully she wouldn’t be looking for that until next Christmas. Once I was satisfied all the drawers and cabinets were closed, I came around the counter and hurried toward the door. Travis was the only one left standing there. He still waved his hands toward the door like a traffic cop, and Gabe reluctantly left. When I passed him, his arm touched my shoulder as if he was going to help lead me out, but a zap of electricity passed between us as soon as he touched me. He yanked his hand away and stuffed them in his jean pockets. I rubbed the spot he touched, expecting there to be a mark with the force of the electricity behind just that little brush. Damn.

      Not daring to look at him, I walked out the door and headed toward the Jeep. In front of me, his head bent toward the file, Randy stopped. His hand came down, the file folder crippling in his massive grip. Gabe ran ahead after giving me a concerned look. “What is it?”

      “The names,” he said. He shoved the folder into Gabe’s chest. “They’re on here. All of them. We need to get this bitch marked.”

      Liam, after hearing Randy’s gruff voice, turned and headed back toward us until we were all surrounding him.

      Travis took the folder from Gabe and searched for the names himself. When he saw them, he sighed. “Something still just doesn’t seem right. There was no trace of negative magic in that shop. Nothing. How can she do that if she’s doing these other things?” he asked, waving the folder around.

      “I don’t need to know everything right now,” Randy said, turning back toward the shop. “We need to mark her and try her. The sooner the better because I’ll be damned if another person dies because of this lame ass bitch.”

      We all just stared after Randy as he stalked away. “Where are you going?” Liam finally asked. “She’s not there. We were just there.”

      “I’m getting her address.”

      Liam looked at his phone and then shook his head. When he looked back at us, he shrugged. “No sense in arguing with him right now. He’s just going to do it his way, anyway. Looking it up online would be a lot quicker—”

      “And safer,” Travis said, shaking his head at Randy’s retreating figure.

      I cast a wary gaze at Liam. “He seems to be taking this one particularly hard.”

      “The whole birthday card thing set him off. And now there are actual dead victims who had no power to fight back. I think it’s just sent him in a downward spiral.”

      “A downward spiral?” Gabe asked. “He’s freaking lost it, Mate. We’re going to have to get him calmed down because he doesn’t think clearly when he’s in this state. It’s not good for any of us.”

      My eyes were on Madame Serena’s shop that Randy had disappeared inside of when I saw the burst of midnight blue light. The ground rumbled at our feet, and I had just a moment to look at the panicked faces of the rest of the guys before we took off toward the shop at a dead run. There was another witch in there. Randy’s magic was green. I remembered seeing it encompass his hands before he moved the earth when we practiced together. It was far from blue.

      We skidded to a stop when the front window’s glass shattered outward, spraying us. I put my hand over my face, and Travis, who’d been running right next to me, stepped in front, taking the brunt of the explosion. Magic whipped and cracked inside. I turned, seeing a spark of green light. Hope surged in my chest, but then there was an overbearing blue that lit the room in waves. I squinted at the blinding light, taking a step back as a figure with blue licking flames stepped into the frame of the window and then jumped down into the street in front of us. “Did you really think we wouldn’t protect our asset?”

      Fucking Dupre. How the hell did he look so badass?

      Travis shot his hand forward, red light bursting through the palm of his hand. He gasped, staring at his hand as the magic rocketed toward Dupre. Dupre simply waved it off before laughing, his voice much darker, more sinister than it had been. “You’re no match for me anymore. Jay’s given me what I wanted, and then some.” His hands fisted at his side, the blue flames licking up his body and spreading toward his head. His back bowed, then he hunched over, sending a blue spiraling burst of magic Travis’s way. I shot my hand forward, just in time to send it away before slamming Travis in the chest.

      He blinked rapidly, but I turned my gaze back toward Dupre. “Where’s Randy? If you’ve hurt him, I swear—”

      Another chorus of dark laughter emanated from him in echoes. “Randy is somewhere else right now. We needed to ensure your cooperation, Norah. Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to take care of.” He flicked his hands out, and small bolts of electricity shot through his fingers, knocking us on our asses.

      I landed hard, then pushed myself back up with my palms just in time to see Dupre burn up with blue fire until he disappeared before our very eyes.

      Liam scrambled to his feet. His sneakers crunched against broken glass as he fled inside the shop. After a moment, he came out, his head hanging low. I helped Gabe to his feet, and he stood unsteady. When he’d fell, his head had knocked into one of the old school streetlamps.

      Liam swallowed. “He’s gone.”

      “Fuck,” Travis screamed, turning around in a circle, his forearms like sinewy vines. He looked like he wanted to punch something, but his options weren’t good, so he resided himself to running his hands through his hair.

      “Where would they have taken him? We need to get him back,” I said, stating the fucking obvious.

      “He could be anywhere,” Gabe said, touching the cut on his forehead. “With the type of magic Dupre just displayed, he could have transported him literally anywhere.”

      My body pulsated, strung out. Travis took me by the shoulders and angled me back toward the Jeep. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, looking around. The city was waking up even more with each following second. “Come on, guys, let’s move it.”

      “We need to find him,” I said, whispering more to myself than to anyone else.

      “I’ll get in contact with Walter. He’ll help us, Norah.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Granny,” Liam said, his eyes rounding. He looked over at me. “You said Granny finds people.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. He was right. She did, and she was good at it too. “Is there any way to get her to come to us? I’m not waiting on her sorry ass to come visit me in a dream.”

      Travis nodded, pushing me toward the Jeep. A knot formed in my stomach. It twisted, and turned, missing a linked piece. I couldn’t even feel Randy anymore.
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      “At least we were on the right track,” Gabe said, lighting a candle at one of the pentagram points.

      Not really, I grumbled to myself. We hadn’t been sure Dupre was even involved with it, and we didn’t listen to how sure Randy had been that Madame Serena was involved. She just seemed like a harmless old kook. A nice, harmless old kook at that, too. God! I couldn’t believe I’d talked to her several times and never noticed anything bad going on with her. What the hell?

      Liam rubbed his forehead. He’d been quiet, not unusual when you remembered how close he and Randy were. “This might not work that well,” Liam said. “We really need five of us.”

      Travis glanced over at me. “I’d usually agree, but I just saw what Norah did to our powers. We might not have a long time with Granny, so just ask her to find Randy and let’s go from there. Dupre said they wanted you, so what’s keeping him from doing something to Randy? Maybe not right away, but…” He shrugged, and I bit my lip. If Randy got hurt because of me… I couldn’t even think about it. It was too awful.

      We stood on our points in the pentagram, and even though Randy wasn’t there, we still lit a green candle at his point. I stared at that spot, the flame dancing in the dark as I followed the instructions Liam rattled off earlier. Concentrate, concentrate, concentrate.

      The Order didn’t usually stoop to such parlor tricks, but just because we were Enforcers didn’t mean we couldn’t do any of the other witchy powers we had. Desperate times, desperate measures.

      “Well, gator on a biscuit!” Granny protested. I gasped. Her form had just turned solid in front of us, more solid than when she came through in a dream. She spun in a circle, looking at each of the guys with her dark eyebrows halfway up her forehead. When she got to me, she sighed. “Norah Girl, what in the hell are you doing? I’ve got—”

      “Granny,” I said, interrupting her. “Something’s happened.”

      Her eyes went wide with fear. “Are you okay?” Her gaze inspected every inch of me, but she couldn’t see the wounds on the surface, they were inside. My heart ached. We’d lost Randy. How could we have done that? Someone else should’ve went back into the shop with him. What were we thinking?

      “I’m fine, Granny. It’s not me. It’s one of the other members of my coven. We need to find him. The bad guys took him. The medium you said tried to contact you, Madame Serena?”

      Granny rolled her eyes at the mention of the word Madame.

      “She’s involved. Somehow. She’s been killing innocent people, Granny, and now they have Randy. We need to get him back.”

      She turned in a circle again. “Are these your coven—?”

      “Granny!” I yelled. Damn, she was dead, but that didn’t mean we were. We were on a time crunch. “Please! We need your help right now. You’re so good at finding people.”

      Her gaze flitted toward Travis, and he nodded at her.

      “Fine,” she held her hands out and lifted her gaze to the ceiling. “I’ll do what I can Norah Girl. Send me his essence. It won’t be like trying to find you. That was easy.” She paused, then peeked an eye at me. “By the way, I knew I didn’t trust that bitch.”

      I told the guys to close their eyes and think of Randy. To think about every little thing they could think of when it came to him. It would help her find him sooner. She nodded, her lips twitching as her eyes glazed over.

      “I’ll get back to you.”

      She disappeared, and the energy crackled out of the room like a slingshot. Its backlash was so epic I fell to my knees. Damn woman still knew how to make an exit.

      “What does ‘I’ll get back to you’ mean?” Liam asked.

      I shrugged. “You never know when it comes to Granny. I hope it means she’ll find him right away, but we can’t just sit around and wait. What’s the next logical step?”

      “Madame Serena,” Travis said. “She’s involved, so she might know where they took Randy. I say we pay her a visit and make a few things clear, like how you’re supposed to use magic, and how you’re not.”

      Liam slid his cell from his pocket and started typing into it. “Let me look up the owner of her website. I’m sure it’ll have her name and address associated with it.”

      “That stuff is shared? It’s kind of private.”

      “Do you have another idea?” he deadpanned.

      That would be a negative.

      I took a seat on the small bench near my point of the pentagram and held my head in my hands. ‘I’ll get back to you’ from Granny could come in many forms. She didn’t seem so confident at being able to find Randy quickly, but I knew she would find him. I just hoped it wouldn’t be too late when she did.
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      Strapped to a wooden chair, I had all I could do to keep my head up. The blast that fucker had hit me with had been one hell of a sucker punch. It’d taken the breath right out of my lungs, and then. Then, life went to even bigger shit.

      I’d woken up in the living room. Yes, that living room. I recognized it instantly. The shag, brown rug. The tattered curtains with the film of dust over the front window. My hands tied behind my back, and my legs tied together in front, I had all I could do to stare at the man in front of me. My stomach roiled. I hadn’t seen him in so long. He looked the same as in my nightmares. He was big. Not quite as big as me, his shoulders were expansive, wide like a linebacker. He was built like a truck. Not because he tried like I did, but because he just was. He swayed toward me, lowering himself to one knee to get in my face.

      No. It couldn’t be. It was the same, but not. My father wasn’t anywhere near Salem anymore. If he was still here, I’d know. I didn’t play around when it came to my asshole of a father. You weren’t kicked around your whole life to leave things like this up to chance. If he’d come back, I’d know, but that didn’t mean I didn’t fall back into the same patterns I had as a kid. “No,” I said, shaking my head as the corner of my father’s lips tipped up. “Please don’t.”

      “You deserve it, Randy. I don’t know how many times I have to punish you until you get it.”

      I sniffed the air, thinking I could smell the faintest hint of my mother’s shampoo as she hid in the kitchen or the bathroom or in their bedroom like she always did. I almost couldn’t blame her. If she came out, he’d do it to her too. Sometimes, I even wished she wouldn’t come out. My mom was my mom. I didn’t want her hurt either.

      But at other times, I was the kid. I wanted someone to protect me. Just someone. Anyone, really. In front of me, my legs morphed into short ones, just barely grazing the dirty carpet on the floor. My knees were bony, and weak, and I shivered from head-to-toe.

      “What do you have to say for yourself, Randy?”

      “I-I don’t know,” I stammered. My voice came out high, scared like a frightened boy.

      “You know I don’t tolerate liars.”

      I winced as a crack came forward. When it didn’t hit, I breathed out. My father was sadistic. He didn’t just like to hit me and get it over with. He liked to taunt. Every time he moved forward, he didn’t always make contact. He liked to keep me guessing, keep me worried about what was going to happen, and exactly when the pain was going to come.

      “How old are you now, boy?”

      “Eight,” I said, my voice scratchy as I felt a hot tear slide down my face.

      Wait. I shook my head. That wasn’t fucking right. I was a grown ass man.

      “Listen to me when I talk to you!”

      My father lunged forward, his devil-like eyes pouring into me all the hatred the man had acquired his entire life. I reared back, but there was nowhere to go.

      Around and around we went. He badgered me with questions about some supposed terrible thing I’d done. Most of the times, I just fessed up, yet it never did me that much good. He still would draw it out, taunt me with his near misses, until the sudden crack of pain would finally hit, and I’d almost feel relief from it all. When he finally did start to hit me, it was almost over then. I could sit back and wait for it to end, so I could stumble back to my room and lay in bed. I’d lay there for hours and hours, broken and bloody. It took her that long to get to me sometime. She never came right away. If she did, I would’ve just been subjected to it again, anyway. He’d roar about her babying me and how I needed to grow the fuck up and be a man.

      Even when I was that young, I knew he was never the type of ‘man’ I ever wanted to be like. When I grew and grew, and took on his stature, I did everything in my power to differentiate myself from him. I marred my body. I didn’t think of it that way. I dressed it up with tattoos and muscles. I cut my hair short and pierced my nipple. I was not my father.

      I was not my father.

      “Are you even listening to me anymore?”

      “Y-yes, Dad.”

      I swallowed, my throat dry and ass practically numb. When would this be over? My head drooped, and he lunged at me again.

      I recoiled so fast the chair rocked back, but all he did was kick the leg down and get in my face. “You make me sick, Randy. I want you to never forget that fact. You are nothing. You’ll never be anything, boy. You don’t deserve shit.”

      His face shook in front of me, and spit had squeezed through the gaps in his teeth and hit my lips and cheek. I wanted to rub it off. I didn’t want any part of him on me.

      Why didn’t he want me? Why wasn’t I good enough for him?

      My fingers throbbed as the blood ran down to the tips. I watched him walk away and stretched them out. In front of me, my tiny knees quivered.
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      The Jeep squealed to a halt in front of an old house that looked even older. Most of the houses in Salem were kept up to some degree, but with Madame Serena’s house, it was practically falling down. The siding needed some repairs and a paint job. The front porch was sagging, and one of the shutters for the upstairs window was barely hanging on and twisted.

      Liam barreled out of the Jeep as soon as Travis stopped. We ran up behind him, yelling out his name so he didn’t get too far ahead of us. Wasn’t he there when Randy took things too far? He could be the next one we lost to that. We had no idea what we were going to encounter when we got to Madame Serena’s.

      Gabe blasted the door open, and we stepped inside. The door banged against the opposite wall and came flying back at us, but I pushed it back. Madame Serena jumped into our line of sight with a baseball bat in hand. She came at us, swinging.

      A baseball bat? What in the actual fuck?

      Liam stepped up, grabbed the handle of the baseball bat and ripped it from her grip. She cowered in front of him. “Please don’t,” she begged.

      That stopped him in his tracks. He looked at us for some clue as to what to do next. Travis pushed ahead. He grabbed Madame Serena by the shoulders and pushed her into her living room, the floor creaking at our feet. When she fell back into the couch, she looked up. “Who-who are you?”

      “Who are we? You just tried to bash our skulls in with a baseball bat and now you’re asking that question?”

      Her gaze flitted around the room until it fell on me. “Norah? What are you doing here? What’s going on?”

      I stalked forward, my patience wearing extremely thin. “Cut the shit. We know what you’ve been doing. Where’s Randy?”

      “Randy? I-I—” She looked around at the four of us for help, but we just stood over her, glaring down at her. There was no way she was getting past us. “I don’t know who that is.”

      My hand shot in the air, and I pushed it toward her, but Travis knocked it out of the way. A blast of magic that would’ve hit her square in the chest, hit the table, shattering a lamp. Liam and Gabe turned toward me, their eyebrows raised.

      Ignoring them, I turned back to the fake medium. “You need to start giving us answers. What’s with the victims?”

      The shawl she always wore drifted off her shoulders as she dragged in breath after breath and then exhaled shakily. “I didn’t know that was going to happen. I swear to you, I didn’t.”

      She blinked at me, her gaze flitting toward the broken lamp before returning.

      Liam took a cautious step forward. “Tell us what happened.”

      Serena ran a hand through her dyed-cranberry red hair. “I just wanted to finally do some good for once,” she said, her hands shaking. “My mom. I wanted to be my mom, actually. She was such a talented medium, you know, and I finally got the courage up to ask someone for help. He told me he could get me the powers I needed, and I agreed without thinking. I didn’t understand what was happening. Spirits started to visit me right away. I finally had the gift.”

      “Man?” I asked.

      Liam put a hand on my arm and gave me a gentle nudge back. When I looked at Madame Serena, I could tell she was afraid of me. Oops. You blow up one lamp and people start to fear you.

      Gentle Liam, he raised his hand in an effort to show he wasn’t going to hurt her. He even sat next to her on the couch. “What was the man’s name?”

      “Dupre,” Madame Serena said. “His name was Dupre.” She swallowed and looked at Liam. “I thought I was helping those people. It wasn’t until they started dying that I realized I must’ve done something to them. I swear to you I never would’ve hurt anyone, I only wanted to help. I told him I wasn’t going to see any more people. I told him I was going to shut the shop right down because I was doing the exact opposite of what my mom used to do. They twisted my power. They made it bad.”

      Her fear turned into anger, and a visible shift started in the room. She scratched at her back between her shoulder blades. She turned, trying to reach something, her arms flailing all over the place.

      “It’s this tattoo! He won’t take it off me and now I don’t know who I am anymore. I just want to be me. I should’ve never asked them.” She stilled, turning hopeful eyes on me. “Can you get it off? Please. I know you have powers. Get this thing off me!”

      She turned, and Liam sucked in a breath.

      “What is it, Mate?”

      “A familiar.”

      Travis ran a hand through his dark hair. “A demonic familiar?”

      Liam nodded. “It’s the serpent familiar. I recognize it from—”

      “One of the books,” Travis said, finishing for him.

      Liam pulled Serena’s shawl back up over the tattoo. “I don’t know how to get that off you, Serena. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry? We’re sorry?” I seethed. “No, we’re not. She made a deal with the bad guys and now Randy is gone.” I turned toward her. “Do you know where they are? Where’s Dupre staying?”

      She reared back. “I only ever met them here or at the shop. I don’t know where they are. I didn’t check in yesterday, and I’ve been waiting for him to show up ever since.”

      I looked around the room and saw that the windows were barricaded, boards nailed into the casing. Along with the baseball bat we’d easily taken away from her, there was also a set of knives on the coffee table.

      Travis pushed them out of the way and sat down. “Tell us more about what you did to the victims. I want to know what we’re dealing with.”

      Her face crumpled. “I didn’t know what I signed up for.”

      My shoulders bunched, and I was about to give it to her again when Gabe came up and put his arm around my shoulders. “Shh,” he whispered in my ear. “Let’s hear what she has to say.”

      “I didn’t know the whole story until I told Dupre I wasn’t going to do it anymore. I knew that somehow I’d been causing it, but I didn’t know how exactly. These people were my clients, my friends.” She glared at me, then looked back at Liam and continued with her story. “Since I now had the power to connect people with their loved ones who’d crossed over, I offered it up wherever I could.”

      That part I did believe. She’d even offered it to me.

      “Friends started taking me up on the offer, and then it just grew.” She took a deep breath to try to calm herself. “I gave them their readings. They were so happy,” she said, tears trickling down her cheeks. She wiped at them and shook her head. “Dupre told me that what I’d been doing was actually marking them.” She scratched at her neck. “When I marked them, it allowed for something he called a ‘Liderc’ to go after them. The Liderc came to them as their loved one who crossed over, except it wasn’t their loved one at all. I don’t even know if I connected them with their loved one, or if it was the Liderc the whole time.”

      Liam looked up at me. Shit. The Liderc. We’d found that name in a book. It was a supernatural creature that came to victims in the night, pretending to be loved ones, oftentimes getting freaky with that person before killing them.

      I gasped in an even bigger breath and peeked a glance at Gabe. Shit, this had been following us for days. He’d passed out in the locker room and had a sex dream about us. The Liderc had taken my form.

      I swallowed, tamping down the vile surging in my stomach.

      “The Liderc thing, whatever, it killed them. Choked them.”

      “Mark her,” I said.

      Travis sighed. “I can’t mark her, Norah. She’s not magical. The Akasha doesn’t care about non-magical beings.”

      “What about the familiar?”

      “I imagine that’s how she got the power in the first place, but she, herself, isn’t magical. Never was.”

      He looked at me over his shoulder and frowned. He lifted his shoulders a fraction of an inch and then turned back toward the weeping spiritual advisor. She really was a fraud then. She never had powers, still didn’t, which was why we didn’t sense her or smell negative magic. It was the serpent familiar tattoo—and Dupre—the whole time.

      “She’s not innocent either.”

      Gabe squeezed my shoulders, but Travis got up. He walked around the coffee table and pushed us out of hearing distance. His green eyes zeroed in on me. “Look. I get it. You’re pissed Randy’s gone, and you want someone to blame, and just to do something to make a difference.” His eyes softened the more he looked at me. “You almost hurt her, Norah. You can’t do that. No matter what, you can’t do that. She wasn’t armed, she wasn’t fighting, she’s not even magical. You have to work within the light. At all times.” He swallowed. “You have no idea what it could do if you don’t work within the light.”

      My mouth fell open as I thought about what I’d done or had been about to do. Granny would’ve had a fit. “I didn’t even think about it. I thought she’d killed those people, and she could’ve, Travis.”

      He touched my arm and another spark triggered between us. This time, he didn’t pull away. “I know, but you can’t do that again. If you’d hit her… We couldn’t even be having this conversation right now.”

      I staggered back. Holy shit. He was right. I could’ve hurt an innocent just because I wasn’t thinking. I nodded. “It won’t happen again.”

      The air shimmered over Travis’s right shoulder and I angled him away. He turned, dropping into his offensive stance.

      “It’s just Granny,” I told him.

      “Call me that one more time, Norah Girl, and you’re in trouble.”

      I strode forward. “Did you find him?” It was a stupid question. She always found the ones she looked for. Always.

      She looked at me as if she was well aware it was a stupid question too. “Have you just been losing your mind while I’ve been gone? Yes, I found him.” She turned after catching a glimpse of the room around us.

      The medium stared back in shock.

      Granny turned toward me and put her hand on her hip. “I see you found the trash.”

      Liam left Serena’s side and walked toward Granny. “How can we find Randy?”

      She eyed him, then looked at me. I gave her a quick nod and she said, “I have a description for you.”

      All of us sagged with relief. Granny’s directions were usually pretty good.

      “He’s in an old house, white. Part of it is gray with age. It’s in Salem, out in the countryside though. There’s a forest, and a dirt road leading up to the house. The mailbox out front is—”

      “—a broken picket fence,” Liam finished for her.

      Granny grunted.

      “You know where he is?” I asked, my heart lurching.

      He nodded. “Home.”

      But that didn’t sound like the house in Ipswich, or even the apartment. Not even close.

      “His childhood home,” Liam said, his voice soft, practically empty.

      “Shit, that’s not good,” Gabe said.

      Granny turned on him. “Watch your mouth, boy. Just because that accent sweetens it up doesn’t mean it still doesn’t sound like garbage coming out of your mouth.”

      Gabe reared back, holding in a smile. He caught my eye, and I smiled back at him.

      That was Granny. No one could swear but her, and trust me, she took full advantage of it.

      “Let’s go,” Travis said. He motioned toward Serena. “You’re coming with us.”

      She looked around, crawling into the back of the couch. “But—”

      “Oh, put a sock in it, bitch. You’ve darn well done enough already, now get your ass moving and follow my granddaughter. She knows what she’s doing.”

      At that, Granny blipped out. Gabe, Liam, and Travis stared at me. All I could do was shrug. You never knew what was going to come out of Granny’s mouth. One second I was dumb, and the next I was a regular genius.

      They better get used to it.
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      Liam drove the big Jeep out past Salem’s city limits. He was the only one out of the number of us who’d ever been to Randy’s family home. Like his own, it had been abandoned, except for Randy didn’t have the money or the care to keep his up and running. He hated that place. He never sat foot there, barely even talked about it. So, the fact that he was there now. With Dupre, and God knew whatever else—a Liderc, maybe? Not good.

      Gabe and I were squished in the back with the medium while Travis sat in the passenger side. I was basically on Gabe’s lap as I watched the medium pull a cross from under her shirt and close her eyes, her lips moving a mile a minute. Seemed like an odd thing for her to be doing with a demonic familiar attached to her neck, but what the hell did I know?

      “How long?” I asked. Again. Yes, I wasn’t being the patient type right now.

      “A few more minutes,” Liam said.

      Gabe squeezed me. He was trying to play it cool, but underneath us, his heel bounced up and down, jostling me here and there. He probably didn’t even realize he was doing it.

      “Any ideas or plans?” I didn’t know why I was talking so Goddamn much. To keep me from thinking, probably. “How do we beat a Liderc?”

      “I just thought we’d throw the Akashic cell around it,” Travis offered.

      “Dupre got out of that the last time, though.” Who knew how useful it would be in this case either? It seemed like we were up against something more powerful than the Order had ever seen before. Different enemies called for different tactics.

      Madame Serena pulled a glass vial from her bra and handed it to me. I glared at it. I never wanted to touch anything other women kept in their bra. She rolled her eyes and tried again, putting it in my hands. “Holy water,” she said. “It’s the only thing I could think of in case it tried coming for me.”

      I slipped it into my pocket and looked from Travis to Gabe. “So, that’s what we got? Holy water. Don’t they have some sort of thing you can kill them off with? I mean, vampires have stakes. Werewolves have silver bullets. Lidercs have…”

      “Right,” Gabe said. “They’re from demons, correct? We might be able to send it back to hell. Somehow.”

      I was starting to get a major headache.

      “Listen,” Travis said, his alpha male voice on. “We’re going to capture the Liderc in the Akashic cell. We’ll use the holy water to do it, so it loses some of its strength. Then, when it’s caught, we’re going to call Walter and those guys are going to deal with the rest of it, just like we’ve always done.”

      I lifted my shoulders. I was up for trying anything, I just wanted to be done with it.

      “Here we are,” Liam said. He pulled the Jeep up in front of a house exactly like Granny described. Flashes of light lit up the interior intermittently.

      I played with the all-seeing-eye bracelet on my wrist. I knew I should’ve made the guys ones sooner. As soon as we got Randy back, that was the first thing I was doing.

      “Be careful, everyone,” Travis said. “Stay focused. Liam, you go to Randy. Norah, you better do that, too. The rest of us will take care of Dupre and the Liderc if it’s there.” He turned all the way around in the seat and caught Serena’s gaze. “You stick with me.”

      We all got out of the Jeep and Travis practically had to pull Serena the entire way to get her to go up to the house with us. She deserved it. She’d started this whole thing. He went straight for the door and stomp kicked it. It knocked over, and we all filed in afterward. “Here!” he called out, turning to the right.

      We turned after him, and there was Randy, strapped to a chair. His face a mix of rage and sadness. Liam grabbed my hand, and we made our way around our group, skirting the figure in front of Randy. “His dad,” Liam said. “The Liderc took the shape of his dad.”

      Fuck me. Poor Randy. No wonder why he wasn’t fighting back.

      “Ahh,” a voice came from behind us. “I wondered when you’d all get here. And you brought the psychic, too. Good to see you can follow the breadcrumbs I left for you.”

      I didn’t even bother looking up since I knew it was Dupre. Travis and Gabe had that handled, I told myself. Randy was my focus. I walked up to him, tilting his chin up to me. “Randy, it’s Norah.” He blinked, but it was as if he was looking right through me, not at me. “Randy, babe. You got to break out of this. That’s not your dad. That’s a Liderc. Do you remember us talking about that? It’s not real.”

      The figure in front of us hadn’t moved, but Randy flinched away as if he had, cowering into his humongous shoulders.

      “He can’t hear you,” Dupre said. “The Liderc is strong. It knows exactly who to take the shape of in order to get into their victim’s head the most. Truly, an awful thing for your friend. I haven’t seen someone look so scared before. The others I watched looked so happy. Well, right up until the moment the Liderc suffocated them, taking their life source away for all eternity.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I seethed.

      I put my hand out and closed my eyes, gathering all the magic I could in my palms until I felt frayed along the edges.

      “Norah,” Travis warned.

      “It’s evil.”

      “Don’t. Hurt. Yourself.”

      I punched out at the floor. The purple magic that had gathered in my hands shot forward, hitting right at the Liderc’s feet. It upended the creature, and he stumbled to the side before standing back up straight again, never losing its concentration on Randy.

      “Randy!” Liam called. “Come on, come back to me, man. You’re stronger than this. You’re not him, and you don’t have to deal with him anymore.” He slapped Randy across the face.

      Randy blinked, and I moved forward, going to my knees right in front of him. “Randy, honey. Come on, snap out of it! They’re using you. It isn’t real. You only think it is.” I wrapped my hand around his bicep. “I’m real though.”

      Little by little, the haziness in his eyes receded. My heart lifted.

      The Liderc walked closer, and I turned throwing my hand out and shoving him back several feet. He tripped in the hole my magic had made, and he stumbled back again before righting himself. Dupre cursed. “What are you waiting for? Get him!”

      I stood in front of Randy. “He won’t do it. He won’t get past me, I can promise you that.”

      The corner of Dupre’s mouth twisted up into a devilish smile. “I was really hoping you’d say that, Norah. We’re still not done with you.” He tapped his chin. “What would you say if I said I’d leave your friends alone as long as I could…have you?” He lifted his shoulders and raised on to his tiptoes.

      “The fuck you will,” Travis said, standing in front of me. He reached out for my hand and took Gabe’s too. “Get Liam’s hand, Norah.”

      “The cell won’t work, Travis. We don’t have Randy yet.”

      “We can try,” he said, his jaw clenched tight together.

      The blue flame sputtered and rose up all over Dupre again. “You can try, boy. But you will fail.” Dupre waved his hand and Travis blew backward, missing Randy by a fraction and hitting the opposite wall. He slumped into a corner and didn’t move.

      Gabe moved in front of me next. “She’s not going with you.”

      I touched his arm. “Gabe, help Liam with Randy.”

      “No,” he said, turning toward me, his eyes twisting with betrayal. “We’re not losing you. Do you think Randy would want this?”

      “Randy doesn’t really have a say right now.”

      The Liderc stepped forward and Liam sent it backward again before it got right back up like a paranormal robot.

      “Call off that thing,” I said. “I’m right here.”

      Behind me, I heard Liam still trying to drag Randy out of his personal hell.

      “I’m not stupid,” Dupre said, the blue flames licking up and over his face, so he was just a silhouette inside. “I’ve also gotten stronger in case you couldn’t tell. Life is being very, very good to me, but I did promise Jay you and I intend to keep that promise.”

      I opened my arms wide. “Let’s do it, then. You’re the one holding this up.”

      Madame Serena, who’d been cowered against the wall stepped forward. A floorboard creaked and Dupre spun his head. He cackled loudly. “Serena, my my,” he clucked.

      She looked away from Travis and toward Dupre, stepping backward until she hit the wall to try to hide herself. “I told you that you couldn’t escape this, and I was right, wasn’t I?”

      Jesus. This guy just struck me as someone who wanted to hear himself talk. “Dupre! Let him go!”

      Dupre turned a rage-filled face toward me. His eyes were a sharp, midnight blue, and the fact that the flames were the only things that made up his features was alarming. He lifted a hand and a spread of blue flames shot from his fingertips and came straight toward me. I blocked it with my magic, sending it into the opposite wall. He did it again, and I countered it. With a growing frustration, he screamed, throwing another licking blue fire ball at me, and I blocked and sent it right back at him. His eyes widened just before it him in the chest. He flew through the air and landed flat on his back.

      I spun, looking for Randy. The Liderc blocked my view, but I saw him shimmer.

      “The holy water,” Serena said. “Throw it.”

      I slipped the bottle from my pocket and uncorked it. Grasping tightly onto the glass, I flicked the water out and onto the Liderc. It shimmered even more, getting more staticky and unclear. I could see through it now right to Randy whose color was returning to his cheeks. Liam slapped him across the face again, and finally, Randy’s back straightened. His gaze fell on Liam, then Gabe. He looked right past the Liderc to me, and then he roared. Green magic balled behind him where his hands were tied. Liam scampered out of the way as the floorboards in the house broke open, dirt and rocks flying until a sharp stone landed by Randy’s chair.

      Liam picked it up and sawed his hands free. Randy stood, the green magic jumping off him now in little bolts until he shot forward, connecting with the Liderc. The Liderc fell into the hole both Randy and I had made. I dropped the rest of the holy water onto him and from my left, saw a lick of flame fly through the air and land on the creature. It squealed and morphed, its unreal body locking into horrible positions. Randy lifted a shaking hand. The earth vibrated and cracked, and the Liderc fell through into the Earth, rock, mud, and soil collapsing over him until he was just swallowed up.

      Randy heaved a sigh and stumbled to the side. Liam caught him. My body was weak, as was all of ours. We were frayed at the edges and dying out.

      Gabe moved to the wall and shook Travis before rousing him and helping him to his feet. We were all there again, connected. With every one of us conscious, we were stronger. Though we were weakened as individuals, magic still flared beneath the surface because we were together, as one.

      Dupre shifted. He coughed a couple times and moved slowly to his feet. He no longer burned with blue fire but looked like the pathetic man that came into my shop in New Orleans who wanted to torture his ex-wife. That was the kind of man he would always end up being, even if he got powers here or there. It didn’t make him a different person at his core. No, he was still just a sick, poor bastard.

      His fingers stretched out. He glanced down at them in shock and shook them as if he expected something else to happen. Nothing did.

      Travis limped forward. “You’re done, Dupre. Your Liderc is gone, and soon, you will be too.”

      Dupre’s lips thinned, and then the corner of his mouth tilted up again. “You know what I’ve learned? Always have something else up your sleeve.”

      His hand shot forward. I stared at it, unblinking, trying to figure out what it was. It certainly wasn’t magic.

      Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been good, and it was headed straight for Randy. I pushed him out of the way and a sharp, hot blade sank into my stomach. I sucked in a breath, but the pain seared through me like a red-hot poker. I fell to the ground and stared at the hilt of a knife sticking out of my stomach. Son of a bitch. He stabbed me. The crest of a fleur-de-lis laughed at me from the hilt, and I closed my eyes.

      A cry came from the side of the room and I blinked just in time to see Serena run at Dupre. He caught her hands, twisted her around, and a shot of blue poured out as he snapped her neck.

      My heart caught in my throat. Her body fell to the floor, her dead eyes staring our way with the unnatural angle of her body. I shuddered and waited for Dupre to advance on us.

      A loud hissing noise filled the room. My stomach twisted, and the stench of raw meat filled the air. A pitch-black snake slithered away from Serena’s body and hissed. It grew in size doubling and then quadrupling until it was standing at Dupre’s height.

      Dupre stepped back, his hands coming up as shields. “I forgot you were on her.”

      The snake hissed again, its pink, slitted tongue darting out as it coiled back, ready to spring.

      “No!” Dupre shouted. “I didn’t mean to, I swear.”

      Disregarding his cries, the snake lunged forward, taking a bite out of Dupre’s upper chest. As soon as Dupre hit the ground, it hissed a satisfied sound while growing smaller again. Back to normal size, it slithered up to us. It came up to my arm, and I froze, but it kept going after looking at my bracelet.

      Liam went to snatch it by the head to grab it, but instead, it lunged forward. I gaped in horror, but instead of it biting Liam, it sucked right into his skin, becoming the same serpent familiar it had been on Serena. Liam’s mouth dropped as the familiar slithered up his skin. It moved up under the sleeve of his arm. He pulled his shirt up and we all watched as it coiled around his bicep like a barbed wire tattoo, the familiar’s blue head stopping and laying against his own tail, which twitched as we looked on. Then, his eyes shut, and stayed shut, as if it really was ink and nothing more.

      “Liam, oh my God.”

      My voice woke everyone up. Liam fell to his knees beside me. His head bowed over and he peeled the tatters of my shirt away.

      “Fuck, Dupre’s gone again,” Randy said. He went down to one knee and grabbed my shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Norah. None of this would’ve happened if I—”

      I shook my head.

      Flames leapt from Liam and started to spread over me.

      Travis and Gabe stepped back. “Dude, what are you doing?”

      Liam stared at his hands in amazement. “I don’t know.”

      My stomach twisted as the flames worked their way over my stomach and to the stab wound there. The pulsing pain started to subside. The hilt of the blade lifted higher and higher.

      “What the fuck, Liam?” Randy said, his tone in awe, yet with a hint of warning.

      “I don’t know,” he said again. “I was just thinking about how much I wanted Norah better.”

      “We can’t heal people,” Gabe said. “We’ve never been able to.”

      “Norah can,” Liam said, still watching as his magic worked the blade out of my stomach and stopped the blood.

      “A little. Nothing like this.”

      “It’s the familiar,” Travis said. “It’s lending its power to him.”

      Liam narrowed his gaze, and the blade pushed up and out and fell to the side with a thunk. Randy pulled the pieces of my shirt away and wiped at my stomach. There was just blood. No wound. No injury.

      “Holy fuck,” Travis said. “How are we going to explain that one?”

      My head fell back and hit the floor with a bang. I needed a stiff drink. And stat.
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      We all left Randy’s childhood home that night and I had a feeling we all would never want to go back. The Liderc was gone, buried deep beneath the piece of shit house right where Randy’s father deserved to be. Sure, Dupre had gotten away—again, but at least we’d saved Madame Serena’s clients from anymore death sentences. When people went to someone for comfort, they didn’t deserve to be tortured and then killed. She’d understood she made a bad decision in the end. She’d even tried to help us, throwing herself at Dupre as if she could do something to him. I knew the feeling. There were a ton of things I wanted to do to Dupre, and not the least of which was see him suffer exactly like he’d done to others.

      If only we could’ve gotten the Liderc to turn on him. Urged him to take more than just a chunk of skin from his torso. Maybe next time he could take his whole head. I’d be fine with that.

      Then again, maybe Liam could. He now had a demonic familiar permanently attached to his body. Well, we hoped not permanently. As soon as we’d gotten back to his parents’ house, even before taking a shower to wash the ick off him, he’d sat himself in front of his books and laptop searching for answers.

      All Travis, Randy, Gabe and I could do was look after him. I offered to help, but he declined, inching away from me when I went to touch him. Now that, I didn’t understand. Just because he had a demonic familiar on him in no way changed the way I felt about him. I didn’t care if his body was filled with demonic familiars; he was still my Liam. Plus, a secret part of me thought the fact that he had a snake tattoo curled around his bicep was hot as fuck. I had to wait until the right time to tell him that one though.

      Randy didn’t want to talk about what he saw while he was in that house. In fact, he was the one telling us to give Liam space.

      As they made the inevitable call to Walter to tell them how the case turned out, I hid on the stairs again. Gabe glanced over at me as soon as Walter asked, “No sign of the fifth yet?”

      They all answered no, though they were happy to report that their powers had returned. They didn’t mention how the demonic familiar had attached itself to Liam either, only that it had slithered away, most likely attaching itself to Dupre before he hightailed it out of there. Instead of me getting stabbed in the stomach with a throwing knife, it was Gabe. They’d taken him to the hospital and he had to get a “shit-ton” of stitches.

      I really did need to tell them all about what Gabe’s grandfather said. And I would, as soon as we weren’t interrupted by demonic creatures, crazy psychics, and lunatics.

      I wasn’t holding my breath though. I had a feeling this was exactly what I signed up for. Actually, I hadn’t signed up for this. My magic had signed me up.

      The little bitch.

      I couldn’t thank her enough. As soon as they closed the laptop, I tiptoed forward and climbed over the sofa, landing right between Gabe and Travis. For one of the first times, Travis smiled at me, and Gabe gave me a juicy kiss on the cheek.

      I chuckled at him. “Be careful. Wouldn’t want to hurt your stab wound.”

      “What can I say? I’m a quick healer?”

      Liam frowned, but I poked him in the thigh, at least gathering the teensy bit of a smile from him. When I looked at Randy, the shadows had returned to his face, but when he saw me, they lifted as if the curtain was going away for showtime. I’d take being his only light, as long as he had light in his life. That was all that mattered.

      Sure, we went after the bad guys and won some and lost some, but what truly mattered at the end of the day was that we all ended up back here together. The day that didn’t happen was the day I was done with this Order business. Looking around at all of them made me think about how truly special, yet fragile, life really was. It was like Granny was always telling me, “You can’t crack the hard chocolate without truly regretting it, yet savoring it at the same time.”

      Yeah, Granny, I got you.
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      Holy hell.

      My eyes flew open, and I laid there, staring at the ceiling, my heart thumping a mile a minute. That was…amazing, yet torturous. Yet, so fucking amazing.

      I let out a breath and sat up; the comforter dropping to my hips. I ran my hands through my hair and smiled. What a dream. A crazy Travis dream.

      That was a first, and hopefully, not the last. Actually, hopefully, it would be real this next time around. A fierce flush crept up my neck as I thought about what I’d been dreaming. It was just too yummy to put into words, and too naughty to even describe.

      Why was I suddenly having full-on sex dreams starring Travis? No idea. Call me clueless. Other than the fact that he was super-hot and had been talking to me like a human being recently, nothing else had changed in our relationship status. My body wanted its own way though, but she was just going to have to be patient because on a checklist of things I had to accomplish, screwing Travis was at the bottom, if he was even on there at all.

      So much had happened in the short amount of time I’d met my coven. I’d made a major move, shut one business down and started another, and oh, there was the whole thing about some maniac wanting me for revenge, and having to deal with people dying and me and my guys getting hurt.

      A picture of Liam popped into my head. Though his “tattoo” was hot as fuck, he’d been different since that night. Pulling away from me little by little. Even Randy hadn’t been able to get through to him as if he was trying to ostracize himself from the rest of the group. It pained me to watch him do it. Little by little, separating himself from us.

      A knock came on the door. I rubbed my forehead and called, “Come in.” I wasn’t sure why we bothered knocking anymore. They’d all seen me naked, either getting me to that point themselves, or if they were Travis, accidentally walking in on it. Maybe if he came in and saw me sitting here like this, it would push him over the edge. My animal print pajamas were hot if I did say so myself. Though, they’d look hotter on the floor under his clothes…

      “Good morning, Love,” Gabe said, walking in and kicking the door shut behind him. He smiled as he came closer, and I smiled back up at him. “Just making sure you’re up.”

      “I’m up,” I told him, if not a little reluctantly. I could’ve done with a couple more minutes in the Travis extravaganza that was going on in my head before I woke myself out of it.

      Gabe sat on the bed next to me, both arms on either side of my thighs as he leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. “This might shock you, Love, but you’re nipping.”

      I looked down and sure enough, my nipples were hard and showing straight through the cotton tanktop. I shrugged. “Crazy dream.”

      His eyebrows shot up at that. “I hope I was the main character. Feel free to tell me all about it so we can reenact it right now.”

      I chuckled to myself. The amount of sexual tension running through this house was astonishing. “Don’t you have practice this morning?” I asked, dropping my head to the side. “A very important practice.”

      “All my practices are of equal importance, but they’re still not as important as you.”

      My heart did a giddy flip. “You shouldn’t come see me in the mornings,” I teased him. “It only gets you in trouble.”

      “If that were the case, I shouldn’t look at you at all. You get me in trouble 24/7.” He shot forward and kissed me on the cheek, puckering his lips and leaving a hard smack that made me laugh. “Come on, Baby. Randy put some toast down for you.”

      I pulled the covers down to my feet, but stayed where I was, reluctant to get out of bed. I didn’t know what I was walking into down there. “How’s Liam?”

      Gabe let out a breath and stared at the comforter. “On the computer since he got up this morning.”

      “He has to go to class,” I said. Obviously, I wasn’t telling Gabe anything he didn’t already know, but it felt good to talk to someone about the whole situation. Liam was just off. Not going to class, not eating well.

      “He’s dressed today,” Gabe offered.

      I guessed that was better than nothing, but it still wasn’t great. He’d told his professors he got the flu, so he could take some time off to do research on how to get the familiar off him. Since we weren’t telling Walter and the other superiors about what actually happened, we only had to go on what we found out by scanning through texts and the internet. Liam was obsessed with it. He wanted it off, and I’d never seen him with such a singular focus before. He was determined. “I’ll talk with him.”

      Gabe traced a finger across my hand, his face thoughtful. “Just don’t get all worked up if he says something off to you.”

      “I know,” I told him, trying to smile. We’d already gone down that road. Liam blew up, had a total meltdown practically taking the rest of us with him. He’d already apologized, but I had to wonder if the familiar was making him moody or if it was the pressure he put on himself to figure out how to rid himself of the demonic serpent.

      Gabe kissed me on the forehead, and got up, reminding me again that I had toast waiting for me downstairs. I waved goodbye and took out the all-seeing-eye bracelets I’d finished making last night. I’d had my own bracelet on the night the familiar attached itself to Liam. The thing had crawled past me first but kept going to attach to Liam. If only I’d been faster with the bracelets. We could’ve avoided this mess. Leaving the bracelets out on the bed, I dragged my ass off to the shower to get ready. After washing up and throwing on a dressier outfit than my normal t-shirt and jeans, I walked downstairs with the bracelets in my pocket.

      The silence gave me pause as I reached the bottom of the steps. I checked the kitchen first, but there was no one there, only the sound of the TV talking away in the background. I looked up to find the guys’ huddled around it in the living room. The room hadn’t even had a TV before yesterday, but Gabe had practically begged for one because there were big “football” games coming up and he wanted to be able to watch them without going to a bar or a teammate’s house. Ever since the last run-in with Dupre, we tried to stick close together, so another one of us wouldn’t find ourselves alone and spelled by the bad guys.

      I walked up behind Randy and put my hand on the small of his back. His shoulders were tight, bunched up as if ready to strike. If he was shirtless, I’d probably see the ripple of muscles as he stood there, tensed. He looked down at me as I approached, his face a little on the pale side. “What is it?” I whispered. I glanced around the room. They were all there, including Liam, his laptop on his lap. For once in the past few days, though, he didn’t have his head buried in it. He was staring up at the TV.

      I looked up and gasped. Madame Serena. Her face was on TV. The headline read “Local Psychic Found Dead In Home”.

      We’d been waiting for this to happen. There was no way we could have Madame Serena’s body found in Randy’s parents’ house, so we moved her back to her place and just left her there. We figured one of her clients would eventually make a missing person’s report when she didn’t show up to the shop or a reading, and we’d been right. It took them longer than we’d thought, but they must’ve checked on her yesterday.

      The anchor on the TV spoke in her clipped monotone. “Police are saying they’re investigating whether foul play was involved in the death of a local psychic in the Salem area. Her body was found in her house yesterday after multiple calls were made to the local police regarding several missed engagements over the past week, including the non-opening of her shop in Historic Salem where she owned a spiritualist business.” A picture of the front of her shop appeared on the TV. We’d magically cleaned up the shop’s broken windows when we’d taken off with the psychic to track down Randy. We didn’t need the local police following us around Salem as we tried to do the work of the Order.

      People weren’t aware of the supernatural world living around them. They didn’t know about things like Lidercs and demonic familiars. Sometimes, I wish I didn’t either. Living under a rock wasn’t in my nature though, and since I’d been born into it, I really didn’t have a choice.

      “This is good,” Travis said, nodding at the TV, though he looked troubled like the rest of us. “I’m glad they’ll be able to put Madame Serena to rest now. She helped us that night. She deserves to be at peace.”

      I blinked at him. It wasn’t as if he’d done a one-eighty since the last fight with Dupre, but he had a few noticeable changes. For one, it didn’t feel like he was searching for reasons to say shit to me anymore. It made it much more relaxing to be around him if not confusing.

      Without saying anything, Liam looked back down at his laptop and continued typing away on it. Randy followed my gaze and pushed me toward him. I went willingly. I was going to talk to him, anyway. I’d been trying to talk to him, but for whatever reason, the guys just assumed I’d be the one to get through to him when he was ready to listen.

      I made sure to come around to the side the familiar was tattooed on him. I was trying to prove a point that it didn’t scare me. He always flinched away, but before he could this time, I grabbed his forearm and sank down into the couch beside him, snuggling into his arm. “Hey,” I said, looking up at him with a big smile.

      He stilled, frozen there staring straight ahead.

      I poked him in the side. “I was wondering if you wanted to visit me at the shop in between your classes today.” He didn’t say anything, so I just continued. “You are going to class today, right? You said you’d just take a week off before you went back, so I’m just checking.”

      Liam shut his laptop and leaned over, placing it on the coffee table in front of him. He sat right back in the same position, not even looking over at me once, or even acknowledging that I was holding on to him. “I am going to class.”

      Sweet relief poured through me. “That’s good. I wouldn’t want you falling behind or anything.”

      “I’m not falling behind,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose with disdain. “I’m far ahead of most people, and besides, Gabe’s been getting my work for me.”

      The guys dispersed at that, Travis looking at me for longer than usual before retreating to the kitchen. “Hey,” I said, tilting Liam’s chin down to look at me.

      When we locked gazes, I didn’t know what to say. His normally brown eyes were even darker than usual. Shadows had crept up under his eyes, making him look sick and tired. I knew he’d been spending too much time on his computer and in the Order books trying to figure a solution, but it looked as if he’d barely slept now. When I walked by his room at night, I’d hear him click-clacking away on his laptop keyboard.

      As far as I was concerned, there was no problem yet. So, he had a demonic familiar attached to him. So, what? We didn’t know if it was, or would, do anything to him. With Madame Serena, it had only given her powers she never had before. Liam already had powers, so it wasn’t clear if there would be other affects. The only thing it gave him now was a bad attitude, and I didn’t know if that was because of the familiar or because he had a problem he couldn’t figure out.

      He looked away, but I pulled his chin to face me again. “Liam, please,” I said, my voice strong, but also desperate at the same time. I hated this change in him. All I wanted to do was help, but he wouldn’t let me in. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself anymore. We don’t know—”

      His jaw tightened. “We don’t know anything. That’s the problem, Norah.” He glared down at my arm wound around his. He’d taken to wearing long sleeve shirts because he couldn’t stand the sight of the serpent on him. If he hadn’t been wearing one, I would’ve been touching the “tattoo”. He closed his eyes and swallowed. “Can you please stop touching me? I know it’s not a big deal to you, but it is to me. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Liam, you act like it’s going to fly off you and eat one of us.”

      “And what if it does?” he asked, his voice rising. “He took a chunk out of Dupre that night and I certainly don’t want him to do it to anyone I care about.”

      A few of the guys glanced over, so I lowered my voice. “I’ve been thinking,” I said, trying to stay calm for his sake. “You must be able to control it. If it were going to do that, it would’ve done it by now.”

      Liam shook his head, his fingers starting to tremble. He rubbed his hands down his pants and stood. I fell to the side of the couch to allow him room and then just stared after him as he shoved his laptop in his bookbag and yelled out that he’d be at the car when we were ready.

      I rubbed my chest as I watched him go, and then leaned forward, my elbows on my knees and my hands in my hair. Randy’s voice was the first I heard. He walked up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders, working his thumbs into my taut muscles. “We’ll keep trying.”

      I nodded and then stood, heading toward the kitchen to grab the toast and something else to eat before heading over to the shop today. The good news was that we’d opened. The bad news was that with everything else going on, we didn’t have the big opening celebration we’d planned. We also didn’t have regular hours. We didn’t know when the next big thing would happen, so being able to shut the shop down at a moment’s notice came in handy.

      “Oh, before I forget.” I stopped mid stride and pulled out the bracelets. Throwing the green one Randy’s way, I smiled. “I made these for us.” I then turned and threw a red one to Travis and a blue one to Gabe. “They’re all-seeing-eye bracelets. They ward off evil spirits.”

      Travis caught his in the air and stared down at it. “This is what you said kept you safe when the familiar was looking for a host?”

      I nodded once. It was just a working theory, but I was going with it. It was Granny’s special recipe, and I knew she wouldn’t let me down. If they wore those bracelets, nothing evil would come to them. I’d worked extra hard on theirs trying to make them perfect.

      I patted my pocket to still feel Liam’s bracelet in there. I had it ready for when the familiar decided to leave, or if Liam figured out a way to get rid of it. I’d miss the tattoo, but I could try to convince Liam to get one of his own. Weirder things had happened. Like, suddenly acquiring a demonic familiar.

      “Thanks, Norah,” Gabe said, tugging his on. Somehow, he made it look cool.

      Ugh, jocks. I wanted to roll my eyes.

      “Will this also help me score some goals in practice?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not that kind of magic.” I strolled over to him in the kitchen and pinched his butt on the way past him to get my toast. “Not that you need any help.”

      “Oh, he needs help,” Travis muttered.

      No one spoke. They all watched Travis and I interact. Instead of saying anything, I shoved a piece of toast in my mouth and walked out with the other slices. I’d rather take my chances with the demonic familiar than to try to have a decent conversation with Travis.
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      “A Touch of Magic” was still everything and then some. I still got that excited feeling when I walked in at all the possibilities it provided. And plus, it was just so cool looking. It was a shame I hadn’t been properly putting my all into it. It was destined to stay that way though. I was a member of the Order of the Akasha now. Building a business wasn’t my sole goal in life, it was the Order and nothing else. Not that saving others from evil wasn’t a badass goal. It helped me feel closer to Granny that was for sure. I had to do something else though. I certainly wasn’t going to stay around at home all day just waiting to get cramps. That sounded like hell.

      I smiled as a family came into the shop. I recognized them from the last several days. They had the cutest daughter, her hair always up in pigtails with pink ribbons. She was in love with one of the bright jade stones my store had, but her parents had successfully been able to circumvent the purchase. I didn’t mind. They seemed like nice people.

      As soon as the daughter came in, she ran for the stone. “See, Mommy. It’s still here.” She held it up, the green stone such a contrast to her pale, white skin.

      “I see, Honey.” I smiled at the mom and she returned it. “Every day since we got here, she’s been begging to come into this store. She says you have the prettiest stones.”

      I came out from around the counter and smiled at the young girl. “I do?” She nodded eagerly. “Well, thank you. Do you know what that stone’s supposed to do?”

      She shrugged. “I just think it’s pretty.”

      I laughed to myself. “That’s exactly what it does. It just sits there and looks pretty.” She had the stone in her open palm and I wrapped her fingers around it. “Why don’t you take that home with you? It’ll look much prettier in your bedroom at home.”

      “We can’t—,” the mother said, already waving her hand.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s on the house.”

      The woman looked around, her mouth dropping. “Will the owner get mad?”

      I stood, almost laughing to myself. “I don’t think so. I’m the owner, so…”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. That was so rude. I didn’t mean anything by it. You just look so young.”

      “I’ve been told that before,” I said, already making my way back to the register to mark down the inventory. If I didn’t do it now, I’d forget, and then when we didn’t have any more jade stones around, I’d wonder why.

      “Well, thank you,” the woman called out after me.

      I heard the young girl say thanks and then two small hands clutched at my legs. I looked down to see the young girl had wrapped her hands around my legs. “So much! I love it!”

      I laughed and patted her head. “You’re welcome. Take good care of it.”

      “I will!”

      She ran back to her parents, and I gave them a wave as they turned and walked out of the store. The cute little girl should have a jade stone if she wanted to. Smiling to myself, I took the rock off the inventory and sat back on the stool I’d purchased for the area behind the counter. There were times when the store was crazy busy with customers, but there were also times when no one came in for hours. I could always find something to do around here, but some of the time, I just liked to sit and think. Especially lately with Liam.

      The bell above the door rang again, and I glanced up. The perfect specimen of a man walked through. Large shoulders, peeks of tattoos staring out from under the collar of his shirt and a wide grin just for me. I grinned from ear to ear. “What are you doing here?”

      “Coming to see my girl before I head over to the parlor. How’s business?”

      Randy leaned over the counter, and I moved forward, giving him a kiss that ended too short. “Not bad.”

      “There was an excited girl out front.”

      “Pigtails?” He nodded in answer, and I smiled. “I gave her one of the jade rocks. She really wanted it.”

      He smiled at the counter before glancing back up at me. “I know a little about business, and if you want to make a profit, you can’t give away your inventory for free.” I opened my mouth to counter him, but he held up a finger. “And excuses like ‘but she looked so cute’, don’t pay the bills.”

      I shrugged, laughing to myself because that was exactly what I’d thought. “It was just one rock and you should’ve seen the look on her face. It was well worth it.”

      He shook his head. “You’re so much like Liam it kills me.”

      “Me?” I stuttered. I was the least like Liam. Liam was in his own category of goodness. Granny could give him a laundry list of how inept I was at being selfless.

      Randy ran a hand through his hair and stared back at me, his lips turning into a thin line. “We’ve got to do something to help him, Norah. I’ve never seen him like this. He doesn’t deserve the torture he’s putting himself through. He acts like he asked for the familiar to attach itself to him, and he won’t let anyone else help him. He’s hurting himself daily.”

      His hands curled into fists in front of me. I took a deep breath. I’d been thinking all those things myself lately but hadn’t expressed them. It was getting to the point that something had to be done though. “I want to help,” I told him. “I’ve tried talking to him, but he just won’t open up. I’ve even tried saying that I don’t care about the damn familiar. He’s still Liam, so what’s the difference? It’s like he doesn’t hear me though. He’s so fixated on it.”

      “Same,” Randy said. “He doesn’t want to hear whatever we say. He’s so caught up in his own personal torment that he won’t see reason, which is so unlike him. He’s the king of common sense.”

      “He’s driving himself crazy,” I agreed, uncertainty overwhelming me. “He has a one-track mind. I didn’t even expect him to go to school this morning.”

      “Hopefully he stayed,” Randy said. “It’s not like him to miss school. He loves school.”

      “Even if he stayed, he’s probably still thinking about the damn serpent on his skin. It’s not healthy.”

      Randy looked up at the ceiling and sighed. When he looked back down, his eyes turned cautious and the air around us changed.

      My heart flipped in my chest. Did he know something I didn’t? “What is it?”

      “I swore to myself I’d never fucking do this, but it’s Liam we’re talking about and nothing else is working.”

      I blinked at him, not having the foggiest idea of what he was suggesting. “Do what, Randy?”

      “I know someone who—” He looked away. “Shit. Ugh, Travis is going to go ape shit.”

      “What?” I said, grabbing his hand. I wanted to crawl across the counter and shake the information from him.

      “I know someone who dabbles in the not-so-good side of magic.” He looked up. “He’s not all out bad. It’s on the border.” He ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “I’ve been thinking lately that he might be able to tell us a thing or two about the familiar, including how to get the fucking thing off Liam so my best friend will go back to normal. The thing is, Travis can’t know. There’s no way he would let me do it, and I really don’t want to get a fucking lecture about Jax and Jennie and how easy it is to trip over to the dark side.”

      I remembered my own lecture I got from Travis when I wanted to blast the pants off Madame Serena. I couldn’t actually disagree with him though. We all had to be careful. “How do you know this guy, Randy?”

      His eyes practically closed over. It was as if they were open doors and they just slammed shut with bolts being shoved into place. He shifted from foot to foot. “I know someone who went bad. So, I know of this person because of that.”

      “Jax?” I asked. That was the only one I’d ever heard them talk about.

      “No,” Randy said. “My father.”

      I sucked in a breath. Holy shit. “Your dad? He’s a bad witch?”

      Randy’s throat worked as he got up the courage to look me in the eye again. I wanted to grab his hand and throw my arms around him. How had I not put two and two together before? He beat the shit out of Randy when he was younger. That much had all come out, but not this other part of him. “He went bad. That’s why I don’t know where the hell he is, and my mom doesn’t either. We’re both actively trying to avoid him. He doesn’t live in Salem anymore. No one knows where the hell he is, and I’d like to keep it that way. But, I know someone I could ask about this. He lives a few towns over.”

      My throat felt thick, and I swallowed hard, unsure of what I felt about this. I wanted to help Liam, but something like this? I didn’t know if it was the best idea. “You think he’d help us?”

      “I’m not going to give him the option, Norah,” he said, his voice hardening by the second.

      I took a step back. “Okay, okay.” I came around the counter and stood in front of him. “Your dad’s evil. You want to talk to an old friend of his to help Liam. I’m getting all this correct, right?”

      “Yes.”

      A bundle of wrong formed in my stomach, but I pushed it down. Travis wasn’t my mother, and he definitely wasn’t Granny. That would be some scary shit. The truth was, I’d do whatever it took to help Liam out with this. He didn’t deserve it.

      “They can’t know, Norah.”

      Oh fuck. Here we were again. Keeping secrets. I hadn’t even come out with the one Gabe and I kept and now I had to secret another one away too? That didn’t change the fact Liam needed our help though. “I understand. I’m down.”

      Randy peeked behind him as if Travis stood just behind us, frowning. “We can go there tonight. We’ll just tell everyone you want to take a ride on the bike again. We’ll have to cleanse ourselves before and after and your bracelet will help.” He touched the green beads at his wrist. Thank God I’d made those.

      “We won’t be in danger, will we?”

      “None that I know of, but when you go into the lion’s den, you have to be prepared. I’m not taking any chances, especially since you’re coming with me.”

      I nodded, then stood there staring at the floor. It was still sparkling clean. Brand new, basically.

      “If you don’t want to come…” Randy started.

      I stared up at him. “I’m coming. I just can’t help but think that Liam wouldn’t like this idea either.”

      “He’d fucking hate it. But he hasn’t found anything in any of our texts, so we have to take a different route. I just want Liam back to himself again. He won’t say how much that familiar is bothering him, but I know it is. I don’t want it to change him.”

      “Is that possible?” I asked, afraid to even voice the question. What if the answer was yes?

      “I have no clue,” Randy confessed. “But the sooner it comes off, the better.”

      “Okay, we’ll head out tonight. Agreed. We won’t say anything; just act like we’re going for a ride.”

      “Don’t act weird around them.”

      “Me?” I asked, pointing at myself.

      “You,” he clarified. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I don’t think that’s actually true.” It wasn’t. I’d known something for weeks only Gabe and I knew, and I hadn’t come out with it yet. It was amazing the things you would do to the ones you loved out of love, or in the name of protecting them. Sometimes it just felt wrong and icky.

      Randy told me he’d see me tonight and then left. I took a deep breath. I was willing to do this to help Liam. It wasn’t even an option not to in my head. I just wished I didn’t have to. If I hadn’t worn the bracelet that night, the familiar would’ve attached itself to me, and we wouldn’t even be going through this mess.

      If only.
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      As promised, Randy picked me up on his bike at six that evening. We’d texted on and off throughout the day and he told me how he’d called Gabe and informed him we were going out that night. Just for a bike ride and nothing special. That part felt like a little white lie. We were going for a bike ride. It was just what we were doing at the end of that bike ride that we were keeping a secret from the rest of them.

      I locked up the shop and Randy and I walked together down the cobblestone street. The evening hours in Salem was full of tourists and residents leaving work or walking around trying to figure out where to eat. Most of the stores were still open, and one of these days, I’d have to commit to staying later, or possibly even hiring someone else to run the shop while I wasn’t there. Order business took priority, especially when it involved Liam and magic of the evil variety. The tourists who wanted their little trinket bags and magic candles could wait.

      We got on the bike and drove South out of town. The wind whipped against my face and I held onto Randy tight. Usually his big muscles relaxed me and made me feel safe, but he’d been on edge ever since he’d picked me up, which only made me more nervous. The city of Salem turned into country roads. The further we traveled, more houses started to pop up here and there. Old, broken down farm houses that would’ve been beautiful in their day were dotted across the countryside. We stopped at a four-way intersection and Randy dropped his feet to the road to steady us. He turned toward me. “We’re almost there.”

      “So close?” I thought for sure this place with questionable people would be further away from Salem and the Enforcers. Wasn’t that like throwing things in their face?

      Randy nodded and pulled his feet up again. He throttled the bike and pulled away from the stop sign. Just to the right a dilapidated gas station seemed to grow out of the weeds. Next to that stood the dingiest diner I’d seen in a while despite there being several cars out front. Just down the road, we came upon a small village. A church, a convenience store, pizza places, all of which looked like they’d seen better days. Just on the edge of where it looked as if the road was going to turn back into the country, Randy pulled over and cut the engine. “This is it,” he said, motioning toward the falling down house we parked in front of. “Ren’s den.”

      “The dude’s name is Ren?”

      Randy shrugged, throwing his leg over the bike and helping me off afterward. “I’ve never met him before. I only know of him.”

      Randy placed both our helmets on the bike and then ran a hand through his hair. I watched as he did this, his movements jerky. Even a cricket in the nearby woods made him jump.

      “You seem worried,” I said, cautiously. “Should I be? What if they want to fight us?”

      “I doubt it will come to that, but just stick with me. Don’t go off with anyone else.”

      I gave him a look. “And just who am I going to go off with?”

      The corner of his lip tipped up. “I don’t know. It just felt like the right thing to say.”

      I shook my head. “Let’s just get in there. We’ll figure it out as we go. We’re asking for Ren, right?’

      Randy nodded. “It’s the only name I had…from before. It should get us to where we need to be.”

      Wonderful.

      He took my hand, and we turned to make the walk up to the decaying porch. The wood sagged under our weight as I knocked on the door. A woman answered, her eyes dark with heavy shadows under her eyes that she tried to cover up with makeup. She looked both of us up and down but spent quite a bit of time looking over Randy. It raised my hackles, but I kept my cool. “We’re here to see Ren,” I told her, hoping I wouldn’t have to explain anything else.

      She leaned against the doorjamb and crossed her arms over her chest. “Both of you?” She eyed Randy.

      “Both of us,” he said, sounding bored.

      Usually people were intimidated by Randy. The looks we got while walking around Salem were downright hilarious sometimes, but this woman, who had to have been in her thirties, didn’t seem afraid in the least. It made me worried for what we might see in here if Randy wasn’t the type to be fearful of.

      “So, is he available?” I pressed.

      The woman pushed the screen door open and Randy caught it. He gave her a curt thank you and we followed her into the house. It reminded me a little of the small shack I grew up in. Though, mine never had the smell of ass in it before. Though we didn’t have a lot of money, at least we kept up with the place. It wasn’t even the faint trace of rotten meat, which I expected from witches of this sort, it just smelled like people who didn’t know how to put on deodorant and old cigarette smoke.

      The woman walked into the living room and plopped herself down on a guy. He had a shaved head, just the fuzz of dark hair peeking out. He looked up at us as we approached and then looked at his lady friend. “They’re here for you,” she said.

      Ren, presumably, looked up at us, his gaze guarded. “And who are you?”

      Randy seemed to relax a bit. I wasn’t sure if it was a show, or if he’d truly cased the joint and figured there was nothing to be afraid of here. “Enforcers,” he said, his lip tugging up into a full-blown smile.

      The woman on his lap’s smile faded until she gaped at us. Ren merely matched Randy’s demeanor. “I was wondering when you guys would show up.”

      From a nearby room, a yell pierced the air that sounded suspiciously like the pleasure from a climax. I gazed at the wall close to us and then returned to the pair in front of us. The woman had sat straight up. “She’s done. Is it my turn?”

      Ren nodded once, and the woman placed both feet on the floor and got up, her legs separating a little as she did so, which I could only guess was for the benefit of the guys in the room. I watched as she passed. There was something weird going on here. I closed my eyes and felt the flecks and surges of others magic, yet just trace amounts. Specifically, there was a brighter burst coming from the area the girl sauntered off to now.

      These guys were witches alright, even Ren. He was the brightest of them all, smelling of spruce and earthy pine. The closer we were to him, the easier it was to breathe in this place. There were other smells as well, just hidden deep under the nasty odors in this place. “I take it you’re the leader around here?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

      “You must’ve known that otherwise you wouldn’t have come in here asking for me.”

      Randy, who’d gone still after hearing the interruption, now faced Ren again. “My name is Randy Lacone. Ring a bell?”

      A small smile spread Ren’s lips apart. “And how is the old man?”

      “Wouldn’t know, but I’m assuming he’s off being a douchebag, as ever.”

      Ren waved Randy’s comments away. “Ah, your dad wasn’t that bad. I actually liked him. He—”

      “I couldn’t really give two shits about what my dad did here,” Randy said, his teeth clenched together. “We’re here for something else.”

      This raised the eyebrows on Ren’s forehead nearly up into his non-existent hair line. “You’re here to take part.”

      “Fuck no,” Randy said, grabbing my hand. “We don’t want any part of what you got going on here.”

      Just then, a girl, only half-dressed fell out of the room the other girl just entered. She straightened up, trying to pull her hair together in a pony tail and pulling her tanktop down to cover her midriff. She blinked a couple times and then turned toward us. Her eyes lit up, and she took two steps toward us as if she was pulled gravitationally.

      Ren held his hands up. “Not now, Jessie. Our friends aren’t here for that.”

      Randy made a noise at the back of this throat, completely discrediting the fact that he called us friends.

      Jessie looked from Randy to me. Her eyes zeroed in and she walked forward. “Are you sure? I like the looks of her, and she has some color, too, doesn’t she?”

      Ren patted the couch next to him, and Jessie eyed it with a frown. “Sit,” he demanded, and she did so. He patted her on the shoulder. “Not that I wouldn’t mind watching you two together, but they’re not here to share their magic with us. They actually haven’t gotten to the part about why they’re here yet.”

      He eyed both of us, but I wasn’t paying attention to him. I watched as the woman’s eyelids grew heavy. Her blinks got longer and longer until she fell back into the cushions of the couch and fell asleep. I looked from her to Ren. “You’re doing what exactly?” I asked, not liking the looks of this one bit. It looked like a prostitution ring with this guy as the pimp. It wasn’t just about sex though. It was something else, too. Red had mentioned sharing magic.

      “These witches,” Randy said, spitting the word out, making sure we all knew exactly what he meant about associating these people with the word witches, “got addicted to using their magic. They used it and abused it until their magic got smart and took it away from them. They’re coming here to get whatever ‘hit’ they can and however they can.”

      “Like drugs?”

      Randy shrugged. “Basically. Magic is like their drug, and Ren here exploits that.”

      Ren chuckled. “I don’t exploit anything. I’m just helping these guys out.”

      Bile rose up my throat. He traded magic for sex. That was disgusting.

      Randy agreed with my sentiments. “Magic is a living, breathing thing. If it wanted these witches to have it, they’d have kept it. What you’re doing is sick.”

      A crash came from behind us. I twisted to find a couple had fallen to the floor just outside the area that led to the kitchen. Two guys continued to kiss, and the surrounding area surged in electricity as magic poured from one to the other. The one on the bottom latched his lips to the other and wouldn’t let go. The girl on the couch woke up, her eyes growing round as she watched them.

      Ren stomped on the floor. “Take it to a room!”

      The guy on top smiled, pulling the other guy up with his hands and taking him right back in through the kitchen to God knows where. No wonder why the witches who didn’t have but a flicker of magic left stayed here. It felt nothing like when I was around the rest of my coven, but you could still taste the magic here, and I imagined if you wanted nothing more than that, you’d be drawn to this place.

      “Listen, Enforcer,” Ren said. “I hope you didn’t come here just to pass out judgments.”

      There were a lot of things I’d like to do while here but pissing off Ren when we wanted his expertise wouldn’t help us at all. “Listen,” I said, putting my hands on my hips and facing him. “We’re willing to look the other way on what you got going on in here if you can give us some information.”

      Ren looked amused. “And what’s that, little star baby?”

      Star baby? Creepy fucker. “How much do you know about familiars? As in the demonic kind.”

      Ren nudged the woman next to him on the couch who’d fallen asleep again. When she didn’t wake up right away, he nudged her more forcefully. “Find a place to lay and go sleep it off, Jessie.”

      She gave him a dirty look and pulled herself off the couch like it took everything inside her just to do that. I moved out of the way as she stumbled past me and made her way into the kitchen, walking like a zombie who hadn’t fed in days.

      He eyed her until she was out of earshot. “Why would you think I’d know about that? You can tell yourself I don’t have anything that bad going on in here. If I had, it wouldn’t have taken you this long to come to me. I’d have tipped you off long before. I don’t know about anything that evil.”

      “Cut the shit,” Randy snapped. “I know what kind of magical shit goes down in here. No, you may not be doing anything wrong, technically, but you’re treading the line, and that line is getting thin. It’s damn near frayed, Ren, so answer the girl’s question. What do you know about demonic familiars?”

      “I haven’t messed with that shit,” Ren said, his jaw tightening. “I don’t play with that evil stuff. Like I already said, if I did, you guys would’ve been called here a hell of a long time ago. I’m clean.”

      Ren looked around, his leg jumping up and down. Classic paranoia signs.

      “You know people who do, though, don’t you?” Randy continued, inching closer and sizing Ren up. “We need to know everything we can about familiars, but specifically how to call one off, and you’re going to tell us.”

      Ren’s eyes widened as he searched every inch of our exposed skin. His eyes lingered near the cut of my shirt and I rolled my eyes. Yeah, there was a familiar in my cleavage. Jackass. “What can you tell us?” I urged, following Randy’s lead and walking forward, boxing the disgusting asshole in.

      He shook his hands in front of him. “Nothing. I don’t mess with that. If there’s demon happenings around here, I don’t know anything about it. I stay out of that shit. I have my little situation going on here, but that’s it. You should know that better than anyone, Lacone.”

      Randy took another step forward. “I don’t know anything,” he seethed. “I know that you corrupt people, that’s what I know. I know that you cut people down and cut people down until there’s nothing left of them and then they go searching for other ways to get their fix. So, excuse me, if I don’t give a flying fuck about any of your excuses. Talk to me about familiars.”

      Ren ran a hand over his buzz cut. His eyes darted around the room as if he was strung out on something. It didn’t convince me he didn’t know anything, it only served my suspicions that he knew a hell of a lot more than he was letting on. Ren shook his head. “Don’t bring me into this. Please. I don’t want any part of this.”

      Randy kicked back. The coffee table that was right behind us tipped over, the wood splintering. “Don’t make me fuck this house up even more than it already is.”

      Ren jumped, but stayed with his lips firmly shut.

      Randy searched the room. I watched as his face bloomed red and the muscles in his arms jumped. He took a beer bottle from the table next to the couch and threw it against the wall. It shattered, and the beer ran down the wallpaper. Now I could put a name to the other disgusting smell in this place. Stale beer. My stomach rolled. This place was a pigsty.

      “Alright,” Ren said, standing. His hands came out in front of him and trembled as if he was going through withdrawals. Maybe he was. If he was orchestrating all this, he was a step away from being a coked out magic addict like the rest of them. “I heard of a book once. I heard of a book that talks all about bad magic. What you’re looking for might be in there.”

      My heart leapt. “Where is it?” I asked, my voice rising. A surge of hope spreading through my limbs. Maybe we really could help Liam.

      Ren shook his head and looked at the nasty floor.

      “Damnit, Ren,” I said, at my wit’s end. “We need to know, and we need to know now.”

      He shook his head again. “I don’t know, though. I really don’t. It was only a rumor. I tried to get my hands on it once, but the people who have it are scary motherfuckers.”

      I nodded toward Randy. “Scarier than him because I’m pretty sure he’s a few seconds away from tearing this place apart and then how can you take advantage of these poor women and men?”

      His eyes darted from Randy, then back to me again. “Maybe I can get it for you?”

      “Maybe you can get it for us? Is that a question? It better be a fucking statement,” Randy said. “We’re not playing around. I’ve wanted to demolish this place ever since I found out my dad had made his way here. Just give me a fucking reason, Ren. All I need is one more, and you can kiss your little fucking pussy operation goodbye.”

      “I-I’ll get it for you,” Ren said, true fear in his eyes. “I will.”

      My heart squeezed. Not that I wanted to put all our eggs in the strung-out Ren basket, but it was better than doing nothing. I stared up at Randy and tried to keep my cool. We had something to go on now. Sure, it may have only been a shot in the dark, but we were one step closer to figuring this out.

      Randy nodded, his face still all business. “We’ll be back in a few days. If you’re not here with that book…” he trailed off, eyeing Ren dangerously.

      The look on his face even made my skin crawl and I knew Randy would never do anything like that to me. Ren was probably shitting his pants about now.

      “Do we understand each other?” Randy asked.

      “We understand each other.”

      I took Randy’s hand and squeezed it as we walked away from that dump. What did it say about me that him going all crazy animal on Ren’s ass made me want to jump him?
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      There was only one thing I didn’t like about the bike in comparison to a car. On the bike, you couldn’t have actual conversations. During the ride back, my mind was brimming with the new information and with what happened, however there was no one to share it with but myself. It was nice to have a moment alone with just me and my thoughts, but I really would’ve liked to take this time to talk to Randy about what had just happened. It blew me away that there were people like Ren in this world who exploited people of their own kind. Then, of course, it led me to thinking about what Randy was going through knowing his father had frequented Ren’s den before he moved on to more evil shit. That place was disgusting. If there was a part of Randy that cared still, it must have made him sick.

      Randy’s mood hadn’t improved when we left the house. He hadn’t spoken when he put the helmet on my head and helped me on the bike. He didn’t even speak as we got off the bike back at Liam’s parents’ house. Not knowing what to say to him, I looked up at the house itself. Liam’s light was on in his bedroom, but the lights downstairs were all on as well. I had to guess Travis and Gabe were downstairs most likely watching the soccer game Gabe was all excited about while Liam stayed in his room doing who knew what. I never would’ve described him as a loner before, but I did now. It ate at my heart knowing that there was nothing I could do about it at the moment.

      We walked up to the house and as soon as we got in, Randy bent over to kiss my temple. He then ran up the stairs, not even looking back to ask me to follow. I had half a mind to follow him up there anyway, but Gabe called out, “Baby!”, making me laugh. He patted the sofa. “Come watch a little of the game with me.” I gazed up the stairs, unsure of what to do when Gabe yelled, “Some of these athletes are hotter than me!”

      Ha. I walked forward, dropping my light jacket on the closet doorknob and went right into the living room. “Not possible,” I said. “No one can rock a soccer uniform better than my Gabe.”

      Gabe patted my hand on the couch. “I love you dearly, Baby Girl, but please don’t call my sport soccer. It makes me go mental. It’s football. Football,” he said, over pronouncing it as if I were hard of hearing.

      Travis and I both chuckled. “Got it,” I told him.

      I stared down, noticing the guys had pretty much obliterated the snack aisle in the local grocery store. My stomach growled just looking at the array of chips, dip, and chocolate.

      Travis peered over at me. “You and Randy didn’t get anything to eat?”

      I checked the time on the new cable box. It was nine o’clock already, and I hadn’t eaten since lunch. I shook my head. “No, and I’m freaking starving.”

      He moved over on the sofa and patted the spot between him and Gabe. I eyed him, then the spot, then Gabe. Taking a deep breath, I walked around the couch and sat between them. From Gabe’s side, I felt nothing but heat and the attraction that pulled us together. On my left side, the side toward Travis, there was nothing but confusion. A mix of anxiety and uncertainty. Yes, I had the pull. It was strung tight, as if it wanted to pull tighter, but our resistance to it was beginning to fray everything. It wasn’t really my resistance, anyway. A blush crept up my cheeks when I remembered the hotter than hell dream I had about him that morning.

      “Are you a potato chip or Cheetos kind of girl?” he asked, motioning toward the snacks.

      I stared at him from the corner of my eye. It was evident he’d been trying lately, and I was doing my best as well. I just wondered if we’d taken it to a point where it was too little, too late. “Both,” I said, moving forward and dipping a big ol’ potato chip into some sour cream and onion dip.

      I continued to feast on what they had as Gabe explained more and more of the game of soccer—shit, I had to stop doing that—of football to me. Travis interrupted with his own thoughts from time to time. Eventually, Gabe placed his arm around me and I cozied into his side, reveling in the way his chest moved up and down when he breathed, and how I could hear his heart thump away inside. When his team got closer to the goal, it picked up speed ever so slightly.

      Travis shifted on the couch, his thigh coming to rest on my leg. I almost pulled away, but a spark tingled my skin. I looked over to find him staring at me. It squeezed my stomach, the pure longing in his face, but at the same time, a confusion that muddied everything up. If I had bigger cohones, or any at all, I would’ve asked him what he wanted right then and there. Why did he show up in my room to get some, get us both over-the-top excited, only to leave without finishing the job? How could he look at me with two such clear emotions written all over his face with none of them clearly winning over the other? There was so much to be said, yet it never seemed to be the right time. It was getting exhausting though, this back and forth. Something needed to be done about it.

      I kept my leg there to see if he’d shy away, and he didn’t. If anything, he kept it there on purpose. I couldn’t deny the attraction that pulled us together every time we touched. It was the same I had with the rest of the guys. I almost hated that I had it. Travis had given me a lot of shit since I’d come here, and I knew, deep down, that when Travis finally got over his hang-ups, I’d let him in. It didn’t mean I wasn’t going to make him beg for it, but I was going to let him in nonetheless. It wasn’t an option not to.

      He scratched his jaw, and then his hand came down. It landed on top of my leg and I flinched. Gabe kissed the top of my head. “You okay?”

      I bolted off the couch, Travis’s hand sliding away from me. “I’m okay. I’m just…exhausted. I have a big day at the shop tomorrow and I should probably just head to bed before I fall asleep right here.”

      Gabe reached for my hand and gave a small tug back. “If you fall asleep, I’ll carry you up to the room.” It was a sweet gesture, but then he lifted his eyebrows suggestively.

      I chuckled. “It’s okay. Thanks for offering though.” I walked by Travis, peeking at him as I did so. A shadow had crept over his features. I continued my way toward the stairs and was halfway up when a voice whispered my name.

      I turned and looked down. Travis was there, his green eyes focused on me. “You don’t have to leave on my account. I won’t…touch you again, I promise.”

      “It’s not that,” I said. Though, it was. His hand on my leg, his intentional touch, had freaked me out. That was only the second time he’d done that.

      “I’m sorry. Okay?” Travis said, obviously not believing me. Maybe I wasn’t a good liar like Randy had said.

      “I just…I don’t want to do this right now, Travis. Okay? I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I turned and ran the rest of the way up the stairs and right into my bedroom. Once free, I took a deep breath and let it out. My magic was surging inside me, practically begging me to go back downstairs and be surrounded by Gabe and Travis. It really liked when Travis touched me. Like, really, really enjoyed it. I was full of expectation, sweaty palms, twisting stomach, excitement burrowing through me. I was giddy. There was no way around it.

      I stood in the middle of my room and took deep, calming breaths before I returned to a somewhat normal state. Then, I pulled my pajamas on and got ready for bed. I was finishing up brushing my teeth when Randy sauntered his way into my room. I saw him through the bathroom mirror as he sat on the edge of my bed. “Hey,” I said, wiping my mouth one last time and putting my toothbrush away.

      I turned and walked over to him. He eyed me in my short silky shorts and my flimsy tanktop. I stepped right into his space and his hands rested on my legs and then moved up my thighs where they stopped just at the hem of my shorts. I wound my hands around his shoulders and stared down. “You okay? You seemed out of it after we left Ren’s.”

      Randy closed his eyes and a hundred different emotions flickered across his usually passive face. He shook his head and burrowed it in my sternum. “I just want to say something.”

      “Okay…” I said, pulling him closer to me. “What is it?”

      “I’m nothing like my dad.” He looked up, his dark eyes intense as he stared at me. “I’m nothing like him.”

      “Of course not,” I said, reassuring him. I pulled my hands through his hair. “You don’t have to tell me something like that. I saw you at your old house, Randy. I saw some of the horror your dad put you through. You’re not capable of that.”

      “But I threatened Ren. I wanted to beat his ass, and more.”

      “We all have those moments,” I said, thinking back to me trying to take out Madame Serena. I would have too if Travis hadn’t stopped me.

      “I just…” He sighed, and fell back on the bed, taking me with him. I landed on top, my knees on either side of his torso and my elbows next to his shoulder blades. “It felt wrong being there. I’ve dreamt about fucking shit up for Ren and whoever else goes to that Godforsaken place, but I never did because I thought it might put me over the edge.”

      His hot release of breath hit my chest, sending a shiver down me. “I know,” I told him. “We went for Liam, though, and we found something out, too, so it wasn’t a lost cause. There’s a book full of bad magic that probably has something about familiars in it. Even if Ren can’t get it for us, we can look for it ourselves. One exists, so we can get answers one way or another.”

      “I just want him to be okay,” Randy said. “I tried to talk to him when we got back, and he completely blew me off.”

      “I wish he would talk to one of us,” I said, biting my lip. I tried to tell myself we were closer, but it still felt like we had a ways to go yet. “It’s obvious he’s scared, but he’s keeping it all inside.”

      He shook his head. “I thought maybe if I invited him to your room, he might come.”

      “You’re trying to pimp me out?” I teased.

      “I just wanted to connect with him somehow,” Randy said, his eyebrows pulling in. “Besides, you love it when the three of us are together, don’t deny it.”

      The rush of heat to the area between my thighs left nothing in doubt on that front. “Well?” I asked, curious to see if he’d gotten through to Liam that way.

      He shook his head. “He hasn’t answered, and he probably won’t.”

      “Maybe we could go in there?” I suggested.

      “I don’t want to push it on him. He acts scared to be around us. I don’t want to push him too much and have him just completely retreat.”

      He had a point there. That would be the worst-case scenario, and I wasn’t ready to consider that. I could lock myself in a room with him some other time and get it out of him. “What you did today was a really good thing. Brave, too. I know how much it must’ve killed you to ask someone like Ren, who helped destroy your father, for something. Liam knows how good of a friend he has, and as soon as we can get that familiar off him, he’ll be back to his old self.”

      “I hope so,” Randy mused. He pulled me over until we lay side-by-side. Tugging my tanktop down, he kissed the swell of my breast. “Are Gabe and Travis still watching the game?”

      I nodded, his hot breath caressing me and exciting me at the same time.

      “So, we can have some time to ourselves?”

      I moaned. “If that’s what you want.”

      He took my hand and placed it around his cock, which was already hard.

      I smiled. When Randy and I were together, it never took either one of us very long before we wanted to jump the other. The electricity between us turned me on. I rubbed his cock on the outside of his pajama bottoms. “You definitely came in here with too many clothes on then.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you and Gabe, or you and Travis had made it up here.”

      I stuttered out a breath. “Me and Travis? You’re insane.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t want him buried deep inside you, Norah. Remember, you’re terrible at lying.”

      My head fell back against the bed as an image from my dream popped into my head. Travis’s cock buried so deep inside me that his base rubbed against my clit. Damn. I moaned just thinking about it.

      “Yeah, it’s only a matter of time,” Randy chuckled. “He’s been getting the same look on his face, too. Now I’m going to have to share you with one more. How will we find the time?”

      He lifted my tanktop and wrapped his sweet lips around my nipple. I arched into him. “Oh, we’ll find the time. And if we double up, we can have even more fun. We don’t have to sleep.”

      “Mmm,” Randy said, pushing my shoulders to the bed as his tongue teased around my nipple. “It’s so weird I don’t care about someone else getting you off. I’d like it even more if I was involved though.”

      I urged his pants down and grabbed his cock, stroking him from base to tip. He slipped my tanktop over my head and stared down at me, his face in awe. My nipples strained, wanting his attention again. “Fuck, Norah,” he practically purred. “Every time I find something new to marvel about you. Your skin is the perfect shade of beautiful.” He darted forward, taking my nipple into his hot mouth again. “Especially this area right here.”

      Randy’s hand slipped under my shorts and found my clit. He flicked his finger across it several times and my hips came off the bed, begging for more. He trailed a line of kisses down my stomach to my belly button, and then lower as he worked my shorts off. He parted my legs, pulling them to the sides until I was fully exposed to him and he was stationed between my thighs. “I think I need a taste tonight. It’s like licking candy down here.” He made a long stroke with his tongue, swirling the tip over my clit at the end.

      “Yes,” I said, my breath coming out in gasps. I placed my hand on the back of his head and pulled him closer, urging him to do the same thing again.

      He did, then stayed on my clit, running his tongue over it again and again in different angles and pressure. I held him there, almost too hard, but Randy didn’t seem to mind. He hummed, sending a vibration through me and I gasped.

      “Sweet, sweet sugar,” he breathed. “Addicting. Travis is going to have fun with you.”

      Oh, fuck. I stoked his neck, urging him to stay there, and he did so. His tongue played and massaged, switching directions and speed until I was looking down the arrow of my orgasm. “God, yes, Randy. More. I’m almost there.”

      He pressed harder, his tongue flicking faster, and I peered down, looking at the sweet look of pure pleasure on his face as he gave me exactly what I needed. At that moment, he opened his eyes, and we locked gazes. My orgasm ripped through me and I gasped, clutching Randy’s head and holding him there until my body came down from its high.

      He pushed his pajama pants down and off as he sat back on his haunches. I followed him, straddling his thighs and pushing myself down on his cock until every last rigid piece of him was seated inside me. We both sighed as I wrapped my legs around his waist and he gripped my ass, pulling me down over him time and time again. “Shit, Norah.” He played with my breasts as we drew our pleasure out. Finding new rhythms that made us want more and more, and then switching it up again like we were teasing one another, drawing the moment out, not letting us reach the culmination too quickly. A trickle of sweat ran down my back, and I smiled at the sheen on his forehead. “I feel like I could do this all night.”

      We stayed that way for a long time, just enjoying one another. I ate up his kisses, giving as much as I got. My hands traveled all over his hard, chiseled body, outlining his tattoos. Of course, I also spent time playing with his piercing as he explored my body, giving and giving. All of it was perfect. Every last moan and sigh was pulled from my soul.

      He teased my neck, pulling the skin away with his teeth before kissing the pinch of pain away. “I just can’t get enough of you. Lean back,” he said. He placed a hand in between my breasts and pushed lightly. I did as he asked, my shoulders retreating and my back arching. He kept a firm grip on my hips and then moved his touch down, his finger trailing down the curve of my body until it settled on my clit. My body jumped. “You know what’s going to happen if you do that, don’t you?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t want another one. I’ll be forced to call you a liar again.”

      His thumb played over it and I sucked in a breath. “Oh, no, I want it.”

      His thumb pressed down, and I groaned. I was so close now. “God, I wish Liam could see you like this. Fuck, girl. The look on your face is pure lust. Everything about this is erotic as fuck.”

      My insides squeezed as he pumped inside me. The thing about this position was that I couldn’t see or do anything, only feel what Randy did to me, and damn it was amazing. His hips picked up speed as he rocked into me and his thumb massaged me, peaking my pleasure until I was about to lose all breath.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I chanted. Fuck if he didn’t always feel like heaven.

      Randy rocked faster, his base teasing my clit along with his thumb. I tightened my hold on his waist with my legs as a tremor started to take hold of my body. He rocked one more time and my world blissfully fell apart. I screamed, letting the waves of pleasure take me away as he continued his lengthy strokes inside me. When I finished, he pulled me up and guided me down on him hard a few times before coming, his cock spasming inside me. I clenched my walls tighter and Randy let out a short gasp as he held me to him. “Fuck yes.”

      Afterward, we fell back on the bed in a heap. He wrapped his hand around my neck and bent forward, giving me a solid kiss on the mouth as we both tried to catch our breath. I cuddled in closer to him, laying my head on his chest as we stared at the ceiling, waiting for our hearts to return to a normal rhythm instead of this crazy, cracked out one.

      Randy kissed the top of my head. “We’ll figure all this out.”

      “I know,” I told him. Then, I shut my eyes and tried to get some sleep. For the moment, I was safe surrounded by Randy’s huge arms, and we were a step closer than we were that morning to helping Liam.
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      I woke the next morning to find Randy gone. It wasn’t so surprising because he had to be to the gym super early in the morning to work out the people who came to the gym before they had to go to work at an also early time in the morning. I didn’t know how he did it. My body was so relaxed this morning, fulfilled. I didn’t even want to wake up. I hated that he always got up without me noticing too. I would’ve loved to send him to work one morning with a present. Something to remember me by as he trained the women in their sports bras and tight pants. Then again, I wouldn’t want him walking around with a gigantic hard-on all day. I bet women looked at him enough as it was. They didn’t need another reason and seeing what he was packing would’ve been distracting. I should know. I was constantly distracted by it.

      I pulled my pajamas on after sleeping naked next to Randy all night and walked into the hallway. All the doorways were shut, most likely the rest of the guys were still sleeping before we all had to get up and do what we needed. I walked to Liam’s door and pressed my forehead against it. It was the only one that felt as if it was closed off to me. Even Travis’s door felt more inviting at that moment than Liam’s, which was saying a lot. I twisted the doorknob and walked in. His still form lay on the bed facing away from the door. I padded closer to him, itching to see his face when he didn’t have his mask on like he did all the other times since he’d acquired the familiar.

      Bending over, a slow smile crept over my face as I caught his peaceful look. He was peaceful. It was the Liam I’d first met. Even in sleep, his nose was a little scrunched up as if he was thinking about something major or trying to keep his glasses on.

      A knot pulled in my stomach though when a dark shadow crawled over his neck. My heart rate spiked. I moved in, getting down closer and noticing that it wasn’t a shadow at all. It was the serpent familiar. It coiled around Liam’s neck until its head crept onto Liam’s cheek. It paused, his head moving upward until it stared at me. Its beady, black eyes latched right onto mine.

      I gasped and took a few steps back. My hand flew up to cover my mouth. It moved. It looked at me. There was no doubt about it. It was as if it had thought all its own. “Don’t you dare hurt him,” I said, whispering coldly in the dark.

      The snake’s tongue shot out, a dart of red on Liam’s cheek.

      A shiver ran up my spine. “I mean it,” I said, my voice trembling now. “I swear to God, I will end you.”

      The snake curved back around, dismissing me. Its body wound around, its tail flicking in my direction before it slithered over Liam’s neck, then down his shoulder blade until it disappeared under the comforter. I sat there, staring, almost unbelieving.

      Tentatively, I moved forward. Liam hadn’t woken up through all of that and I just needed to know he was okay. I put my hand on his shoulder. Liam jumped, practically coming right out of his skin. “It’s okay, it’s just me,” I said.

      Liam whipped around, his feet already pulled up onto the bed in a crouched position. He regarded me, his body relaxing just a fraction. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I came to check on you.”

      “Why? What happened?” Liam searched his body for the snake and relaxed even further until he found it wrapped around his bicep.

      “Nothing, really,” I said. “I just need to talk to you. You’re pulling away from me and I don’t like it.”

      This got his attention. He sat back on the bed, crossing his legs in front of him. Taking that as an invitation to do the same, I perched myself on the edge, keeping one eye on the serpent familiar who was back to not moving. Asleep, maybe? Or just pretending? Who knew that he could slither over Liam’s body like that whenever he wanted?

      “I’m okay, Norah.”

      “You’re lying,” I said. I didn’t want to hear any of his excuses. I wanted to hear the truth now. “You haven’t been yourself, Liam. I know it’s the familiar, but what exactly is it about it? Are you just preoccupied with finding out how to get rid of it?”

      I could’ve sworn I saw the snake tremble, and Liam hardened, his hands turning into fists on the bed.

      I’d once thought that was it, that Liam just wanted to figure out how to get the thing off him, but what if it was something else? What if this thing was affecting him somehow? “Liam, talk to me.”

      He gave a quick shake of his head. I crawled toward him on the bed, dipping my voice low until it was just barely a whisper. My lips brushed against his ear as I talked. “What is it? You can tell me?”

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t even move. His shoulders just barely raised an inch with his breaths.

      I tried again. “Is it the familiar? Does it hurt you?”

      Liam turned his face. “You shouldn’t be here right now. It’s not safe.”

      We were face to face. Close enough to kiss, yet he felt so far away. We could’ve been on different planets. “You are one of my safe spaces, Liam.”

      “Not anymore,” he said, his head already shaking. “I can’t be. Not right now.” His whole body started to tremble. “Can you please leave?”

      “Liam?” I said, my voice breaking.

      “It’s not you,” he said. “It’s not even me.”

      I believed that. For once, he’d said something that made sense.

      “Please,” he begged.

      Before slinking away, I pulled him close, my lips finding his. I kissed him, urging his lips open and when he relented, I dipped my tongue into his mouth, trying to tell him with everything in me that I was going to fight for him. That he was worth it to me. He wasn’t going to be alone in all this because he had me, Randy, and the rest of the guys. We’d all figure this out. He didn’t need to carry this burden on his own. That’s why we were a coven. We helped one another.

      Liam’s hand came up to rest on my neck. I relaxed, moving into the kiss more. He wanted it. I deepened it, pushing against him with my body.

      His grip tightened, his fingers pressing into my skin harder and harder. Something in the air switched.

      I hissed, and Liam’s grip immediately relaxed. “Please,” he begged again, looking me right in the eye, his eyes a mixture of pain and promise.

      I scrambled off the bed. His eyes were the same dark shade of brown they’d always been, but within their depths, there was a yellow hue that wasn’t there before. It scared the shit out of me. I backed out of the room. “You’re not alone. I’m right here, Liam.”

      “Please,” he said again, his voice desperate.

      I backed up over the threshold and the door slammed in my face with no one touching it.

      I stood there, blinking, just staring at the door. He’d used his magic to slam that door right in my face. My breath caught.

      “Whoa,” a voice said from behind me. “You okay?”

      I looked up to find Travis standing at the top of the stairs with his hair already perfectly styled and his clothes for the day on and looking sharp. A shiver rocked my body, and I took two steps back until I hit the opposite end of the hall.

      “Norah?” Travis came closer, standing right in front of me. “Did you and Liam get into a fight or something?”

      A fight? I wished it was just a fight. I looked up at Travis’s emerald eyes. My voice still came out in a whisper as if I was afraid to acknowledge what I saw, but really, I didn’t want that thing knowing how much it affected me. “I saw the familiar move over Liam. He was sleeping, and the thing moved on him, Travis.”

      Travis’s eyes narrowed. “Just now?”

      I nodded. “Then I woke him up, and he’s just not himself. He told me to get away from him and that he couldn’t keep me safe right now.”

      With all the conflicting things running through my head, Travis just watched as I had my mini breakdown. “He has been acting off.”

      Off? I wanted to laugh, but that just seemed too cruel. “I think it’s more than just that.”

      A thud sounded from Liam’s room. Travis peeked behind him and then pulled on my hand. We walked down the stairs together and into the kitchen where Travis busied himself with the toaster and the stove. “I don’t know what to think,” Travis said. “We haven’t come across anything like this before. I didn’t know it was even possible for someone like us to even get something like that. I’ve heard about it with bad witches. Familiars on bad witches is a no-brainer, but we’re inherently good. That’s why we’re the Enforcers. That’s why we get the pull.”

      “So, what does that say to you?”

      “It says to me that either that familiar was spawned from a super powerful demon, or…” He trailed off, his shoulders sagging as he flipped a few eggs in a frying pan. “Or,” he started again. “It says to me that our magic is still haywire. Liam can’t find a trace of anything about a demonic familiar attaching itself to anything that wasn’t bad. Maybe that’s why he’s so paranoid and doesn’t want you around him anymore.”

      “But he’s not bad,” I said, trying not to come apart. “If anything, he’s the best one out of all of us.”

      “Yeah,” Travis muttered. “Poor choice for the familiar because if he thinks he’s going to be getting Liam to do anything terrible, he can think again. He’ll resist him. He’s as pure as they come.”

      Travis turned around with the eggs and grabbed a plate. He slid two off the pan onto one plate and another two onto the other. He then nudged the first plate toward me. “Thank you.” I sat there and ate my eggs at the same time mulling things over in my head. “Maybe that’s why he’s been acting so strange lately. He could be having an internal battle with himself all the time and we don’t even know about it.”

      “Anything is a possibility at this point,” Travis said. He raised his eyebrows after shoving a forkful of egg into his mouth. “I’d love to hear what you and Randy were doing last night.”

      I stilled, a cold wash of reality sweeping over me. “Last night?”

      Travis nodded. “I hear you went for a ride, yet when you came home, Randy ran up to the room without saying anything to anyone. I’ve known him long enough to know that was odd behavior for him. Did you guys get in a fight?”

      “No,” I shrugged, my face heating. Why did it have to be Travis giving me the third degree? If it was Gabe, I could just distract him.

      “Didn’t think so considering the sounds that were coming from your room last night.”

      I was not going to apologize for that. That was too much fun. “I think we need to soundproof things in here.”

      “It certainly might make it easier for the rest of us who want to get some sleep.”

      “I’m not that loud.”

      “It wasn’t you last night,” Travis said. “It was Randy.”

      A smirk tweaked my lips and Travis turned away. He’d had a huge orgasm last night, that was for sure. “It would be worse if we were all still in the apartment,” I mentioned, not bothering to hide how much last night had pleased me.

      “Ha. Yes, it would. I guess that’s one thing to be thankful for. We definitely have a lot more room here than we ever did at that place.”

      Travis placed two pieces of bread in the toaster and pushed the lever down. “That’s your toast.” He walked around the counter and stopped just on the other side of the bar. “I just hope you and Randy know what you’re doing. Be careful.”

      I reared back in surprise. “You’re not mad?” He’d surmised we were doing something behind his back and he…didn’t care?

      “I know Randy is just doing whatever he can think of to keep everyone safe. Hopefully your presence will ground him since he tends to go off the deep end when left to his own devices.”

      I nodded, and eventually Travis turned away and headed back up the steps. I called out after him. “You didn’t fall and hit your head this morning, did you?”

      He chuckled. “No, I think I fell and hit my head about a month ago though. I haven’t been right since.”

      I bit down on my lip, knowing full well what he was getting at. I’d come to them about a month ago, and no, nothing had been right since. Well, except for the five of us. That would never be wrong. It was just the world that was going to shit around us. We could deal with that though. We were witches after all. As Granny would say, “All you need is a little magic and determination, and you, too, can get the grease off these frying pans.”

      If that wasn’t a euphemism for life’s shit, I didn’t know what was.
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      Travis and I waited in the Jeep for Liam and Gabe. Liam had been MIA after my encounter with him, so I wasn’t even positive he’d be going to school. Eventually, though, both came out the front door and Travis and I both sighed in relief. Liam got in the front with Travis as Gabe slid in beside me in the back. He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a kiss on the cheek before turning toward the front. “So, here’s something.” He dribbled his fingers along the seat back. “I’ve been watching the apartment. I’ve got a tracker on the place just to see if Dupre or Jay or anyone else magical went there once we left it.”

      Travis rolled his hand over to get Gabe to hurry up with the rest of his story.

      Gabe grinned. “It’s not Dupre or Jay, but someone’s been poking around there all morning. Someone witchy.”

      “Someone witchy?” I asked, trying not to smile.

      “Yeah, a normal person wouldn’t even blip on my radar. I don’t care about seeing the mailman, you know what I mean? I have it set up to alert me if anyone with magical powers goes there.”

      Made perfect sense. “So, we should probably go check it out, right? Do people usually come see you if they notice something’s up or…?”

      Liam turned toward the car door and propped his elbow up on the armrest. He stared out the window as we talked. Travis looked from him, then back to me. “They have in the past. Rare, though. If something is up, we usually know about it before anyone else.”

      I sucked in a breath. Oh shit. What if Ren was poking around the apartment looking for Randy and me? What if he’d found the book? I hadn’t even thought of that happening. “Maybe I should call Randy.”

      Gabe put his hand on the phone when I took it out of my pocket. “He’s at the gym. He won’t want to be bothered. Trust me.”

      He would about this. But was I supposed to say? Randy and I were actually waiting on information from a semi-bad witch and he wouldn’t mind this interruption?

      Travis raised his eyebrows at me and I shrugged, pretending like I didn’t care. It wasn’t as if I was positive it was Ren, anyway.

      “Let’s just take a drive by there on the way to drop Norah off. It might be nothing,” Gabe said.

      Everyone agreed, even a half-hearted one from Liam, so Travis drove the Jeep outside the gate and took the highway to Salem. Part of me hoped it was Ren waiting there with the book, and part of me hoped it wasn’t. If it was, I’d have a hell of a lot of explaining to do about how we visited a questionable witch regarding Liam’s familiar. Travis seemed cool with it earlier, but that’s because he didn’t actually know what we’d done. He might change his mind when he found out.

      “So,” Travis started, catching mine and Gabe’s stares in the rearview mirror. “Walter sent me a text yesterday. He asked if we’d gotten a tug lately. I think he’s checking up on us to make sure our magic is working.”

      “I haven’t felt a thing recently,” I said. “Not since that night with Dupre and the…” I peeked at Liam and trailed off. Leaning forward, I touched Liam’s shoulder. His head whipped around, and he stared at my fingertips on his collarbone. “How about you?” I asked, trying not to be deterred by his reaction. “Felt anything recently?” I knew we were all trying not to talk about the familiar, but maybe that was making it worse. Maybe Liam felt as if it was something he had to hide in shame. I mean, we all knew he’d acquired it, so why not talk about it? “Just curious as to how the familiar is affecting you.” I echoed the same sentiment from earlier. Maybe if the others were around, he’d open up.

      Liam’s gaze narrowed in on my hands until I removed them from him, the tips buzzing. Yikes. Sorry?

      “I haven’t felt that much different,” Liam said, his voice casual, unperturbed.

      Liar. A blind person could tell his whole attitude had shifted.

      I looked at Gabe and he only shrugged. “I haven’t felt anything either. We felt it a lot that last time, but that was because what was going down was the big time. If we don’t feel anything right now, hopefully that means everything is okay for the time being. I don’t think we’re missing out on anything if that’s what Walter’s getting at.”

      “That’s pretty much what I told him,” Travis said, his lips pulling down. He’d been the only one not to feel the pull as much as the rest of us had. “I just hope they stay where they are for right now.”

      We all hoped for the same thing. With me here, and Liam in possession of a familiar, I couldn’t imagine what their reaction would be.

      Travis took us down the familiar streets and we passed the small hotel I’d stayed in when I’d first come to Salem. I smiled at it, remembering how I’d showed up with such a pissed off attitude as if it was the guys’ fault that I was getting cramps all the time. So much had happened since then. Most for the best, but some could be better.

      Travis parked the Jeep down the road a little way, so we could get a view of the apartment without showing ourselves first. Liam sat forward in the front seat, peering through the front windshield. It was evident someone was there. There was an unassuming sedan parked out front with what looked like a person in it, just staring at the house. I looked inside myself to test the magic waters, so to speak. I didn’t see anything bad or negative going around, but there was a clash up against another witch that wasn’t one of my guys, or anyone else I’d ever met.

      Gabe opened the back door. “Let’s go see what this person wants.”

      “Agreed,” Travis said. “Norah, you and Liam stay in the car. Gabe and I will go see what they want.”

      I glared at the back of his head as he got out of the Jeep without bothering to look around to see how I’d taken his “order”. I knew why he’d done it. Liam was a loose cannon right now, and if someone else were to see the familiar on him, things might get misconstrued. As for me, no one but them knew about me, so I shouldn’t go rushing forward when we weren’t sure what kind of situation we were putting ourselves into. That didn’t mean I cared for his instructions. Asshat.

      Gabe and Travis approached the little gold car, and the guy inside immediately stepped out. His face was drawn, and he gave both Gabe and Travis a handshake as I watched. I looked at Liam. “Do you recognize him?”

      “Yes. He’s a local witch. He and his girlfriend, also a witch, live out toward Boston way. His name’s Murphy, and he has a girlfriend named Anna.”

      “I wonder what they want. He seems to have been waiting for you guys to show up.” I inched forward, practically hanging over the front seat trying to get a better read on the guy but was coming up empty.

      “Looks it,” Liam said. Though he carried on a conversation with me, his voice was a monotone, as if his heart wasn’t in anything he said.

      When I peeked back out the windshield, Travis and Gabe were on their way back to us. Travis got in the car first as Gabe ran around the other side to scoot in beside me. Liam and I looked at them, waiting for them to explain.

      “That was Murph—”

      “Murphy,” I finished for Travis. “And he has a girlfriend named Anna and they live out toward Boston. What’s going on?”

      “Anna’s pretty sick,” Gabe said, filling us in.

      That would be the reason for Murphy’s pallor, but not for anything else. “Okay…”

      Travis gripped the steering wheel. In front of us, the little sedan’s tail lights flicked on as he moved the car from Park to Drive. Travis did the same and pulled out behind him. “He thinks it has something to do with bad magic.”

      “We told him we didn’t get the pull,” Gabe supplied, shrugging. “We didn’t tell him our magic has been off. Anyway, he’s still pretty insistent that Anna somehow is the victim of some bad shit.”

      “So, what are we doing now?”

      “We’re on our way out there,” Travis answered, following Murphy’s car as he took the next right up ahead. “Someone text Randy what we’re up to. He won’t be able to come, but he’ll want to know what’s going on.”

      I looked at Liam, but he made no move for his phone whatsoever. Pulling my own out, I sent him a quick text about what we were facing today, and then told him I would text back when I knew more.

      The drive didn’t take as long as I thought it would. I was too busy thinking things through in my own head. Liam had a familiar. Randy and I had contacted some questionable witches yesterday, and now we’d found out that a witch they knew might be sick due to some negative magic.

      We pulled down a suburban street and sensing that we were close, Travis caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “You can come in with us, but we’ll just introduce you as a witch friend. I think it’s still best we don’t say anything about you being the fifth.”

      I agreed completely. The less everyone else knew, the better.

      The gold sedan pulled into a driveway and Travis pulled up to the curb outside the house. It was a one-story golden yellow ranch. Murphy immediately got out of the car and then waited for us to pile out as well. Travis and Gabe went up ahead while Liam and I lingered behind. It was odd not to have him say anything or introduce any new facts about the case. He was just so quiet. Too quiet.

      Travis introduced me like he said he would, and then we all made our way into the house. The house was outdated, but cute. Small rooms lent itself to a chopped-up feeling, but it was also homey and pleasant.

      Murphy jiggled his car keys as he led us into the living room. A blue shag carpet at our feet, I only barely noticed the woman who slept on the couch. Murphy knelt next to her and rubbed her shoulder. “Anna, Honey. Do you remember Travis, Gabe, and Liam? They’ve come here to visit.” She blinked, the hollows under her eyes became more pronounced. Murphy helped sit her up. It didn’t help her appearance that her hair was stringy as if she hadn’t washed it in days. She had a small smile, but it didn’t reach her ears.

      Travis and Gabe glanced at one another. They seemed to have acknowledged something in their minds to one another, but I wasn’t privy to it. Unfortunately. However, I didn’t have to be a mind reader because we had Liam, and Liam said whatever was on his mind now. “Anna, you’ve lost some weight.”

      She looked up at Liam, her lips chapped. She did look frail, but I wasn’t sure if that was a normal look for her. Some girls had that skin stretched over bone look. “I just don’t have an appetite,” she said, her voice crackly.

      Travis shot Liam a warning look, but Murphy didn’t notice. He was staring at Anna with such affection. It didn’t go unnoticed by me and made my heart wrench. It was how I looked when staring at Liam now.

      “I keep telling her she has to eat,” Murphy said, smiling for Anna’s sake, but I could tell he didn’t feel it.

      She looked at him and her face did show a little sign of life as color rushed to her cheeks.

      “When did you get sick?” Travis asked.

      “About five days ago,” she said, coughing into her fist. “It just came over me all of a sudden. Murphy is freaking out, of course. That’s why you’re here, I’m guessing. I keep telling him that nothing is going on though. I haven’t done anything.”

      Gabe moved forward. “Something is clearly going on though, I’m not sure it’s magic related. Have you seen a doctor? You should probably get to one.”

      Murphy shook his head. “It’s not that. You’re not telling them everything, Anna. Tell them everything that happened. Tell them about the magic.”

      Her head twisted toward him and her mouth dropped. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I’m worried about you. We need to tell them everything.”

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I can’t believe you just said that. I’m just sick. Okay? Maybe I got the flu or something. I don’t know.”

      “The flu?” Murphy prodded. He tried to stay in control of himself, but he was losing that battle. “You don’t have the flu, Anna. You can’t even do magic right now. It’s almost as if magic has left your body, taking your health with it.”

      Taking what he said into account, I searched inside myself again, using my purple magic to push out against the seams and search in front of me for any truth to what he said. I felt his magic, and I recognized those who were usually with me right away though Liam’s essence was a little cloudier than it usually was. As far as Anna’s power, hers was just a spark, a little ember barely on fire. If she was a witch, she was dangerously close to losing her magic.

      “Have you used a lot of magic recently?” Travis asked her.

      She shook her head. “No. Not at all.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Murphy said. “We aren’t heavy magic users to begin with. Just inherited—Naturals—and learned the basics. Nothing like you guys do though. I’ve never seen her like this before. I was hoping you guys would be able to tell us if she came across something she shouldn’t have.”

      “Murphy,” Anna said, but her words cut off into a cough that doubled her over.

      Travis looked around at the rest of us, but there was nothing else to say. There was absolutely no evidence of evil magic here. None. No feelings. No tugs. No awful aromas. There was one sickly woman though. “I’m sorry, Murphy. No signs of it or anything. I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Gabe placed his hands in front of him. “I really think you should get her to a doctor, Mate.”

      I nodded alongside him. It didn’t appear to be a witch problem, it just seemed to be a natural human problem. Though, as witches, we didn’t get sick like humans did. There was something about the magic in our blood that helped us repel things like the common cold or flu. I hadn’t known Anna when she was healthy, so I didn’t know if she was a powerful witch or not. It was clear she wasn’t now though. It was heartbreaking to see her like that. Someone’s life stripped away from them, almost glaringly so. She lacked the glow most people had.

      “We’ll keep in touch, though,” Travis said. “If something comes up, we’ll let you know.”

      “Let us know, too,” I added. “If you take her to a doctor, please let us know what they say.”

      I’d seen Granny heal a witch once who’d gotten sick. Something about chakras and a lot of things I hadn’t understood at the time. If it came down to it, I could get Granny to visit me in a dream again, so I could ask her what to do.

      Anna stared up at me and she smiled. “Thank you.” Her cheeks pinkened just a bit more. Just our presence had improved her mood a little, or so it seemed. Maybe she needed fresh air and company other than just herself and Murphy.

      We all said our goodbyes and then Travis, Gabe, Liam, and I walked wordlessly back to the big Jeep.

      “Poor thing,” Gabe muttered. “She looks so different.”

      We got in the car, and Gabe held me to him a little tighter. I knew that feeling all too well. It hurt to watch Murphy with Anna. It was obvious they cared so much about one another and that he was going through this illness with her. I peeked at Liam and frowned. There was a lot of that going on lately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we got back into Salem, it wasn’t worth it to open the shop for the day, and the guys had already missed their classes. Gabe still wanted to get dropped off because he had practice and he wasn’t willing to miss that. It was becoming evident that having one car and one motorcycle between all of us wasn’t cutting it. The idea of having a Jeep big enough to fit all of us in it was a good one, just not practical when we all had our own things going on. Especially when the guys graduated college. Everyone would probably be going in separate directions then.

      If we didn’t want to get another car, we were going to have to find a new place to live. Somewhere closer where we could walk to where we needed to be.

      I fell asleep in the Jeep on the way home and only woke up when I felt the vehicle come to a stop. I blinked, disoriented for a moment before recognizing the walkway that led up to the front of Liam’s parents’ house. Head still groggy, I pushed the Jeep door open and hopped down.

      Randy was in the kitchen making himself a sandwich when we came in. Travis filled him in on the particulars, and then Randy motioned for me to follow him up the stairs. My heart lurched. I grabbed a banana from the bar and tried to step around Travis when he said, “Um, Norah?”

      I stopped and looked back at him.

      He ran a hand through his dark hair, his green eyes glinting. “Can you wait a sec?”

      I looked back at Randy. “Talk to you later?” I guessed. Since Travis and I rarely ever conversed, this must be important.

      Randy waved at us both and headed up the stairs, a small smirk on his face. Liam had already sat himself on the couch in the living room and pulled the laptop into his lap. Travis motioned for me to follow him into the vestibule. Instead of stopping there, he led me out the front door. “Sorry for being so secretive,” he said. “I didn’t want Liam to hear what I was going to say.”

      “Oh. Okay.” That didn’t give me much information at all, but sure.

      “I’ve been thinking we should probably practice magic together. I know you four have done it together and found some things out...”

      “And you didn’t want to join,” I added. I didn’t want this to turn into a conversation about him being left out. He was the one who refused to join in on shit like that. It was never us excluding him.

      “Right,” he said. “I didn’t want anything to do with it, but today’s a different story than it was before. We’ve got a lot more things going on. With Liam having the familiar and Dupre lurking around somewhere, I need you to be up on your defensive skills. But also,” he sighed as if it killed him to admit this. “I need to work with you. I need the feel of having you be part of the coven instead of…the other person.”

      I swallowed, staring at Travis as we walked around the side of the house. His gaze already focused out at the water. It had taken a lot for him to say that. It wasn’t anywhere near an apology, but all the little things that had been going on lately made me sure we were moving in the right direction. “I agree,” I told him.  “When we get into a situation like we were the other day, we need to see how we can react and how we all work with one another.”

      Travis looked up. “And Liam is scaring me a little. We’re not sure what the familiar is doing to him. We know the familiar allowed the psychic to mark the Liderc’s targets, so it could really be capable of anything. We know she wasn’t aware of that part, so what if Liam is doing something he’s not aware of…”

      My stomach twisted. I hoped to God that wasn’t happening.

      I stopped when we were in the wide-open clearing, about in the same place we had been when it was just Liam, Randy, Gabe, and myself out here. I took a seat on the grass and stared up at him. The sun made my eyes squint, so I used my hand to ward off as much as I could. “Let’s see what you got.”

      Travis did what I’d seen the others do. He took his stance, right foot forward with this hand taut as he waited to pull his magic from him. I concentrated on his hand, waiting for a color to show up like I’d seen with the rest of the guys. Nothing really accumulated there like it had with the others. Instead, a swirling wind came up from around Travis, catching at his sleeves and flapping the extra material in the wind. The more Travis concentrated, the more the wind picked up. Pieces of my hair even came around and stuck to my lips.

      Wait a minute. Liam made fire. Randy moved the earth. Gabe used the water from the ocean. “You’re wind,” I told him.

      “What?” he snapped, frowning down at his hand. The magic flickered and went out. He’d obviously felt as if it should’ve been going better than it had, and I’d just ruined his concentration.

      “Wind, Travis,” I said, standing up and moving toward him. “Try again.”

      He pulled at his magic again. I waited until the wind picked up once more and then I stepped into his vortex. When he finally looked at me and noticed the wind swirling around us, his eyebrows rose.

      “You were watching from the window before,” I told him. “You saw how Liam made fire, Gabe moved the water, and Randy—”

      “—made a big fucking hole in the ground?”

      “Well, yeah,” I said, chuckling. That pretty much summed it up. “I’ve heard of witches being able to control the elements, but isn’t it weird that you each gravitated toward one?”

      “I’ve never been able to do that before,” Travis said. “Though, it’s not as if I’ve ever tried.”

      “Did you try that time?”

      “No, I was just trying to call my magic out, maybe make a hole in the ground like Randy had to see how much power I could get.”

      “Instead of that, wind came to you. Every time you concentrated harder, the wind swirled faster. Is this an Akasha coven thing?”

      Travis gave a curt shake of his head. “I’ve never heard of it before. It makes sense though. Randy also buried the Liderc alive at his parents’ house. He moved the earth again to do that. Maybe we can control separate elements.”

      Yeah, that had been badass. I’d wondered how we were going to get rid of that thing and when the psychic mentioned sending him back to hell, I hadn’t realized we were going to physically send him there by breaking open the ground and shoving him so far deep inside that he would never be able to get out again.

      “If we can do that,” Travis said. “What’s yours?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve never felt anything like that. Maybe I’m different because I come from a voodoo background. I don’t know.”

      For the next half hour, Travis used his newfound magic to fling things through the air at me while I practiced my defensive skills by deflecting them away and sending them spiraling in the other direction. When I felt the magic start to tug at me, as if the edges were splitting and fraying, I held my hand up at the rock he’d sent at me about a hundred times. I tossed it to the ground in front of him. “I need a break.”

      He dropped his hands to his side, blinking, as if he’d just come out of a trance. “Wow. I guess so. We’ve been doing that for a while. Are you okay?”

      “Time flies when you’re flinging things at me, I guess.”

      “Actually,” he said, pausing. An enormous smile graced his face, and it was hard not to get swept up in it. “It really does.”

      I rolled my eyes. Then, we just stood there staring at one another for an awkward few moments before I started toward the house. I looked over my shoulder to find him running to catch up. When he got next to me, I said, “If we can’t find a way to get the familiar off Liam, we’re going to have to find a way to get him to live with it. You see how his whole demeanor has changed, haven’t you?”

      Travis nodded. “He’s not telling us the whole story. When I think about it, it’s just like him to do that. He doesn’t want to be the center of attention, therefore, he’s not going to tell us what’s really going on with this thing on him. He doesn’t like to rock the boat, you know?”

      “I’ve tried talking to him,” I said, feeling completely helpless. “He told me he couldn’t be a safe space for me anymore. That stung like a bitch.”

      “We should all keep trying,” Travis said, emphasizing the ‘we’. “Maybe we could sit him down and try to talk to him when Gabe gets back tonight.”

      “He’d hate that,” I said, picturing an intervention in my mind. That would make him crazy. “Maybe we could each try to talk to him separately to see if we can get anywhere with him.”

      Travis rubbed his chin. “You’re right. It’s been long enough, and we can’t keep letting him try to do this alone. If you think back, it’s only gotten worse. When the familiar first attached to him, he was better off than he is right now. He helped heal you. Now he acts as if it’s a chore to be around you.”

      My hands turned to fists. “Thanks for that.”

      He shrugged. “It’s the truth.”

      I’d had my fill of Travis time for the day. We went inside, and I immediately climbed the stairs. We’d been doing so well, too, but apparently, I still had my limits when it came to him. I headed to Randy’s room, but when I opened the door, he wasn’t there. I stopped at Liam’s room next. I stuck my head in and found him sitting on his bed with his laptop in front of him. He looked up when I came in. “Have you seen Randy?”

      “He left to get Gabe from practice since you and Travis were busy.”

      It wasn’t so much the words he’d said, but how he said it. I stepped in and closed the door behind me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He kept his bloodshot eyes on the laptop screen. My patience was wearing thin. A few hours with Travis could do that to anyone. I sat down on the bed and put my hand on his calf. “Come on, Liam. Talk to me.”

      “I told you this morning there really isn’t anything to say.”

      “You also said a bunch of other crap I don’t believe either.”

      He looked up at me, the shadows under his eyes darkening. Before he could turn back to his laptop, I shut the screen and tossed the whole thing to the side of the bed. “Liam, this is getting serious. Everyone’s worried about you and you won’t talk. We just need to know what’s going on. If we don’t know what’s going on, how are we supposed to help you?”

      “I don’t need help,” he said, sighing, and reaching for the laptop again.

      I grabbed his hands and pulled them to me. He tried to yank them from my grasp, but I squeezed tighter. “Not happening. Liam, I miss you.”

      His hard exterior chipped a little. It was a brief flicker, but then the shadows grew over his face again. “Miss me, huh? Is that why you’re outside doing magic with Travis?”

      My mouth dropped. He’d never so much as raised his voice to me before. I gritted my teeth. “I’m outside doing magic with Travis, so we can both practice. We hadn’t practiced together before. You know that.”

      “Yeah, and suddenly he can stand you now? He’s not biting your head off at every turn.”

      I resisted the urge to release his hands because I had a feeling that was exactly what he wanted. It was clear that this wasn’t Liam saying these things. He was trying to push me away. “Yeah, it seems you guys have traded places.”

      He visibly flinched.

      I saw it as my opening. I dropped my voice to a whisper and worked my way closer to him. “Liam, Randy and I are working on something. Just stay strong for a little while longer. You’re doing great. You’re so brave.”

      His hands relaxed in mine. I retreated to look in his eyes and it was almost as if I was staring at the old Liam again. His jaw clenched. “Please,” he said.

      That was all I needed to hear. We needed that damn book. Or an exorcism.

      An exorcism? I hadn’t thought of that before. Maybe that would get the damn thing off him.

      I leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. This time, he let me, his eyelids drooping low for a brief second.

      I stood to leave him alone when a soft pull started in my stomach and then grew and grew. I whipped around to face Liam. “I feel it too,” he said. “Faint, but it’s there.”

      I sighed in relief. At least he felt it and wasn’t the cause of it. That was all I could ask for now.
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      I turned toward the door only to hear the thump, thump, thump of someone running up the steps. I met Travis at the top of the stairs. His eyes were wide. “I feel something.

      “Me too,” I told him. “Bad.”

      Liam came around behind me and I moved so my back was to the wall. He was giving me off a creepy vibe all of a sudden. I hated to admit it, but it was true. Liam wasn’t being the Liam I knew. Not at all. “Well, are we going or what?” he asked, his tone clipped, almost exasperated.

      Travis peeked at me and then back to Liam. “Let’s go.”

      Liam pushed past us, and Travis and I gave one another conspiratorial looks. The sooner we could get that fucking serpent familiar off him, the better. He was taking a nose-dive into moodyville. He wasn’t my shy, safe, Liam anymore. “We should probably call Randy or Gabe.”

      “They’re on the bike,” Liam called out over his shoulder. “They won’t be able to answer. They’ll probably get there before us.”

      I glared at the back of his head. I expected attitude like that from Travis, maybe even Randy if he was in a mood, but the fact that Liam was pulling that shit pissed me off even more. I clenched my mouth shut and followed them both to the Jeep. Instead of letting Liam get the front seat, I took it myself, closing the door in his face. It was petty, and I knew I was being irrational because Liam’s mood was darkening only due to the demonic familiar attached to his body and not anything to do with me or our relationship, but I couldn’t help myself.

      This time, Travis didn’t need me to give him directions to where we were headed. He navigated us smoothly toward our destination. With the ferocity of this pull, I was glad Travis and I had taken the time to practice some defensive blocks today. Who knew what we were heading into?

      When we were close, my phone rang. Randy’s name popped up on my screen, so I swiped at it to answer his call. “Hey, we’re here. How far out are you guys?”

      “A few minutes,” I told him, hoping I wasn’t wrong. I was new to this pull business, but I just went with my gut feeling.

      “We’ll wait outside.”

      “O—” The phone clicked in my ear and I pulled it away and frowned at it. He’d hung up on me. I slipped the phone back in my pocket and turned toward Travis. “They’re there. They’re waiting on us, then we can all go in together.”

      “Good,” Travis said, turning back to the road and taking the next left up ahead. It took us down a mostly deserted road with a few houses dotting the countryside. They were modest homes, older without being the historical type from right in downtown Salem. “The good thing to come from this is that our pull does seem to be returning. I can tell Walter now without feeling like I’m lying to him. This time, I really did get the pull.”

      “Has he asked you about the fifth in a while?” I hedged, sliding a glance his way.

      “No, but I imagine he won’t let that sit for much longer. Orders are always made up of a group of five. Not four or three. It has to be five. We need to think about telling them the truth about you soon before they figure it out on their own.”

      I didn’t say much to that. Mostly because I didn’t know what to say. There was so much going on at the moment that the fifth and the Order not knowing about me seemed to be put on hold, but it certainly wasn’t for their superiors. They would want answers soon.

      Up ahead, the Jeep headlights splashed against a motorcycle. The cramp in my stomach intensified, and Travis was already pulling over to the side of the road right behind Randy’s bike. Two figures walked toward us, and we got out. Randy came forward, cupping my head in his hand. “You okay?”

      I nodded, and we walked forward, meeting the rest of them in between the bike and the Jeep. Liam stepped forward and stared intently at the house. The exterior flickered and kept on flickering. Liam’s gaze intensified as he worked his magic, trying to power it up. I looked at him and then back at the house. The scene before us looked like a staticky TV station when the weather was bad outside. Brief glimpses of the interior of the house showed up, but immediately faded back to siding and shutters.

      “The fuck?” Liam said, stepping back when he just couldn’t do it. I tried to reach out to him, but he pulled his hand away. “Someone else is going to have to do it.”

      We all stared at him. Nerves rattled around in my stomach. Liam was the best at visibility spells and now suddenly he couldn’t do it? Something was wrong.

      “Can I try?” Liam had been helping me with a few of the Order spells and now seemed like the perfect time to try one since Liam wasn’t able to.

      “Sure,” Randy said, pushing me forward.

      I closed my eyes and let my magic encompass me like I’d felt Liam do with his when he showed me how to do the visibility spell before. My fingertips tingled as I thought about the siding, the shutters, the wood, everything, disappearing and revealing to us what was inside. To me, this was one of the best spells we could have. We never wanted to just run into a situation where we felt negative magic without knowing what we were running into first. That would be a nightmare.

      I didn’t open my eyes until Gabe said, “Good job, Love.”

      Slowly, I blinked, and the interior of the house appeared in front of me. We couldn’t see much. The house was dark as if everyone in there had gone off to bed already. No one in rooms like the living room or kitchen, which left the bedrooms. Bedrooms were always difficult to see into though, especially if people were lying in beds. They were usually hidden by mountains of sheets and pillows.

      “All seems clear,” Travis said. “Let’s head in.”

      We strode forward through the dewy grass until we hit the sidewalk that led to a few short steps. Randy unlocked the door with his magic and then twisted the doorknob to let us in in front of him. We squeezed past, separating as we’d done now on numerous occasions. It wasn’t hard to figure out where to go to in this house. The rotten meat smell was a dead giveaway and eventually, those that went to check on the downstairs gravitated toward the upstairs where it wafted from. I stuck close to Randy and Gabe as we ascended the steps.

      Travis was the first to call out. “Found…something.”

      We turned the corner and found a body lying on the floor. Half of the torso laying in the hallway, and the other half lying just inside what looked to be a bathroom by the presence of the ceramic tile at the feet. “Are they—?” Randy started.

      Travis knelt and touched the shoulder of the person. “Alive,” he said, relief flooding his voice.

      Thank God for that. I couldn’t have Randy going off the deep end again. Not when Travis and Liam seemed to have switched personalities.

      Travis turned the body and moved hair away from the face. As soon as he did so, rotten garbage funk spewed into the air. I almost took a step back. The woman’s mouth was agape, and her eyes were wide and stricken. Her skin was an ashen color. Not even pale, but almost gray as if it were decaying right out from under her. Pronounced shadows dominated under her eyes and she was rail thin.

      “I know this person,” Travis said. He held his hands up to her neck as if he were checking for a pulse. Satisfied that he felt it there, he sat back, staring at the body with a perplexed look.

      “Not to be crude,” I said, “But she stinks. Awful.” I pulled my shirt up over my nose to try to filter out some of the scent. “What the hell did she do?”

      Liam leaned down over her and felt her forehead. “She’s burning hot. Did she just pass out?”

      Passed out from trying to murder someone was what it smelled like. None of us had explanations though. Randy left my side and started another search through the house to see what he could find. Maybe he could find evidence of the type of evil magic she did and what its purpose was.

      He came back empty-handed. “Nothing. It all seems to be centered around her.”

      “We really have no choice then,” Travis said, his lips thinning. “We have to mark her.”

      He lowered his hand to her forehead, and I panicked. “Stop.” They all stared up at me, varying degrees of surprise. “I don’t want to seem like the newbie here in all this, but it just doesn’t seem right. Doesn’t this girl look like she has the same symptoms as Anna?”

      “Except Anna didn’t have the putrid smell.” Travis offered me a small smile. “It’s what we do, Norah. We’re not saying she’s guilty. It’s not really for us to decide. This is just going on the facts we have and the natural abilities we were given. The Akasha takes care of the truth, and that’s never wrong.”

      My stomach tightened, and I looked up to Randy for help. He only shrugged. “Maybe nerves over your first marking?”

      I guessed that could be it. I just didn’t want to be judge, jury, and executioner. Travis stared at me, his green eyes intense. “Close your eyes and feel my magic when I do this.” I did as he asked, and then his clear, concise words came up and over all of us. “By the power of the Order of the Akasha, a trial has been set to prove your worthiness. If you be true, let light live within you. If you be false, may the light flush out any darkness. To thine own self be true.”

      Magic pricked my fingertips and goosebumps coursed all over my skin. The wind whipped up around us and I caught my hair and held it down before it tangled. It only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough that a power surge lifted me. It felt as if I was glowing.

      I opened my eyes to see Travis’s red magic pulsing out around us along with the smell of cinnamon thinning the nasty aroma this area carried. The magic had burned a symbol into the woman’s forehead. An O with an A inside of it etched into her skin there as if Travis had written it with dark ash. I frowned down at it. “It’ll disappear if she’s found innocent,” Travis said.

      “And if not?”

      “Then, it’ll be visible to anyone magical as a symbol of their disgrace.”

      I glanced at Liam without even thinking. My eyes going straight to his forehead. Of course, he was clear, but he did stare back at me, his lips a straight line and with dark, dark eyes that sent a shiver up my spine.

      Randy threw an arm around me. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Gabe needled me in the side. “You’re going to have to. You’re stuck with us now.”

      It was most definitely the other way around. “So, what do we do now?” I asked, staring down again at the barely moving body. Her chest rose and fell, but beyond that, she looked—and smelled—like death.

      “Now we take her to headquarters and wait for her to wake up, so we can perform the trial.”

      “Should we take her to a hospital?” I asked. It was what we’d wanted Murphy to do with Anna. Maybe an IV to get fluid pumping through her would do her good.

      “A hospital isn’t going to make a difference in the magical world, Norah,” Gabe said. “This has evil magic written all over it. We just have to see if it was her doing, or someone else’s.”

      I didn’t like the idea of just leaving her like this. It seemed cruel, especially when we weren’t sure if she was the one who’d used the bad magic. “Can we stop by the shop? I’d like to pick up some healing herbs to see what I can do for her.”

      Travis and Gabe grabbed the body, both putting an arm around the shoulders. “Yeah. Randy, you take Norah to the shop and meet us back at headquarters. I’d like to get this done as soon as possible.”

      He didn’t say anything, but his eyebrows were drawn in. He’d said he’d known the girl. Did he think she was innocent? Or was it just that marking someone had made him think about his friend and his sister? It was hard to tell with him because Travis wasn’t one to share what he was thinking. At least not with me. Yet, anyway. Maybe all that was changing now.

      Randy, Liam, and I followed them down the stairs and Randy and I sat back and watched as they all loaded into the Jeep. Gabe waved as they pulled away, but Liam had just gotten in the Jeep with his head down, and if I wasn’t mistaken, with the tail of the snake peeking out from the back of his collar.

      “Was that—?” Randy started to say.

      “Yeah,” I answered, knowing he’d just seen the same thing. “New update to the Liam-familiar saga. It moves on him. Oh, and he can’t stand to be around me now.”

      Randy pulled me to him, his large arms enveloping me in the most enormous hug. “You know that’s not really him. I’ve been doing some thinking, and even if the familiar isn’t doing anything to Liam or wanting Liam to do anything to other people, it can’t feel good to have that thing on your skin. Think of all the hate and the evil it encompasses, and it’s on you all the time and there’s nothing you can do about it. He’s probably battling it as best he can right now.”

      I nodded into his expansive chest and hugged him tighter. Liam was fighting it. So long as he had some control, he’d fight it.
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      Randy and I stopped briefly at the shop. I grabbed what herbs I could think of that Granny used and threw them all in “A Touch of Magic” bag from behind the counter. I tried to tell myself to remember to take these vials off the inventory list, but I wasn’t kidding myself. I knew I’d forget.

      We walked out the store and stopped short when a couple of policemen were just coming out of Madame Serena’s place. They tipped their hats to us, and I immediately turned around to lock up the store. Guilt washed over me like it did every time I thought about what she’d done for us. She was just a victim, the same as us. She didn’t realize that Dupre was a monster and twisted magic to his own ugly devices instead of using it like it should be used.

      We walked past, and I gave the two policemen a half smile as Randy kept a hand on the small of my back. He leaned down and whispered, “Breathe, Norah.”

      I took a breath and tried to relax. I looked over my shoulder and watched as someone else locked up the shop’s door for the police. “I just feel bad,” I said. “No one will know what really happened to her. She did sacrifice herself in the end.”

      “She wasn’t a bad person,” Randy agreed. “Just in a bad situation.”

      I stuck the vials in my pocket as we approached the bike. Before we got on it, Randy pulled me close. He tipped my chin up to look him in the face. Slowly, his mouth lowered over mine. I pushed up to my tiptoes to pass the distance quicker. With so much going on around us, it was easy to get lost in the stresses, but I had this, too. This beautiful connection with four guys. Randy’s hand worked up into my hair and angled my head to deepen the kiss. I followed his lead, the world falling away around us as I lived in this moment with him.

      Sadly, he pulled away, his breath caressing my lips. “I’m right here, Norah.”

      I nodded, needing to hear that. Then, we hopped on the bike and started toward headquarters. Driving down the back road in the bike was a lot different from the comfort of the Jeep. The ruts that were just little nuisances in the Jeep were like giant craters to the bike. Randy had to slow down at an almost unbearably slow speed as he maneuvered around and straight over the ones he couldn’t avoid. When he finally pulled to a stop right behind the Jeep, he helped me off and then rubbed my butt after he got off himself. “Little sore?”

      I smacked him in the hand. “I think I’d prefer to ride in the Jeep next time. My God. You ever thought about getting another vehicle?”

      “I thought you liked the bike?”

      “I do,” I said. Maybe just not when we had to go to headquarters.

      “I could probably sell it back to Travis if—”

      I turned. “What? This was Travis’s bike?” I stared at the black bike as if there was some marking on it that would tell me it used to be Travis’s. It didn’t. I never would’ve guessed it belonged to him.

      Randy nodded. “Yeah. I bought it off him when I started my own jobs.”

      That was interesting. I hadn’t pegged Travis as the type of guy who rode a bike. “I don’t want you to get rid of it,” I told Randy. “I love the bike. I just maybe don’t want to ride on it when we come down that road again. That wasn’t fun.”

      Randy smiled and reached down to give my ass another pat. “Maybe I can make it up to you later.”

      “Maybe there’s no maybe about it,” I said, raising my eyebrows and walking past him toward the tree I remembered the entrance was close to. Just before I got to the right place, the air started to shimmer and transform. The shape of a door formed, and Randy opened it for me and I took the steps down to the cavernous area. The torches on the wall flickered. I hadn’t even taken two steps when a shrill scream rose up.

      “Oh, shit.” I ran forward, my feet slapping against the rock at our feet until I got to them. The witch was sitting up now, her legs crossed in front of her. She stared up at Travis with a murderous glare. “I told you I didn’t do anything! How many times do you need me to say it, Travis? You know me. You know I shouldn’t even be here.”

      Travis paced in front of her. “We have to go with what we see.”

      “And tell me what exactly you saw again. Me passed out? Me looking like this? Yeah, I look like a threat, don’t I?” she asked, rolling her eyes. I hid a smile. I loved it when Travis got shit.

      “Just shut up,” Liam said, coming forward suddenly. The girl flinched away from him. I stopped, surprised at Liam’s words and Randy ran right into my back. “You’re here. Get over it,” he snarled.

      The woman’s eyes widened, and she stared at Liam’s back when he finally turned from her and went back to sitting on his stone bench.

      “A little more tact, Mate,” Gabe said, throwing an accusatory glance his way. “Just maybe? She is one of us, you know.”

      “Then she knows what we need to do. It shouldn’t be such a shock to her,” Liam fumed.

      I walked forward. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Travis ran a hand through his hair. “Jules woke up. She has no memory whatsoever of what happened, and she can’t believe we’ve even brought her here. That about sums it up, right?” Travis asked, looking right at her.

      She completely ignored Travis and stared at me. “Who are you?”

      Randy pushed forward. “A friend.”

      The girl, Jules, gave him a withering look. We were losing this battle fast. Liam would’ve been the one to reassure this lady, but he wasn’t going to do that now. He might’ve even started the gas on the fire. I stepped forward. “I am a friend. The truth is,” I told her, “We found you around a foul smell that translates to evil magic. That’s why we had to mark you.”

      She hissed in a breath and stared at Travis. “You already marked me?”

      He peeked over at me, his head dropping to the side.

      Oh shit. She didn’t know that part yet. I shrugged. I hadn’t realized they didn’t tell her. Why would they not tell her?

      “It’s no big deal,” I told her, mimicking what they all said to me earlier. “If there’s nothing bad about you, you’ll continue on your way. If you’re doing something bad, you’ll pay, so if you always strive to be good, we shouldn’t have a problem here.”

      “I shouldn’t be surprised,” Jules snapped. She turned toward Travis, her shoulders moving up and down with every deep breath she took. “I mean, you even marked your own sister! What the hell, Travis?”

      His face blanched, and he staggered back a step.

      Okay. She’d gone over the line now. I walked up to her and crouched down. “He’s just doing his job, Jules. Now we’re going to do ours. Like I just explained to you—nicely—if you’re not bad, you have nothing to worry about and you can leave right away.” I leaned toward her. “And really, we’d prefer if you left right away if you’re going to act like that.” I rose to my feet and turned toward Travis. “Alright, let’s do this. I guess stopping to get supplies wasn’t necessary.” Not that I’d help her with how she was being now, anyway. The anger that coursed through her brought back some life to her body and she was completely flushed with anger. She no longer held the decaying look but was sporting a major bitch face.

      I moved to my stone bench, and the others did the same. The pentagram in the middle glowed white as we sat there staring at Jules. She stayed where she was, her gaze flitting to all of us in turn. As I stared back, it was as if her physical body gave way and I could see straight through to her soul. She glowed white, a pink aura around the edges, but she was pure. Inherently, I knew that if we’d got someone like Dupre into the pentagram, it would’ve been a different story. I could imagine scenes of death and chaos, and a black soul like a bottomless pit of tragedies.

      Travis stood, and the magic stripped away, leaving my hair standing on end. As I watched, the mark on her forehead faded into nothing. It just disappeared right in front of us. The Akasha had done just what they said it would do. “You’re good, Jules. You have to know I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just doing what I have to do, whether you like it or not. The Akasha doesn’t lie, and it didn’t lie in your case either. I want to know, though, you’re sure you don’t remember anything? Because there was something going on in your house. Something evil.”

      Jules stood on shaky legs. Travis reached out to steady her, but she shied away, her hands coming over her chest. Her voice was much softer now when she spoke. “I told you I don’t remember a thing. It’s almost like I blacked out. I woke up feeling like I got hit by a truck, and there you guys were all staring at me.”

      I walked toward her, hoping a woman-to-woman talk might calm her down even further. “I was there, too,” I told her. “There was something in your house. I wouldn’t go back there if I were you.” I pulled out the vials from my pocket and held them out. “I stopped by my shop to pick these up. I was going to try to heal you, but it looks as if your color is already returning. Do you want any of this?” I held the vials out to her, basic herbs that any witch would know.

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Do you have any place to go besides your house? We want you to be safe until we can figure out what’s going on. Your house definitely isn’t that right now since we don’t know what did something to you, and we don’t even know what they did to you.”

      “You mean if something got done to me?” She headed for the stairs. “I want to go home.”

      Travis threw Gabe the keys. “You mind?”

      Gabe plucked them out of the air. “No problem.”

      Before they got too far, Travis cleared his throat and then pointed at his head. He then motioned toward me. It dawned on me what he was trying to say. Jules now knew I was part of the order. Travis was asking Gabe to wipe her memory of that fact.

      Gabe nodded.

      Jules stomped up the steps and Gabe followed, raising his eyebrows at us as we watched them leave. I tugged on his hand before he disappeared. “Please don’t take her home. Tell her you’ll take her any place but there.”

      He gave me a small salute. “You got it, Baby.” He kissed my forehead and jogged all the way up the steps. I turned, addressing the rest of us. “Well, that could’ve gone better.”

      Travis ran a hand through his hair and swore. Liam looked bored, and Randy and I shared a confused glance.

      “Have you guys ever marked someone before who didn’t turn out bad?”

      “Yes,” Travis said, his lips thin. “But it’s usually when we have several people and we know it’s one of them, and it turns out to be one and not the other. We don’t have another person,” he said, turning around in a circle and motioning toward the pretty much empty room besides the rest of us.

      “She wasn’t the one who did something bad, which means someone did something bad to her,” Randy said.

      That much was clear. But we didn’t know who, and we didn’t know what. “She didn’t seem like she believed us,” I said, trying to tread very carefully before Travis spiraled even further down.

      Liam smirked. “People didn’t like it when Travis accidentally took all of his sister’s powers. They especially didn’t like it when they found out one of us was found bad, too. I mean, we’re supposed to be the good guys.”

      He snorted, and Travis glared at him. His eyes narrowed, and he stared at Liam menacingly. “You think that’s funny?”

      Liam met his stare with a nasty one of his own. “Do I think it’s funny that one of us, an Enforcer, who is supposed to be the purest of them all, was found to be bad? I mean, yeah. If it’s not funny, it’s ironic.”

      Travis moved forward, his steps like sledgehammers as he moved forward. Randy stepped in front of Liam while I intercepted Travis. “Seriously?” I said, whispering. “Wasn’t it you who told me that the familiar is affecting him? Give him a break, would you?”

      Travis’s green eyes locked on mine and then looked away.

      We were all trying to coddle Liam, but I agreed, he’d gone too far with that remark. Especially in front of Travis, who’d probably never get over the fact he’d accidentally stripped his own sister. That was a low blow.

      I took a big breath and released it. That could’ve escalated into something bad. Since Liam wasn’t feeling much like Liam, I was going to have to play the common-sense part in all this. “Here’s what we know so far,” I said. “We know that Jules smelled like negative magic, but she’s not bad herself. So, we can only conclude that she had a negative spell done near or around her, or perhaps to her. If it was done to her that would explain how she looked like she was practically dead when we saw her. Sunken in eyes, limp hair, so pale she was practically gray. She looked like she was strung out.” I peeked toward Randy. She looked like one of those magic users at Ren’s place. Like a magic junkie. If I’d thought about it, I would’ve asked her if she knew him. “We can look in the books for things that leave their victims like that. That’s what we did for the poor people we found dead.”

      Travis nodded. “It’s a start.”

      “You said you know her? What can you tell us about her? Is she the type to get mixed up in something bad?”

      Travis stared at the ceiling, his jaw working. “I’m not the best judge of character, Norah. That much must be abundantly clear to you right now.”

      “We all missed the signs, man,” Randy said. “We’ve told you that again and again. You can’t just keep the blame for yourself.” Randy scratched his jaw and turned toward me. “We all know her. She’s a good person, a good witch.”

      “Is she an…” I peeked at Travis and then back at Randy. “…an over-user?”

      “No,” Randy said. “Nothing like that.”

      Well, there went that theory. Though, I wasn’t sure what I was even trying to prove. Ren’s magical whore den didn’t reek of bad magic. Why would the two even be related except for the look on the poor girls?

      Liam, who’d been too quiet through all this, coughed. He coughed again and then started to choke. Eyes wide, he stood from the stone bench. “…air…”

      I went to run up after him, but he was already up the stairs, the door closed behind him. Randy put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “I’ll go after him. I don’t think you should be alone with him right now, Norah. He’s not himself.”

      Randy took the stone steps two at a time. A rush of air went through the cavern when the door opened, sending a chill through me.

      “It’s weird,” Travis said. “He has to be somewhat himself because we wouldn’t have been able to perform the Akasha ritual if we didn’t have five members. I was worried the familiar might somehow block his Enforcer powers, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      “Well, that’s good then,” I said. It wasn’t enough for me though. I wanted Liam all the way back.

      “Yeah,” Travis said. “Except, it doesn’t explain why he’s being such a dick.”

      If we were on better terms, I would’ve gone up to him and given him a hug. Instead, I just stood there. “Sorry he said that to you.”

      Travis looked up, and we just stared at one another. This was happening far too often lately. It was as if we were trying to figure out what made the other tick.
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      Edgy. That’s what I’d call how everyone was acting. After reading through some Order books the night before and finding nothing, I went to bed. When I woke up, no one was speaking to anyone. Randy was already gone. Gabe acted like he needed a morning just to sleep in, or sleep all day possibly, with the look of the shadows under his eyes. Liam was ignoring me, and Travis, too, seemed stuck in his own head.

      The ride into Salem was quiet. They wordlessly dropped me off at the shop, Gabe asleep in the backseat with me. I only had a moment to lean him against the cushion instead of my shoulder, so I could get out of the Jeep without waking him. Now that I was at the shop, the tension I’d been feeling at the house and in the Jeep was more pronounced. My nerves were frayed, and I was restless at the same time. Every time a customer came in and the bell over the door rang, I nearly jumped off the stool. I’d even taken to doing a Google search about how to rid someone of demonic familiars. There were actual websites out there, but none of them seemed like they knew what they were talking about. Which I shouldn’t find that odd because most people didn’t really think that things like familiars existed.

      I’d even regressed to searching how to do an exorcism. That’s how bad things were in my head. I wouldn’t quite call it possession, but it was evident Liam wasn’t himself.

      I rang up customers, smiling when I needed to, and showing them different things in the shop when they asked, but for the most part, I, too, was caught up in my own head with everything going on. I tried not to wish Granny would visit me again. Every time she did come, I had another question to ask her. If I asked too many, she was going to start thinking I couldn’t take being alive without her. That part wasn’t true. I just wished I’d asked her so much more when she was alive. When she had been around, though, I didn’t care about magic all that much. I even hated it a little. I hated the fact that it made me different from everyone else. It was stupid, but it was true.

      A tug started in my stomach. I leaned over the counter to brace myself for the cramps, but they never came. The bell over the door rang. I looked up to find Randy walking toward me. My body hummed in happiness and I sighed in relief. I didn’t wait until he made his way to me. I walked around the counter and threw my arms around him, meeting him in the middle of the store. “Hey, what’s going on?” he asked, rubbing circles into my back.

      “Everything’s going to shit, and we don’t know what we’re doing. We don’t have Liam, and Gabe’s tired as fuck. And Travis…well, Travis is being Travis.”

      His chest vibrated, and I looked up to find him holding back a laugh. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Sorry,” he said, biting down on his lower lip.

      “It’s not funny, Randy.”

      “It’s actually not funny. Not at all. It’s just that you kind of word vomited that all out there really fast. And Travis is being Travis. I don’t know what to tell you about that. You two are going to have to figure it out.” He paused, smiling once again without fear that I’d yell at him again. “I do have some good news though.”

      “You do?”

      “Ren called me. He wants to meet. Do you think you can close up the shop for lunch?”

      I was already grabbing my keys from behind the counter. “Let’s go.”

      I locked up behind us, and Randy and I walked toward his bike. Riding with him was beginning to seem like second nature now. The vibration of the engine underneath us, the wind roaring past my ears, the feel of his firm muscles on the insides of my forearms. It took me away from my problems as a new hope started in my chest. If Ren had the book, we could figure out how to get rid of this familiar tonight. That would move one puzzle piece back into place and then we could work on what the hell had happened to Jules, and possibly even Anna. With Liam himself that would go much smoother.

      We stopped outside Ren’s house, which looked even more like a dump in the daylight than it did when we came by here at night. We dodged trash in the yard, and then Randy used his huge hand to knock on the door. A different girl answered this time, but she had the same lost look, the same sunken face and sallow appearance. Despite that she had a different hair color, she could’ve been the same girl from the other night.

      “Bring them in here,” a voice called out.

      We followed the stumbling girl through the house and stopped once again in the living room where Ren was perched in the same exact spot, and in the same exact clothes he’d worn the other day. “Did you even leave the house to look for the damn book?” I asked, gesturing toward his smelly ass.

      His head reared back, his eyebrows raising. I motioned toward his clothes. He took his collar away and brought it up to his nose before sniffing. His nose crinkled, and he dropped the shirt. “Babe,” he said to the girl who’d plopped down next to him. “Get me a shirt.”

      She got up, doing as he asked. She walked out of the room and I sneered at him. “Do you even know her name?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because you’re just using them,” I seethed. I hated that she’d just stood and went to go get him a shirt just like that, just because he told her to. He didn’t even ask for crying out loud.

      He opened his hands out wide. “What do you think they’re doing to me?” I pressed my lips together. He nodded and smiled as if he’d won. “We’re both doing the same thing to one another.”

      “The book,” Randy snapped. “What did you find out?”

      The girl walked back into the room and handed the shirt off to Ren. Ren whipped his previous shirt off right there in front of us and I looked away. He was nothing to Randy, or even Liam and Gabe. A new shirt also wasn’t going to help the odor in this place. He needed a shower, and the whole house needed a top to bottom cleaning.

      “Do you have it?” Randy asked, not even waiting for him to do any basic grooming. His patience was wearing as thin as mine.

      “I don’t have it.”

      Randy and I both took a step forward, and Randy nearly growled.

      Ren held his hands up. “But I know who does. Jesus, you two are slightly more on edge than you were the other day.”

      “You have no fucking idea,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Alright, alright,” Ren said, his hands still in the air. “I won’t mess around with you. The Reid’s have it.”

      “The Reid’s?” Randy asked, recognition coating his words.

      “Yeah, you know. That posh witch family from Boston that’s about as crooked as the mob. But they’re old blood, you see, so nobody gives them hell for it. Word is, Mr. Reid has a bit of a titillation for the black magic, acquires things like the book I was told about. I asked around and was told he purchased it off a rogue witch for his personal use.”

      “And you can’t get it for us?”

      “You see who I am?” Ren asked, looking around his dump of a place. “I’m a peon. Reid isn’t even going to see me. I won’t even get past his front gates. Believe me, I’ve tried. But someone like you, he might see. It might cost you though.”

      “We need that book,” Randy said, his forearms bulging as his hands turned to fists.

      His eyes started getting that look in them again, and Ren dropped his nonchalant attitude. “Listen, that’s all I know. Reid has it. I don’t know if you can get it, but that’s who has it. You certainly aren’t going to get it here, or by doing anything to me or to my business.”

      “You’re sure this guy has it?” I asked, praying he wasn’t leading us astray. He’d be stupid if he did because we knew where to find him, and he seemed genuinely afraid of what Randy might do to him.

      “One-hundred percent. I know one of his guards.”

      “Guards?”

      Ren shrugged. “I don’t know what he’s got in there, but he’s got the place locked down tight. He is a rich son of a bitch so that might be all it is. Listen, that’s all I know.”

      Randy took my hand. “Fine. If you hear anything—”

      “Yeah,” Ren said, finishing for him. “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”

      Randy pulled on my hand and we walked from the house.

      “Damnit,” I growled when we got back to his bike. I kicked the dirt at my feet. “I’d thought we were going to be leaving with the answer to fix Liam tonight and we still have nothing.”

      “Not only that,” Randy said, his voice tight. “This Reid family isn’t anything to mess with. We can try. But I can’t promise we’re going to be able to do anything about the damn book now.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach.

      No book, no lead on the evil things going on around Salem. Yep. Perfect.
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      I could feel it crawling again, slithering around my neck. Its scales tickled as he shifted close to my ear. I rubbed at the skin there and the serpent hissed.

      He was always crawling all over, looking for a chink, an easy place to slip inside. “Stop it,” I said.

      Outside, the sun was going down. Randy and Norah hadn’t come back yet, and I’d been pacing back and forth ever since they called to say Randy had picked her up from the shop. Jealousy, rage, fear. All those things I’d never felt before when it came to Norah and any one of the guys surged through me. It was irrational and scary.

      The snake laughed. That sounded insane. I knew it did, but I could hear it in the back of my mind. It was mocking me. It showed me images of Randy and Norah, even Norah and Travis. I was pretty sure the ones with Norah and Travis hadn’t even occurred yet, but still the same bile rose to my throat. The images of Randy and Norah used to make me hot. Horny. Used to make me want to jump right into bed with them. But not now. Fury threatened just under the surface, and still, the fucking snake slithered down my back and circled around my waist.

      I was getting tired. Too tired. If I couldn’t keep this thing under control, I was going to have to leave. I wouldn’t be the reason I hurt someone. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I hurt one of them. I’d already hurt Norah though, I reminded myself. Every time I dismissed her, I saw her face fall even further. It was getting to the point where she even approached me tentatively, not a hint of a smile anywhere on her face. I’d done that to her.

      She doesn’t really love you.

      “Stop it!”

      I smacked my head several times with my palm. He’d started to talk to me recently, his voice hissing in my brain. I sat on the edge of the bed and held my head in my hands. I was strong enough. I could hold on until we found a way out of this. That’s what they were doing. That’s what Norah said they were doing, anyway, trying to help me.

      They just left to find a place to fuck away from you. They’re done with you.

      “That’s not true,” I said, shaking my head.

      They don’t want you anymore.

      “No!”

      None of that was true, I tried to tell myself. This was Randy and Norah we were talking about here. I was closer to them than I was to anyone. Add Travis and Gabe and we were a family. One slightly dysfunctional family who was supposed to help rid the world of evil, but that was what we were. We were Enforcers. We were also all in love with the same girl, and we didn’t care. She’d brought us together, deepening our relationships with one another.

      The serpent showed me a picture of Travis doing Norah from behind. Her head thrown back in passion. Her breasts bounced up and down as he tugged her hair back, slamming into her again and again and again. They were hot and sweaty, and she loved every second of it.

      “I don’t care.”

      How could you not? She wants others, too. And look at you compared to them. She doesn’t want you, Liam. She just feels sorry for you. You’re the outsider. You always have been. You’ve never fit in anywhere, and you certainly don’t belong here either.

      “That’s not true.”

      Isn’t it? Gabe plays soccer. Randy is built, practically a bodybuilder. And Travis, he has that cocky asshole thing going for him. What about you? You’re nothing.

      “I’m smart.”

      The laughter rose in my head again, blocking everything else out. It laughed and laughed and laughed until I was rocking on the bed. It mocked me.

      No girl wants the smart guy. They’ve never wanted you in the past. You think Norah’s that special that she’s the only person to have ever wanted you in your entire life? Your own parents didn’t even want you, Liam. They gave you up. They had everything, and they didn’t want you to have any of it, so they adopted you out like a lost puppy.

      I ran my hands through my hair and pulled at the ends. Rationally, I knew what this was. This was the familiar trying to get to me, trying to make me emotionally unstable so he could find his way in. I thought I’d be able to fight it, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I wasn’t strong enough to fight the damn thing. Maybe I was never destined to be the hero.

      The hero? Ha. You’re not even in the novel. You’re the guy they cut from the story because you ruin everything. You’re sad.

      My head started to pound. I grabbed my phone and pressed play on the music player, jamming the earbuds into my ears. This was the only thing that seemed to quiet the voice, so I could get some time to myself.

      My name is Liam. I’m an Enforcer for the Order of the Akasha. I’m in love with a girl named Norah, and she…well, she at least likes me back. I have three of the best guy friends I could ever ask for. We share the same girl. I’m not jealous. I am not mad. I am not filled with rage.

      Anything else was the familiar talking.

      I said that again and again in my head, but this was getting old. I needed to come clean with them about what was happening to me. About how the familiar was too much. The fury was starting to take over. I didn’t like the awful thoughts in my head. At first, I could combat them, but not anymore. He wanted me to hurt people, and I would never do that. But to make sure I wouldn’t, I might have to leave. I could do that for them. I would need to because now that I’d finally found the family I’d always wanted, there was no way I was giving them up, even if I had to leave to do it.

      My name is Liam…
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      I stumbled into my room after looking through the Order books again for hours. Familiars. Petrifying bodies. Were those books even helpful at all? I couldn’t find a damn thing useful in any one of them.

      I shut the door to my room behind me and pulled my shirt off. I unbuttoned my jeans and pushed them down, stepping out of them as I made my way to the bed.

      “Norah?”

      I jumped, my heart flying into my throat. The bed creaked, and a body turned toward me.

      Liam.

      “Holy shit. What are you doing in here?”

      “I was waiting for you to come up. I must have fallen asleep.”

      Still trying to wrangle my emotions in, I didn’t fully ascertain that it was Liam in my bed. Liam. I prowled forward in my bra and underwear. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry I’ve been out of it lately.” He sat up. “I’m sorry I’ve hurt you. I don’t know what else to do. It’s this…thing.”

      I pulled him to me, practically crushing his head against my chest. “I know,” I said. “I’m so sorry. I’m trying, Liam. We’re working on it.”

      “I know.”

      His grip around me tightened, and the air in the room shifted. He pulled me close, his head rising so he could look me in the eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

      A whisper of breath rushed from my lungs. “You have?” I hadn’t meant it to sound so girly, but Liam was being himself, and he hadn’t felt that way for a long time now.

      He nodded and moved closer, throwing his feet over the side of the bed. He placed his hands on my hips. “Can I kiss you?”

      I didn’t even bother to answer him. I pulled him close, sealing our lips to one another. I appreciated kissing him before this, but from now on, I was going to appreciate it even more. I soaked up this feeling, reveling in the way his lips felt on mine. It had been too long since we were close like this. He didn’t even want me near him, let alone touch him. A muscle in my stomach danced around as if it waited for this for too long too.

      Liam laid back and rolled until he was on top of me. He pushed my hands above my head and held them there before pulling away. “I want you.”

      “God, yes,” I said, the ache intensifying between my thighs.

      Liam nipped at my skin until he traveled to the swell of my breasts. His hot breath made my back arch, hoping he’d kiss me there. He didn’t. He kept going lower and lower. Kissing and nipping at my skin until he got to my panty line. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.

      I hooked a leg around his waist and pulled him down. His hips met mine, and I sighed at the hard cock I found waiting for me. I wiggled out of his grasp and pushed him over until I was on top. I helped him out of his shirt, then trailed kisses down his body like he had on mine until I got to his boxers. I tugged them down, teasing his cock as I went past with my hot breath and whisper of a kiss.

      The look in Liam’s eyes eased my soul. He was back. I couldn’t take it anymore. As soon as I dropped his boxers to the floor, I lay down next to him and pulled him to me, kissing him with everything I had. He moaned and turned, pulling my hips to his. “We have to get you out of these,” he said, tugging on my panties.

      “You know what to do,” I said, teasing him. Without even a second to think about it, he ripped my panties from me, and my heart stuttered. “Fuck yes, Liam. Oh my God.” He hadn’t needed encouragement that time.

      “See? I learn,” he said.

      “You don’t need to learn,” I said. “You’re already perfect.”

      He swallowed as he took me in. Then, he lowered his head, pulling my bra cup down where he—finally—took my nipple into his mouth. He savored it, kissed it until it hardened, then he did the same with the other. Liquid heat pooled between my legs. His hand slid down, pushing just his fingertip inside me. “You’re ready for me.”

      “God, yes.”

      He teased me for a couple seconds, circling my lower lips before hiking my leg around his hips and pulling me close.

      I took his face in my hands and stared. He smirked, his eyes growing cold. “This might hurt.”

      His irises flashed black. My heart stopped, sinking into the pit of my stomach as I saw the serpent lay its head on Liam’s cheekbone. Liam pushed his hips forward, but I backed away. “No. No!”

      I scrambled out of bed. Liam sat up, his feet thrown over the side of the bed before he stalked after me. “I thought you wanted it, Norah. Isn’t that what you told me?”

      Holy fuck. His whole demeanor had changed. His hung head low, and he looked up at me. “Liam, this isn’t you.” I backed straight into the door and then turned away, not wanting to get stuck.

      “Of course, it is. Don’t you want me to be the type that rips your panties off? Who dives inside you again and again until you come around me?” He stopped as I continued to arc my way around the room. “Norah?”

      “Stop,” I said. “You’re not him. Where’s Liam?”

      He lunged for me, and I yelled. “No!”

      The door to the room flew open. Randy burst inside. He stopped once he saw what state we were in, but I hurried toward him. “It’s not Liam.”

      Randy shoved me behind him. Liam’s body trembled, and the serpent familiar moved off his face. It coiled around his neck and down to the arm where it stayed before.

      Liam sucked in a breath. “I-I’m sorry.”

      Just from the way his voice was, I could tell it was really Liam. I came out from behind Randy and moved toward him, but Liam skirted around me, grabbing his clothes as he went. “I’m so sorry, Norah.”

      He ran from the room.

      “Liam?” I called after him, but he didn’t answer.

      Randy pulled me close. “It’s okay.” We looked at the empty doorway, Randy rubbing small circles into my back. He swallowed and then kissed the top of my head. “I’m staying with you tonight.” He pushed the door closed and locked it before calling both Travis and Gabe, telling them what happened.

      I made my way to the bed and sat, pulling the comforter around me. “He’s losing the battle. We have to do something, Randy.”

      “I know.” His hands dove into his short hair. He reached out for me, then laid down on the bed, pulling me with him. “We will. He just needs to take a breather.”

      I agreed, but what we didn’t say was that neither one of us had any idea what to do once he’d taken that breather. He needed to calm down now, but the familiar was still on him, doing these things to him. I was two seconds away from calling a priest to do an exorcism. Anything to get Liam back.

      A knock on the door sounded. I tried to spring up, but two tree stump hands held me down. “Just let me get it, would you?”

      I waited for him to ease out of the bed and then approach the door with caution. “Guys, it’s Travis,” a voice called out.

      Randy’s shoulders relaxed.

      “And Gabe,” Gabe called out, his British accent piercing right to my soul.

      Randy pulled the door open, and they both piled in. Travis took one look at me and then glanced away toward the opposite wall. “Is there ever a time when you’re wearing clothes?”

      I smirked, caught off guard by his statement. “Not usually when I’m in my own bedroom.” I found my tanktop on the floor and pulled it on and then slipped the rest of me under the blankets. “I’m decent now. You’re welcome.”

      “Well, just so you two know,” Gabe started as he moved into the room. “You can’t call and say Liam’s gone bonkers and then hole off in your room by yourselves because then it just makes me feel bad. And unwanted.” He prowled toward me. “You don’t want to make me feel unwanted, do you, Love?”

      I smiled and pulled him down to give him a loud smack on the lips. “Of course, not.”

      “We actually thought it would be better if we were all in the same place tonight,” Travis said. “In case Liam…changes again.”

      “Travis thought that.” Gabe shrugged. “I was just worried I was going to miss out on some fun and I really did feel unwanted.”

      Randy shook his head. “Just whatever with you two.”

      “And,” Travis said again, eyeing both Randy and me. “I think it’s time the rest of us were let in on what you two have going on?”

      Gabe’s forehead wrinkled. “What they have going on?”

      “Football’s not everything, Mate,” Travis said, mimicking Gabe’s accent. “There are other problems going on in the world too.”

      Gabe frowned, and I scooted over on the bed to give him some room. He plopped down, and I snuggled into him, squeezing his side to let him know it was okay. He was allowed to act as if we had a life outside of what was happening. If he wanted to watch football, he could watch football.

      “So?” Travis asked, continuing to press us. “Maybe start from the beginning on what’s going on.”

      I turned toward Gabe. “Well, first of all, I saw the familiar move on Liam. It was while he slept, and I swear, the thing looked at me. Plus, you know Liam’s been acting off. More moody, dark…mean.”

      Gabe took my hand and held it in his. “He doesn’t mean it.”

      “I know. That’s kind of the problem. I don’t think Liam is just too preoccupied with getting the familiar off him like I originally thought. I think the familiar is affecting him.”

      “Like tonight,” Randy said.

      I nodded. “It was Liam, at first. He was acting more himself than he had in a long time, so we were…” I peeked at Travis. “…we were getting ready to have sex, but then he just switched.” I snapped my fingers. “Like that, he was someone else. His eyes darkened, his mood changed. He wanted to hurt me.”

      “When I came in,” Randy said, “I saw the tail end of what was going on and Norah was truly frightened, and Liam was…not himself.”

      “Okay,” Travis said. “Now we’re up to date on that. Where have you two been off to on your own? I know it has something to do with Liam.”

      A muscle ticked in Randy’s jaw. “Ren’s place.”

      Travis’s head reared back. “Ren? The guy who exchanges magic for sex?”

      Gabe’s eyebrows lifted. “Why there?”

      “He knows some bad witches. I thought he might be able to tell us something about familiars and turns out he kind of can. He told us about a book, an evil magic book. He couldn’t get it for us, but he knows who has it.”

      “That’s good, right?” Gabe asked. “Maybe there will be something in this book that we can use to help Liam. We have to do something now if he’s acting that way toward Norah.”

      “It’s not him,” I said, if only to keep reminding myself that the person who did that to me was not the Liam I knew.

      He squeezed my hand. “I know. I just told you that.”

      “I know,” I said, sighing. “I just needed to say it again to keep myself convinced.”

      “We’re all positive it’s not Liam, Love. I’m sure as soon as we can get the familiar off him, he’ll go back to being himself. He’s fought it for a long time.” He turned toward Randy. “So, where’s this book?”

      “The Reid’s have it.”

      Gabe let out a harsh laugh. “The Reid’s? As in one of the most powerful witch families in the area?”

      “That’s the one,” Randy said.

      “Ren said they have guards. What kind of shit are they mixed up in?”

      Travis sat on the edge of the bed. “Well, they’re definitely not using bad magic. We would’ve been called there before. Like with most people, though, they have a fascination with power. They think being rich makes them important, makes them above others. They also think that their magic makes them powerful. And sometimes that can lead good people down the wrong path.”

      “So, what are the chances that we show up at their doorstep as the Order and they give us the book?”

      “Slim to none,” Randy said. “First, they’re going to deny they even have it. Why would they tell us they have a bad magic book? We’re the last people they’re going to tell.”

      I looked up at the ceiling, wishing that something would go right for us. “Any other ideas?”

      “We could take it,” Gabe said. We all just looked at him, and he shrugged. “We can head in there, on witch business maybe, and then try to find the book while we’re there.”

      “Witch business?” Travis asked.

      “Or, no one knows me,” I said, an idea forming in my head. “I could go in, tell them I’m new to the area, and heard they were witches and introduce myself.”

      “That could work, except then how are you going to get the book? Ask them to see their super-secret bad magic collection?” Travis asked, disdain dripping from his voice.

      “I don’t know. But you guys are recognizable, and so far, I’m not. No one knows about me. Sending you guys in there will automatically tip them off.”

      “Or, we could just go in there and steal it,” Randy said. “Watch the house, and when they leave, use our magic to go in. If it’s a bad book, we might be able to follow our instincts to its exact location. A book like that would give off some sort of stench.”

      Travis rubbed his jaw. “That’s the best idea yet.”

      We all knew it wasn’t the best idea, but we were running out of options and time. Liam was getting worse, and none of us wanted anything to happen to him. In fact, we weren’t going to let it.

      Gabe settled in next to me, and I laid my head down on the pillow. Randy walked around the bed and got in on the other side. He winked at Travis. “Pull up somewhere to sleep, Trav.”

      Travis looked around the room. Not seeing any other place inviting, he pulled himself further onto the bed and laid across it horizontally. The three of us pulled up our feet to give him some room, and we all settled in.

      “Do you think Liam’s okay?”

      “He’s tougher than he looks,” Randy said. “He’ll be fine. We might not be able to get him to come out of his room again.”

      “Or until we get the blasted thing off him,” Gabe supplied.

      A hand covered my foot, making soft strokes over the comforter to my ankle. I swallowed and bit my lip. The pull to Travis was getting stronger and stronger. “Everything will be okay.”
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      I blinked. The sound of the bedroom door careening off the wall brought me to a sitting position. “Shit. Guys!” Randy bellowed.

      Gabe burrowed into the pillow, but Travis whipped around, his black hair standing on end.

      I shoved Gabe, making him at least turn over as we took Randy in. His face was pale, and his hands were fists at his sides as he stared at me. “He’s gone.”

      “What?” The fog of sleep still overpowering me, I couldn’t put two and two together yet. “Liam?” I finally asked.

      “He’s not in his room. I’ve called his cell phone like a dozen times and he’s not answering. It’s fucking four thirty in the morning and he’s not in his room. He’s nowhere in this house. He’s gone.”

      I pushed Gabe out of my way and flew off the bed, picking up clothes as I went and tugging them on. “Where would he go?”

      Randy rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. The apartment?”

      “Alright, let’s calm down,” Travis said. He stood from the bed, shirtless. His sweats hung around his hips unnaturally low showing off his ripped figure. My brain barely recognized that this was the first time I’d seen him without a shirt on, and it was worth the wait, but damnit, Liam. “He’s probably at the apartment. He didn’t trust himself to stay here last night because of what happened. He’s probably embarrassed and didn’t want to put any of us in danger. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “Then why isn’t he answering his fucking phone?” Randy asked. He was coiled up tight. One touch and he would blow.

      “I knew we should’ve went after him last night. He was afraid. I could see it in his eyes. Oh my God. We just let him leave after he did that. No wonder why he’s freaking out.”

      Randy’s gaze zeroed in on me, his jaw pulsing. “You’re right. I should’ve went after him.”

      He ran his hands through his hair and then laced his fingers at the back of his head. I went toward him, but he backed away. I tried again. “It’s not your fault. I could’ve went after him, too.”

      “I told you not to.”

      Please. “Like I would actually listen to you if I really wanted to do something.”

      Gabe yawned, standing from the bed lazily as he pulled on his shirt. “I don’t know why you guys are so upset. It’s Liam we’re talking about. He’s the most level-headed out of all of us. It’s not like he’s gone off to do something stupid. If anything, it’s like Travis said, he just left last night to get away from us.”

      “Because he has a familiar on him, Gabe,” I said. “A demonic familiar. Does everyone need a fucking reminder about that?”

      Gabe’s cheeks pinkened, and he stared at the floor. Shit. I was a terrible person. “I’m sorry. I’m just…stressed.”

      Travis walked forward, putting a hand on my shoulder. The connection tying us together tightened, and I leaned into his touch. Now, more than any time before, I needed them around me.

      “Meet everyone downstairs in five. Norah, you try to get him on his cell phone. Maybe he only wants to talk to you,” Travis said, taking control. “We’ll head to the apartment first and then take things from there. If he isn’t himself, we can’t have him out all over Salem.”

      I took a steadying breath. The rest of the guys dispersed, jogging toward whatever they had to do to get ready in the time limit Travis set for us. I wished he’d said two minutes. Or one. We needed to find him right away. On that thought, I ran to the bathroom, threw water on my face and brushed my teeth. Looking down, I’d managed to put on a pair of jeans and someone else’s shirt, but it was good enough for me.

      I ran down the stairs and paced near the front door. Randy was already down there. “I’m sorry,” I said, biting my lip. “I didn’t mean to say it was your fault.”

      “But it is,” he said, his voice monotone. “I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking. It’s just what Gabe said, though. Liam is the most level-headed out of all of us. Of course, he can handle a familiar on him.” He shook his head. “I should’ve went after him. Now he’s God knows where, and who knows who he is right now. The Liam we know, or the Liam he was last night with you.”

      I pulled out my cell phone, praying he was the Liam we all knew. The Liam who was with me for a brief second last night was scary, evil. I touched Liam’s name, and it rang and rang, but no one picked up. Randy watched me eagerly, but I finally lowered it and shook my head. “Nothing.”

      Travis and Gabe ran down the steps at the same time, then we all headed outside. I sat in the back with Gabe, his hands interlaced with mine as I sat on the edge of my seat while we drove from Ipswich to Salem. The distance had never bothered me as much as it did right now.

      “Your bike was in the driveway, wasn’t it, Randy?”

      He nodded.

      “Maybe Liam couldn’t have gotten that far,” I mused.

      Travis locked eyes with me in the mirror. “He was gone all night. He could’ve walked into Salem in that time, or called a taxi, or an uber, or anything.”

      I sat back, deflated for the moment. Gabe whispered pretty things in my ear as I scoured the tree line, hoping to see something. Maybe Liam walking, Liam sleeping, just Liam in any way, shape, or form. A piece of me was missing, and a hole had formed in my stomach.

      As soon as we pulled up to the apartment and got out of the Jeep, I knew he wasn’t there. I couldn’t feel him at all. We went in anyway, looking at anything that was out of place or any sign that he could’ve been there. Everything was just as we’d left it before though. His room was immaculate. He’d even made his bed before we moved into his parents’ place in Ipswich, as if someone was going to come in and see what type of person he was by how clean his room remained when we weren’t even staying there.

      “What now?” I asked, the hope that had been building inside of me seeping out little by little.

      “Do you think he’s at school?” Gabe asked.

      Travis checked his watch. “It’s way too early for that. What about the shop?”

      I gasped. “He has a key. He might go there.”

      We ran back out of the apartment and Travis took us through Historic Salem until we were at the end of the cobblestone street. He parked, and we all got out, practically running toward the shop now. My fingers trembled as I put the key in. Travis covered my hand with his, helping me twist it into place. I looked up at him. “Thanks.”

      He nodded and pushed the door open, pulling the key out for me and handing it back. Again, there was no sign of Liam. No tug he was anywhere near here. I ran to the back anyway just in case I couldn’t feel him. When he wasn’t there, I kicked the desk. Hard. Gabe wrapped his hands around me from behind. The smell of new rain on a hot day washed over me, soothing me a little.

      Randy swore loudly, smashing his fist into the backroom door, leaving a dent in the wood.

      “Alright,” Travis said, loudly. “Let’s stay calm. Just because he’s not in any of these places doesn’t mean anything bad. Let’s try a locator spell.”

      I was somewhat familiar with those though I was sure Granny worked her magic in a different way. She had a knack and though she used magic to do it, she didn’t always use a spell. Sometimes it was intuition, or just a feeling. Why couldn’t I have inherited that from her? That would’ve been so handy right now.

      “We won’t be as strong,” Randy said.

      “At least it’s something,” Travis countered. “If we can even put a little bit of a trace on him, it will help.”

      We all held hands and closed our eyes. I brought up a picture of Liam, his adorable, awkward self. Him, pushing his glasses up his nose. Him, paging through a book. Or him, with the laptop screen glow highlighting his features. The guy who was in my room last night wasn’t him. I should’ve known better than to just let him go. It wasn’t Randy’s fault. It was mine. I shouldn’t have let him leave like that because when it finally was him, he would’ve hated himself for what he almost did to me. It may have pushed him into an even darker place, and that was the exact opposite of what he needed.

      An image of a street popped into my head.

      “There,” Gabe said. “We got something.”

      It wasn’t exact. It was just a street. We didn’t know if he was there at this exact moment or if he’d just been there. The image was cloudy, barely visible. It could’ve been our magic, or something else, like the familiar blocking him from us.

      “You know where it is?”

      “That’s Chestnut Street,” Travis said. He pumped my hand and then pulled. “Let’s go.”

      Chestnut Street wasn’t that far from downtown Historic Salem at all. In fact, it was still in the historic part. We passed the Witch House on the way there, and we drove slowly down the street, looking and searching for something that stood out as Liam. “Does he know anyone who lives here?”

      Randy shook his head. “Liam doesn’t know anyone but us. He’s never felt comfortable around others.”

      Right. I knew that. I was just grasping at straws.

      A sharp tug gripped my stomach. I doubled over. At first, I thought it was for Liam, but then the pain started and the rest of them also reacted. “Shit.”

      “It’s close,” Gabe said. He dribbled his hands over the armrest, his gaze searching the houses. “Why are we getting the pull to somewhere where we think Liam has been?”

      His question hung in the air, heavy, like concrete. I refused to think any deeper into that question. The two couldn’t be related. They just couldn’t. Demonic familiar or not, Liam would never do anything bad.

      Travis pulled the Jeep sharply to the curb in front of a blue house. Yep.  That was the one. Liam would’ve normally thrown up a visibility spell, but Randy did it first. Maple aroma filled the car as he worked, but still only a staticky view of the interior appeared. My eyes darted over the rooms in the house but was pulled to the living room where a woman stumbled toward her couch.

      Gabe had the door open within half a second. He ran toward the house and we all followed. Unlocking the door before we got there, he burst in and turned right, making it almost in time to catch the woman as she was falling to the floor. He pulled her hands forward, guiding her toward the couch. Her eyes widened as fear pierced through. “No.” Her nose sniffed the air and then curled in disgust. “No. I swear to God it wasn’t me.”

      Her face paled. Right before our eyes, her cheeks sunk in and dark shadows moved under her eyes like creeping black clouds.

      “Who was just in here with you?” Randy asked.

      The woman shook her head, her dark curly hair snagging on her chapped lips. “No one. I was here by myself. I think. I don’t know.” Her hands started to tremble. “I can’t remember now, it’s all dark. I was in the kitchen, and then I got a headache. I—I was then in here, trying to make it to the couch.” She turned scared eyes toward us. “What happened?”

      Travis pushed Randy, and they both took off. The stench in here was fresh and just awful. I wanted to hold my breath to steel myself from it.

      “You don’t remember anything else?” Gabe asked. “No one was in here with you? You didn’t see anyone? A boy?”

      I blinked at him. “Gabe. You can’t think…”

      He shrugged, and we both stared back at the lady. Her eyelids drooped. “What’s happening to me? I feel sick. Drained.” She rubbed her fingertips together, and I knew what she was searching for. The magic. We always felt it there first. It didn’t live there, but it escaped from there. “I’m…nothing.”

      The woman passed out.

      Gabe and I took a couple steps back, eyes darting around the room for any sign of what had happened here. Randy and Travis ran back in and noticed her sprawled out on the couch. They both shook their heads. “Anything?” Travis asked.

      Gabe moved forward, picking up her feet and laying her across the leather couch. “Nothing. She didn’t remember a thing and then she just kind of fell apart. She changed right in front of us.”

      “Whoever was here was close,” Travis said. “It’s downright putrid in here, and whatever they did to her, they just did it because she didn’t look like that when we first came in.”

      I ran my hands through my hair. “I think someone’s stealing their magic.” They shifted from foot to foot, so I kept going. “Or at least draining them. Anna, she’s sick, right? No magic. We found Jules the same way as this woman and it wasn’t her either. The Akasha found her pure. And at the magic den,” I said, staring at Randy. “All those girls looked like these ones. Maybe not as bad, but they were like drugged-out fiends looking for their next fix. Is this what it looks like when you get your magic taken away from you?”

      Travis shook his head. “We’ve stripped people before and they never look like this.”

      “But you do it with the Akasha. This is different from that. Someone is doing this to them against their will, and with negative magic, for evil purposes.”

      “Dupre,” Randy said. “It has to be. He still wants Norah. He’s not going to give up.”

      Gabe sighed. “Or Liam.”

      I whipped my head toward him. “What?”

      He held his hands up. “We got an image of Liam on this street. Now we find this here.” He motioned toward the still passed out woman. “He has a familiar on him. He could’ve been doing this all along and we wouldn’t have known.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No. It’s not him.”

      Gabe stood and took a step toward me. “I don’t want it to be him either, and I’m not saying it’s even him. Remember what Madame Serena said? She thought she was doing good. She had no idea she was marking those clients of hers for the Liderc. She didn’t mean to do it. Liam could be the same type of situation. The familiar could be controlling him.”

      My hands started to shake, and my stomach rolled over itself. My skin went cold, clammy, and it was difficult for my brain to process anything anymore.

      “Let’s get her back to the house,” Randy said. “She used a shit ton of magic to help find Liam. I know that wasn’t me back at the shop.”

      Gabe put a hand around my waist and led me from the room.

      “What about her?” Travis asked, pointing down at the woman on the couch.

      “Well, if it’s the same thing as Jules, she’ll recover in an hour or so,” Randy said. “We’ll check on her later.”

      Cinnamon wafted toward me as Travis put a tracking spell on her. My feet moved ahead step by step, but only because Gabe had a tight hold on me. As soon as we got into the Jeep, I fell asleep in his arms.
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      I blinked my eyes open. Thoughts hovered just beyond my reach as I shifted back into being fully awake. In front of me were the beautiful windows that led out to the view of the Atlantic. The waves pummeled the shoreline time and time again. We were in the room I dubbed as mine upstairs. The one that was a mirror of the living room downstairs, only this one was slightly smaller and a little more perfect. My head ached, and the shakes started to take over my body again. I tried to hide, digging myself into the couch, but instead, I came up against a hard body.

      I inhaled, and cinnamon coated every inch of me. Travis.

      I lifted my head slowly up, trying to ignore the pull toward him. He was asleep, or had been, too. He was just now waking up. The sun from outside shone in on the both of us. “Hey,” he said. His hair was all out of style, and I resisted the urge to make it right. I hardly ever saw him like that.

      I sat up, inching myself away from him and pulling my knees to my chest. “Where is everyone?”

      He rubbed his face. “They headed back out to look for Liam. They knew you were out of it, so they left us here. You practically fueled that whole locator spell, Norah. You can’t do that.”

      My hands shaking only reinforced that idea. I tried to hide it, but Travis noticed anyway.

      “Here,” he said, sitting forward and moving a candy bar into my view. “They said you would need this when you woke up.”

      I smiled down at it, then tore the wrapper open and took a piece. The chocolate helped soothe me a little, but it wasn’t just that right now. It was everything else, too. It was the frayed nerves, and Liam missing, and being this close to Travis without being close to Travis. I chewed the chocolate bar and swallowed.

      “Better?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not really. Liam’s gone. Someone is stealing witches’ magic. It may even be Liam, but not Liam because he has a familiar on him, Travis. A familiar.”

      Travis took my shaking hands in his. “You were trembling when we laid you on the couch, so I sat here with you. That seemed to calm you.”

      Why was he telling me this? Why did he care?

      “I lost a friend once, Norah. I know how this feels.”

      “Jax?” I asked, curious. He’d never talked about it with me before. I dared a glance at him. His face was pale as he stared out at the breaking waves.

      He nodded, an almost invisible movement. “He was my best friend. Him leaving us was—” He broke off and shook his head. “When you think you’re going to have someone forever, the thought of not having them doesn’t even enter your head. I know what Jax did was wrong. I know he had to be punished, but stripping him, sending him away, was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Sometimes, I still wish he was here.” He looked away and blew out a breath. “I’m telling you this because I won’t let the same thing happen to Liam. We’re a coven. There are five of us. You, me, Randy, Gabe, and Liam. Nothing is happening to any one of us like it did with Jax. I won’t let it.”

      “How can you be so sure, though? I mean, it happened to Jax, and you were a coven then.”

      Travis wiped a hand down his face and then squeezed my hands again, staring me straight in the eye. “I’m not blind. I’m not dumb. It kills me to admit this in one way because Jax and I were so close, but the coven didn’t feel the same with Jax as it does with you.” He swallowed, his green eyes drawing me in, and the tug in my stomach tightening. “With you, Norah, it feels complete. I don’t know how else to describe it. You know I feel it. From the other night in your room…”

      Yeah. That. My heart lifted up through my throat and my fraying magic bubbled at the surface. It was shimmering and aching.

      “Listen, I know I’ve been a dick. I can be a dick. It’s kind of my thing. I was—”

      “Broken,” I offered, moving closer to him. “Losing Jax broke you.”

      He nodded. “And with my sister on top of that, and…” He trailed off, troubled, looking like he didn’t know what words to say.

      “There’s something else?” I asked. “The rest of them, they say you won’t talk about it, but they think something else happened when you were with your sister.”

      A small smile lifted the corners of his lips. “It’s so stupid. It seems even ridiculous to say anything right now, but yeah, something did happen.” He took a long pause and then stared at me. “I thought I was in love with this girl.”

      My heart constricted. I tried to pull away, but Travis held on tight.

      “I thought I was in love with this girl. I was broken up about it because she didn’t choose me, Norah, and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because of the Order. Then, you came. You came and there was an immediate attraction. I resisted it because I was mad at everything. Mad at Jax. Mad at the Order. Pissed at the girl. But she doesn’t even matter anymore because it hasn’t been about her since you showed up.” His throat worked. “It’s just you now, Norah.” His gaze burned into mine as my heart did flips. “I hate that it’s taken me so long to figure any of this out because I was so fucking stubborn, but I—”

      “You want me?” I asked, my eyebrows raising.

      He half laughed. “Not just like that.” He swallowed. “When you had a knife sticking out of you, I thought I knew what it felt like to lose someone, but I didn’t know a damn thing until then. That was the moment I realized what a fucking ass I’d been this whole time.”

      A smile worked its way to my face. “I could’ve told you when you were being an ass.”

      “You actually did tell me, a lot, when I was being an ass.”

      “There were plenty of times when I didn’t tell you.”

      He chuckled. “I’m sure that’s true.”

      His hands roamed up my arms and over my shoulders to my cheeks where he cupped my face. “I’m sorry.”

      The magic inside me pulled taut. His touch sent shivers throughout me, tingling my skin and sending goosebumps over my body. The longer we stared at one another, the more intense the pull became until I didn’t want to resist it anymore. I leaned forward, pressing my lips to his. Finally.

      It was as if a balloon popped. Restraint was gone. He pulled me closer, deepening the kiss, and I loved every second of his sure lips moving against mine. My body stopped shaking as Travis filled me up. All the while, my magic brimmed at the surface, oozing happily through my veins as it stitched us together. A new tremor shook my body. It was from something way different than magic fraying my nerves. This was from complete and utter pleasure.

      Travis pulled a breath away. “My God.”

      Sounded about right. My hand snaked around his neck. “You’re sorry you resisted for so long?”

      “Am I an asshole if I say yes?”

      “Yes,” I said, pulling him toward me again. His lips were like heaven on mine. He took control, burying his tongue in my mouth, taking the breath right out of me. Our relationship had been like drilling a tiny hole in a dam and waiting for the water pressure to break down and crack the rest of it until a big rush of water engulfed us. The little touches, the long looks, all of it was a small crack, another fissure. This was the outcome, the barreling water of us coming together.

      I pulled back and reached for the hem of his shirt. He helped me take it off and then I sat back and stared at him. He was beautiful. Hard lines, chiseled. I didn’t hide the fact that I was ogling him. It had been too long until we’d gotten to this point.

      He smirked. “My turn.”

      He tugged at my shirt, but I slapped his hands away playfully. “You’ve already seen me.”

      His jaw hardened. “I know. Too many times without it being my hands on you.”

      He reached for the bottom of my shirt. He pulled it over my head and dropped it on top of his. I didn’t give him any time to look, I just plastered myself on him, soaking up the way his body fit to mine. He reached up to cup my breast, and I sighed. “Fuck, Travis.” His cock already strained against me. I pitched my hips over it, feeling its hardness between my legs.

      He unhooked my bra, then slid the straps off, revealing my breasts. His gaze locked there as he swallowed. I continued to rub against him as he took one of my nipples in his mouth, showering it with attention while playing with the other. I stared down at him, taking this all in. I was with Travis. Finally. My panties were already coated. “God, Travis, I’m going to need you inside me.”

      “I thought that’s what we were doing.”

      I pulled on his zipper and yanked his pants down. “I’m going to need it faster.”

      His face darkened as he slipped his hands down the front of my jeans. He hooked his fingers under my panties, feeling how wet I was. “I see.”

      He rubbed me, and I undid the clasp on my jeans to give him more room. “Travis, please.” I rubbed against his cock while his finger played with my clit. His face was serene, determined. “Damnit. I’m going to come,” I moaned, unable to stop myself from moving against him.

      “Again, I thought that’s what we were doing.”

      “I want you inside me.”

      He ignored me, arching down to draw a nipple into his hot mouth. His finger teased and played with me, egging me on. My whole body shook.

      “But—”

      “But I’m going to make you come like this, Norah. Then, I’m going to take your pants off and push inside you. But not until you come on my finger.”

      God, why did he have to be so hot telling me what to do? And his tongue as he played with my nipple. Son of a bitch. I moaned. “Yes.”

      He smirked. The asshole smirked.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful. You’re practically dry humping me, you know that?”

      “I’d be fucking you, but you’re stubborn.”

      His finger moved faster. “And you love it.”

      I gripped his shoulders as my orgasm hit. “Fuck yes.”

      His finger worked over my clit until it was too much. I pushed him away. He went to work on my jeans, doing exactly what he said he was going to do. He pushed them down, taking my panties with them until I was naked. I worked on his next, pulling one leg down, then the other. It was almost like opening a present. I hadn’t seen Travis’s cock. I’d felt it. I’d felt him. I peeled his boxers down and the silky head stood at attention. He helped me take his boxers the rest of the way off because I got sidetracked looking at him. My stomach tightened, the little string tethering us together pulled us closer and closer.

      Travis beckoned me forward, placing one of my legs in between him and the couch cushions and the other on the outside of his hip until I was poised just above him. He pulled down on my hips and I lowered over him, slowly, at his guidance. Every last rigid inch of him pushed inside me. My mouth dropped, the feeling of completeness took over. Hot shit, I wanted him. I wanted him to come inside me. I wanted to strangle him with my climax. He knew he had me at the end of my rope. He lifted his hips, sending a shiver up my spine, then he pulled me down, sealing our lips together as we came together, our hips moving in sync against the others. He sucked in a breath as I rolled my hips into his over and over and over again. It wasn’t just me that was affected. He was shaking, too. With need. With a fullness we’d both resisted.

      “Jesus, Norah. Fuck me, this is amazing.”

      God, I couldn’t get enough. I rolled my hips, taking him in as far as he would go. “I can’t believe you made me wait for this. I fucking hate you,” I said, breathless.

      “I know. I told you I’m an asshole.” His hands squeezed my ass, and I let out a low moan.

      He did it again and again as he set the pace, faster and harder. I was going to show him what he’d been missing though. I’d promised myself I’d make him beg for it.

      I held onto his hips to keep him down and then rocked into him hard before retreating again. His eyes widened as he moaned.

      I pulled away until just the tip of him was inside me and then did it again, pushing us both to the edge until we let out short cries.

      “Fuck, Norah.”

      I retreated again, swirling over his tip until I felt my orgasm coming, and then rolled into him hard, putting an exclamation point on my orgasm. It ripped through me, and I screamed. Travis’s fingers sank into my ass, urging my hips up and down and right into his own climax. He locked eyes with me as it hit him, and I took control sliding over him as he emptied everything into me. Fuck that was hot. When we were both spent, he pulled me down and kissed me, not letting me get away.

      My magic brimmed at the surface, teasing my skin. It wasn’t just the two of us that had come together, I now felt closer to all of them as a unit as if we’d just been waiting for Travis to stop being an ass this whole time. But as we came together, there was a little lost piece where Liam should have been. He was faint. The bonds around all of us strengthened, but I still couldn’t feel him as much as I could the others.

      “Is it going to feel like that all the time?”

      “It has so far,” I said, nipping at his lip and kissing my way down his neck.

      “How do you guys ever leave the fucking house?”

      “It’s a daily struggle.”

      He tipped my chin to make me look at him. His throat worked as his eyes shone a dazzling emerald. “In all seriousness, it’s us now. All of us.” He wound my arms around his neck and pulled me close. With him still seated inside me and encased in his strong arms, I believed him. With everything that had happened, how could it not be true? I was exactly where I was supposed to be.
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      A long finger with a sharp nail poked me in the shoulder. I tried to ignore it at first, but it became more incessant. Then, a voice pierced the air. “Norah Girl, I know you are not laying naked with that boy.”

      I blinked, my eyes resisting opening. Sex with Travis was…just wow.

      Fingers snapped in front of my face. “And get that dreamy ass look off your face.”

      I blinked harder, and the room came into view in front of me. Granny bent over Travis and I, but the rest of the room was awash with colors straight out of the Impressionism Period. Nothing in the room but Granny, Travis and I looked real. “Am I dreaming?”

      Granny shook her head, her tongue clicking off the roof of her mouth. “My goodness but you just don’t know what you’re doing, do you?”

      “Granny…” I whined, sitting up now, taking the small blanket Travis must have pulled down on top of us with me.

      She shook her head again after watching me trying to situate myself.

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t just pop in, you wouldn’t have to see me like this.”

      “Well, maybe if you didn’t need help all the time, I wouldn’t just be popping in.”

      True. There really wasn’t anything I could say to that.  “What is it?”

      “You,” she said nodding toward Travis. “You’ve done something, Norah Girl.” She placed her hands on her hips and started to walk around the room. “He was the last one, right? The one you hadn’t connected with?”

      I sputtered out an awkward laugh. Connected? That made it sound so formal. What I did with the guys was nothing like that. “I don’t think we need to talk about that.”

      “I really think we do because the strength of the magic coming off you is no joke. If that Dupre guy is half as powerful as he said he was, he’ll be able to find you. Find you all. The only thing saving you right now is that the one with the glasses is gone.”

      “Liam,” I said, my heart wrenching all over again. “Granny, it’s the familiar. It’s done something to him.”

      “Well, of course it did. We can’t just walk around with familiars and pretend everything’s okay. My goodness but you’re lost without me.”

      “Trust me, I’m not without you,” I said, almost begrudgingly.

      “That better not be sarcasm I hear. I’ve done saved you now more than a few times and I’m here to help again.”

      I glared at her as she wore a path into the carpet in front of me. I loved the woman. I just needed to remember that, and that only. It may have just been me, but I think she was getting surlier in death. Weren’t dead people supposed to be all-knowing and all-caring? Her attitude had only about tripled since crossing over. I took a deep, relaxing breath because she was my grandma and I really did need her. “Please tell me you can find Liam for us. We’ve been searching.”

      “Oh, you’ve been searching alright,” she said, motioning toward Travis. “You’ve been playing ‘hide the pickle’, that’s what you’ve been doing.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Along with getting surlier, she’d learned new terms, too. I bit down on my lip until it was safe to talk. “Granny, we need to find Liam. He’s not himself. He ran away because the familiar is getting too strong for him. We can’t leave him alone like that. He needs to know there are people out there who care for him.”

      Granny stopped, her forehead wrinkling as she gazed at me. “The only thing that ruined that nice sentiment is the fact that you called me Granny. I know, Norah Girl. Liam—the one with the glasses. He needs you now more than ever, but I can’t help you with that.” She held her hand up when I tried to interrupt her. “I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried. It’s the serpent. It’s blocking him from me.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and laced my fingers behind my neck. Next to me, Travis still snoozed, looking peaceful as ever. All his asshole tendencies were gone when he was asleep. Maybe because there was no possible chance of him opening his mouth and ruining it all.

      Granny snapped her fingers in front of my face again. I reached out to grab them, but my fingers went right through her. My heart lurched. When she came to me like this, she was so real, so true-to-life. It made me forget for a moment that she wasn’t really there. Granny had known me my whole life. She knew me deep down into my soul. What made me tick. Each and every thing that happened to me, she knew it. We loved to push each other’s buttons, but that didn’t mean we cared any less. We only pushed each other’s buttons because we knew how to.

      Granny sat. A piece of magical furniture appeared just behind her before she fell through the coffee table. “I know, Girl. I know.” She reached out to brush my hair back but took her ethereal hand away. “You can’t afford to lose someone else. I get it. I tried, Norah. As soon as I saw him leave, I tried to keep track, but that familiar is a tricky one. He’s clouding him from me. I can’t get a read on him other than that he’s not so far away. He’s not so far away that you’ve lost him, baby. That much I do know.”

      I pulled my legs up to my chest and placed my chin on my knees. A worry tugged at my heart. Gabe had thought Liam might be responsible for the girls drained of magic. I didn’t want to believe it. I looked up to find Granny still staring at me, her hard edges gone. “Have you seen what’s going on? With the drained witches, I mean?”

      She nodded, her shoulders hunching over.

      “Is it…him?”

      Her eyebrows raised in a familiar gesture. “I don’t know. All I know is that the quest for power can destroy you. That much has always been true with those who wield magic. For some witches, what they have is never good enough. Magic has always been seen as power, not the gift that it is. Whether you can save the whole world or save one person, you should be happy with what’s within you. You determine the type of person you are, not the things around you or the magic within you. Some people, though…” She shook her head as she trailed off. “Some people never get it. Be satisfied with yourself, Norah Girl. Always.”

      “I know, Granny.”

      I’d heard the speech before. Not that it meant any less. Each time she said it, a spark of acknowledgment always formed in my belly. That was a truth nugget. A truth nugget not everyone believed in, but one all the same.

      “I know you’re planning on going to that family—the Reid’s. Be careful. There are those who have one toe in the dark and one toe in the light. They straddle the line between what’s right and wrong, and you never know what side they’ll come down on.”

      “Do you know about familiars? Anything at all?” I asked, not wanting to wait for a trip to the Reid’s to get an answer. Liam needed us now, not later. “Any rumors or fairy tales? You never know what might help.”

      She shook her head. “I always lived within the light. I thought it best never to think about the dark, so I’d never have a reason to wonder.” Her shoulders lifted and then fell back down as if she was actually breathing. “I’m sorry you have to go through this, Norah. It’s not the life I wanted you to have. It’s the life I wanted to protect us from.”

      And she was nothing if not overprotective in life. “I understand. Being an Enforcer means I have to think about these things though.”

      “Not just that,” she said, her gaze focusing on me. “It’s these boys, too. You’re not just doing your job when it comes to helping Liam. You’re doing it to protect the ones you love. That’s just about all we can do with this life to make it perfect. I did my part and now you’re doing yours. I’m proud of you, Norah Girl.”

      A small smile split my lips. “Thanks, Granny.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “Don’t make me take that back.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      The wisps of clouds rolled in, pulling her away from me. I didn’t bother holding my hand out this time to try to touch her. It wouldn’t work, and I’d just leave myself with heartache. The room returned to normal, and I shut my eyes, knowing I was still sleeping, but understanding it was real all the same. If she’d told me before she passed that she’d be visiting me in my dreams and that it would be more real than real life, I would’ve thought she was going nuts. The truth was, I was happy she came to see me in any way she could. Though I was old enough to be on my own, and had been for years, that didn’t mean I didn’t want someone by my side to take the journey with me.

      My eyes fluttered awake, for real this time. The room came right into focus, only proving that when Granny came to see me, though real, it was just a dream come true. Those things did actually happen.

      I propped myself up on my elbow and smiled down at the still sleeping Travis. He looked the same as in the dream. His bare chest on full display, I almost smirked when I realized Granny hadn’t said anything about it. She commented on my lack of clothes, but not his. Probably because she liked it. I slipped the blanket down, and down further. Every inch it lowered, it revealed the dips of his abs, the shadows his muscles created, then finally, that v that led south. No wonder why the guy was a cocky asshole. He had what most women would call the perfect body. Not too slim, not too big, but generously muscled and sculpted.

      I pulled the blanket down a little further, his cock head just revealing itself. He was hard under there. I peeked at his face, wondering if I’d woken him with my perusal of his body, but no, he was still asleep, the corners of his lips tilted up as if he was in some sort of good dream.

      I could show him a good dream.

      Trying not to move him too much, I inched lower, taking the blanket with me. He was just perfect, standing at attention, as if he was calling to me.

      I gripped him in my fist, making small movements upward. He fidgeted, and I smiled. My smile grew as I leaned forward, licking his tip. Mmm. I closed my eyes, doing it again and again. He moaned, and I peeked at him. His eyes were still closed, but his hips came up in slow but sure pumps.

      God, yes. I placed my lips around him and urged him into my mouth.

      He made a soft moan which only egged me on.

      I took all of him inside, fisting him into my mouth. His eyes flew open. He stared down at me in awe, and I smiled, pulling up and then back down over him again.

      “Jesus fuck, Norah.” His hands came to rest in my hair, his eyes zeroing in on mine as I took him in my mouth again. In the air, his cinnamon and my sugar mixed, creating an almost aphrodisiac as I worked him upwards. He made small movements into my mouth. When he lifted his hips, I slid a hand under and played with his balls, fondling them until he was short of breath.

      “Tell me when,” I told him.

      He nodded. “Close,” he said, barely able to get the words out.

      I quickened the pace, easing him in and out of my mouth with my lips securely locked around his hard ridges until his hips never went back on the couch cushions.

      “Now,” he said. “Fuck, now.”

      He went to push me away, but I gripped him tighter. His eyes widened as I flicked my tongue over his tip catching his cum as it flowed into my mouth. He pulsed inside me, his orgasm drawing out, as he chanted my name. When he finished, I swallowed what I had and then licked him before placing the blanket back over him and resuming my position next to him.

      I laid my head on his beating chest, playing my fingers over the area where his heart beat the loudest.

      “Are you serious?” he asked. “That’s that?”

      “I just wanted to say good morning.”

      “It’s not morning. We’ve barely slept, Norah.”

      “Oh, then maybe ‘happy sleep’? I’m glad you stopped being a douchebag for a whole day, so we could finally do this. It was a present for not being an asshole. Yeah, that’s what it was.”

      His green eyes flared, and a teasing grin pulled at his lips. He moved on top of me and kissed his way down my chest, pausing to play with my breasts. “I wish you hadn’t made me come, I would’ve liked to be inside you again.”

      “Oh, you wish I hadn’t given you a blow job? Really?”

      His grin widened. “Okay, I’m only partly lying. That was the absolute best way to get woken up. What I’m saying is, I wish it was still physically possible to pleasure you with my cock. You’ll just have to settle for my tongue.”

      He parted my legs, and I grinned as he kissed a trail over my stomach to the area between my legs. His nose nuzzled me as he licked, just barely taking a taste. “Mmm, sugar. Sweet.”

      His mouth sealed onto me. My hips pitched forward as I dug my fingers into the cushions. He went for it right off the bat, not easing into anything. He pushed his tongue inside me, dipping in and out and then trailing upward over my clit.

      “Oh fuck.”

      “I know you like that.”

      Even though I wanted to wrap my fingers into his hair, I kept them gripped into the cushions, wanting him to be in charge of this. He was doing a damn good job already. He wrapped one of my legs over his shoulder, then the next, then almost completely disappeared between my legs. He sucked, licked, kissed me there until I screamed. Then, he kept going, my cries urging him on.

      “Yes. Tell me,” he demanded. “How fucking good are we together?”

      “Oh fuck,” I said, my head dropping back. He was right. “So fucking good.”

      “Tell me how good I am.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He pulled his tongue away. “No.” He gave me a quick, teasing lick. “Tell me how good I am.”

      “I’m going to fucking kill you.”

      He teased me again, licking me slowly but surely only around the areas he already knew drove me wild. “You want more?”

      I nodded, pushing my hips up into him.

      “Tell me.”

      I swallowed my pride and locked eyes with him. His were like molten emerald and flashing with mischief. I smiled because, really, this was all just a game. A game I would’ve played, too. He could be in charge in the bedroom if he wanted to be. “Travis, I want you on me, licking me, entering me. You feel so good.”

      “I’m…?” he said, flicking his tongue over my clit.

      “So fucking good,” I said. “Give me more, please.”

      He did. He buried his head in my pussy again, giving me everything I wanted.

      “Yes,” I urged him on. “God, you feel so good. Oh, Travis. Fuck, yes. Please. More.”

      He rewarded me again and again until words escaped me. I could barely breathe. I was so close when his tongue flicked out against my clit and it was all I needed. I came. Hard. He didn’t relent as I screamed his name. He kept at me, prolonging my orgasm until my body felt like Jell-O.

      He crept up my body, his dick stiff against me. I reached down to it. “You’re hard. Thank God.”

      I widened my legs, and he pushed right inside, his body slumping over mine. “Oh God. This might take a while. I wouldn’t mind living in here, anyway.”

      I didn’t know if it was the angle, or just the fact that Travis and I were together, but my body was all hyped up and ready to climax again. I grabbed his ass, helping his movements. “Travis. I’m going to come again. Oh my God.”

      He hissed in a breath, his strokes determined now rather than just lazy and exploring. “Say that again.”

      “I’m going to come.”

      “Fuck, Norah.” He angled his body over mine as he started to tremble. “You feel so fucking good.”

      “You’re going to come, too?”

      He nodded, his face strained.

      I held steady as he pumped inside me, moaning as he entered again and again. “God, I’m so close.”

      His hand came between us and rubbed against my clit. Stars exploded in front of my eyes as I clenched around his cock. He moved his hand to poise himself over me, rocking into me two more times before he, too, cried out again.

      He lowered himself on top of me, claiming my mouth as we wrestled for breath. My chest thumped against his and his matched my rhythm.

      He kissed me thoroughly, then pulled away. Hid disheveled hair gave him a black halo. “I’m not sure how to move on from that,” he teased.

      I caught my lip between my teeth. I really liked this Travis. The one who opened up to me. The one who told me about his friend and his sister.

      I ran my hand through his hair and laced my hands behind his neck. “Just don’t go back.”

      “I promise.”
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      Travis was a sleeper. As in, he just loved to fall asleep after sex.

      We’d worn one another out, but sleep didn’t come to me like it did him. I couldn’t keep Liam out of my head. Granny had said she knew I was going to the Reid’s place. The thing was, we all weren’t going to get in there, and no matter what they tried to tell me, I was the only one who they didn’t know. I had a better shot at getting into that house and coming out with the book and they knew it.

      I slipped off the couch, pulling the blanket around Travis and tiptoed upstairs. Randy and Gabe were both asleep in their beds. I wondered what they saw when they came into the house earlier. Did they get a peek at what Travis and I shared? Was everyone now aware that we were fully a coven more than we had ever been? Shit, I thought, as I looked in on Gabe. We needed to tell them all what his grandfather said. It couldn’t be avoided now I’d made it official with everyone.

      Instead of focusing on that, I pulled on a tight pair of jeans and one of my most revealing shirts. I had the start of a plan in my head. I knew it wasn’t a great one, but it wasn’t a terrible one either. Finding the keys to the Jeep on the counter in the kitchen, I plucked them off and walked out the door, pulling it shut behind me. We needed to find Liam, but we also needed the solution ready when we did get him back. Channeling him, I looked up Reids with a Boston address and found one that looked promising. I pulled up the street view to make sure it was the type of house a rich person would live in. It was. It was basically a mansion, so I dropped it into Google Maps and pushed Directions.

      Once I started the Jeep, I pulled out of the driveway as fast as I could. I wanted to be gone before any of them realized I’d left. If they needed me, they could call my cell phone. I didn’t want to alert them until then. The truth was, they’d shit on my idea. They were wrong though. They’d make decisions out of worry for me and not what was actually a good idea.

      The drive from Ipswich to Boston was further than Salem to Boston. This late at night, however, the roads were clear, and it took me a lot less time than it would have had I tried to make the journey during rush hour.

      Like we did when we were following a pull, I parked down the street from the house. The Spanish style mansion loomed in front of me in the distance. We weren’t right in the city of Boston. We were on the outskirts next to a lot of nice houses. These people were loaded and flaunted it. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the car door open and decided to do a walk by. I could just pretend I was anyone. Alone. At night. Taking a walk.

      I shrugged and did it anyway. An iron gate blocked off the driveway. I could see that much even before I got that far. A four-foot stone wall outlined the perimeter of the property, too. Several of the other houses on the street had the same thing. My confidence wavered. Both of those would effectively keep me out of the house tonight.

      A whistle pierced the air. Not the kind that called dogs, but the catcall kind. I turned to find the whistler just as I crossed the pavement of the driveway. Sure enough, there was a guard just on the other side of the iron gate staring at me. A smile curved my lips. I knew the outfit would come in handy, I just didn’t know how until then. I pointed at me, pretending to be coy. The guard nodded. I moved closer, standing just inside the circle of light from the streetlamp above. “Hi,” I said, cozying up to the iron gate.

      The guy moved closer. He was magical, but I couldn’t tell if it was inherited like a Natural or learned through Wicca. It didn’t matter, he didn’t have much magic at all. Probably not even enough to clue him in to the extent of mine. He pulled the hoodie of his sweatshirt down, revealing a head of dark hair and thick, black eyebrows. “Hey there.”

      I looked up at the house, pretending to be wondering what he was doing. “You just stand in people’s lawns and whistle at girls who walk by?”

      He snickered, showing off a dimple. “Just the hot ones.” I gave him a look, and he shook his head. “Actually, no. I’m a guard. This is the Reid house.”

      “Oh,” I said, grasping the iron bars. “I’ve heard of them. They’re like super rich, right?”

      The guy nodded. “Loaded.”

      “Is that why they have guards?” I asked, looking him up and down and forcing an interested face forward.

      The guy moved closer. He unfolded his hands from around his chest and gripped the iron bar right below my hand. “One of the reasons.” He cocked his head to the side. “So, who are you? I’ve never seen you around before.”

      “I’m new to town. Just, you know, out looking for people like me.”

      I raised an eyebrow, and he nodded knowingly. “Well, you found one.”

      No shit. “Yeah, I just moved from Louisiana. I heard there was a lot of people like me around here, but I haven’t found very many. Well, few who I actually care to know. Are the Reid’s at home? I’d love to meet them.”

      A shadow crossed over his face. “No. They’re gone for the day. Out to some party on Martha’s Vineyard with all the other wealthy witches.”

      I teased my lip and moved my hand up to graze against his. “Could be better. Maybe you can show me around the house?”

      His eyebrows raised, but he looked interested. “The Reid’s wouldn’t like that.”

      “Oh,” I said, shrugging. “That’s okay. I guess I’ll just come by some other time.”

      I walked away, hoping my little act worked. “You’re leaving?” he called out.

      “Well, yeah,” I said, turning around and walking backwards. “I’m looking for something fun to do tonight. Not talk to someone through iron bars.”

      The bars made a low, groaning noise as he pulled them open. “Well, hold on.” I stopped, and the guy stepped out. “We can take a walk around the outside.”

      I walked forward. “The Reid’s won’t mind that?”

      “No, they wouldn’t like that either. They’re private people, but...” He shrugged.

      “Rebel,” I said, teasing as I brushed past him and beyond the front gate. That was one barrier down. Now I just had to get into the house, find the book, and leave. I shrugged, trying to play it light. “I understand, but what can someone like me do? I’m just here to try to make some friends who are like me. Normal people are so hard sometimes. You ever just want to put a mute spell on them?”

      He laughed, loudly. “More than you know, babe.”

      The urge to vomit crawled up my throat. I’d thought this would be easy, but ew. I wasn’t his babe. The four guys I had in my coven were a thousand times better than this guy. Not that he was all that bad, he just wasn’t them. “So, how old are the Reid’s anyway? They got any kids?”

      “They’re like forty-somethings. Their ancestry goes back to the Salem Witch Trials, so they have deep roots in the area.”

      “Wow,” I said, truly meaning it. That was a long time. They were most likely powerful witches. A shiver worked its way up my spine.

      “And they have two kids. A teenage girl, and a guy who’s twenty-two. He’s cool, sometimes. I mean, he can be a dick, but most of the time he’s pretty cool.”

      “Happens sometimes with people who have money, huh?” I said as we walked toward the main entrance. “So, what are they so secretive about?” I whispered conspiratorially. “Guards. Iron gate. Stone wall. Are they hiding something?” I raised my eyebrows a couple times. “I’m always up for some fun.”

      The guy chuckled. He leaned against one of the stone pillars and smiled down at me. “I don’t really know. There are rumors though. Whispers they might dabble in something you might call questionable. I know there’s a room in the house we’re absolutely not allowed to go in.”

      A muscle tugged in my stomach. That’s where the book was. I knew it. Of course they would try to keep their books about bad magic away from prying eyes. People like this guy would turn in or blackmail people like the Reid’s. “Ooh,” I said. “Scary. I’ve heard about people who dabble in that. My Granny always told me to stay in the light, but I often wondered…”

      “It’s hard not to,” he said, staring up at the house. “I think that’s how they got so rich. I mean, who can make this much money? And they don’t even work.”

      “Really?” I asked. “That’s crazy.”

      He reached out and touched my hand. I pulled away and pretended to be cold, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “Chilly?”

      “Not used to the north yet,” I said. “You know it’s like eighty degrees already in Louisiana. I’d probably be wearing less than this.”

      His stare caught on my cleavage and I almost gagged.

      “Is there a place where we can talk out of the wind?”

      He looked toward the front of the house, his eyes unsure.

      “Are you the only guard on tonight?” I asked. “I mean, I certainly won’t tell anyone since you’ll be doing me a favor.”

      “I am at least for another half hour. The other guy went on break.”

      A wash of cold hit me in the face. Holy hell. I needed to hurry. “Come on,” I said, pulling him by the hand and yanking him up the steps to the front door. “Just for a bit. I won’t get you in trouble, I promise.”

      I swallowed those last words with a bitter pill.

      He pushed the door open, and I followed in afterward. While he shut the door, I searched my magic, looking deep inside to try to find something that pulled on the negative end of the spectrum. There was something. A little something, but it was so faint, I wasn’t sure what it was. I was running out of time though. I tiptoed into the house, trying to be funny. “So, where’s this super-secret room we’re not allowed to go in? I want to make sure we’re as far away from it as possible.”

      He smirked. “It’s in the basement. There’s no way we’re making it down there.” I crept a little further away. The foyer opened into a great room. Everything was old school charm with antique furnishings. Hands gripped my hips. “Where are you headed? I thought you wanted to talk.”

      I froze but tried to make myself relax before turning into his arms.

      “Your accent is really sexy,” he breathed.

      Okay. I just didn’t have the guts to do this. “Sleep,” I mumbled. Mr. Handsy fell forward immediately. I held him up, so he wouldn’t bounce off the floor. I knew where I needed to be, so I just had to get there and back in the thirty minutes I had until the other guard showed up. I’d find the book, wake the guy up, tell him thanks, and then leave without the other guard even seeing me.

      As soon as I lowered him to the floor safely, I walked further into the house. I needed a basement door. In my life, I’d always known basement doors to be in the kitchens. I walked that way, pulling open doors as I went. Some led to rooms, some to closets. There. On the far side of the kitchen was a white door with a black handle. I pulled it open. Jackpot.

      I took the stairs that led down. The tug in my gut fluttered. I was headed in the right direction.

      Their basement was not a dingy, dark place. It was basically a tech extravaganza with the huge TV’s and sound systems. I followed my instincts. It took me to the door to another room. I tried the handle. Locked. I performed the unlock spell, but it didn’t budge. Shit. It was magically locked, not just locked with a deadbolt or something.

      I searched my magic, tugging at anything that could help me out with this, but I couldn’t find anything. The faint trace of negative magic called to me on the other side of the door. I looked around for something to smash it with when I heard a car door slam.

      I hissed in a breath. Fuck. I was screwed.

      I ran back up the steps, closed the basement door behind me, and got to the guard, who still slept on the floor, at about the same time the front door opened. I shook him. “Awake,” I whispered. He blinked up at me. “You passed out and there’s someone else here now. How can I get out?”

      He shot to his feet, but it was too late. Footsteps rounded the corner. “Owen, you…” the voice trailed off as a young kid caught sight of me. Shit. We were caught. “Who are you?”

      “Hi,” I waved. “I’m Deborah,” I said, saying the first name that popped into my head.

      Owen ran a shaking hand through his hair. “Shit, Dean. I’m sorry.” Owen looked at me, his eyes remorseful.

      “Me too,” I said. “I apologize. I’m new to the area and heard about your family and wanted to come by. Owen told me you weren’t here, but then I got cold and he offered to let me step inside to get warm. I’m from Louisiana,” I explained, or at least I hoped it explained everything.

      Dean, who I could only guess was the son of the Reid’s, raised his eyebrows. He was dressed in a pair of khakis and a button-up shirt. Sure, I was type casting in my head, but I was pretty sure I was right, and this was the son to a rich family.

      A figure came around from behind Dean and I paled. I locked gazes with him, trying not to show any recognition on my face. It was Ren. A better looking, more put together Ren than I’d seen the two times I’d met him before. He didn’t look high on his magic or his girls. He looked like a businessman. I swallowed, knowing he had the power to take me out right there if he wanted to. Hopefully, Randy’s scary ass put enough fear into him that he would keep his mouth shut. “What’s this?” Ren asked. “A new witch in town?”

      He smirked at me, and I smiled back, trying to tell him to fuck off with my eyes. He knew exactly what I was doing here. He’s the one who told me about this place to begin with. Dean chuckled. “And I suppose Owen was trying to show you some northern hospitality?”

      Owen grimaced. I kind of felt bad for him. He reminded me of Liam in a way, and I hated bullies. “Yeah, he was being really nice. Again, I’m so sorry. I know it’s not cool to just walk into someone else’s house. But did you know it’s like eighty degrees back home, and I definitely didn’t dress for the weather.”

      Shameless move to try to distract them. That I had to admit. Even Ren looked his full, and I wanted to punch him in the stomach. I still might yet once I got myself out of this mess.

      “I should probably get going.” I walked around them, giving them a wide berth. If I had to, I could use magic if they wanted to stop me, but I hoped it didn’t come to that. I might have to use this connection in the future. Well, until they found out I was an Enforcer. Then, all bets were off.

      Owen took a step forward. Dean raised his hand. “You, stay.”

      Owen’s jaw snapped shut. His face blushed a fiery red. My heart really did go out to him. “It’s really my fault.”

      Dean turned toward me. “My friend Ren is going to show you out.” He looked me up and down. “Just next time, ask for me, okay? I’d be happy to show you around.”

      “O-okay.” I turned toward Owen and mouthed ‘sorry’. His face lifted a little, but then Ren’s gross fingers wrapped around my hips to steer me out. When we were out of their line of sight, I twisted and pushed him away from me. “Don’t touch me.”

      He peeked back, then moved me forward faster. “Are you stupid? You thought coming here and just waltzing in and getting the book was a good idea?”

      “I don’t really have a choice. My friend is worse. He needs it off him.”

      Ren shook his head at me like I was a child. “You’re getting mixed up with the wrong people. I know damn well Randy doesn’t know you’re here.”

      I lifted my chin. “Randy’s not my boss. Trust me, he’s aware of the fact too.”

      “That may be, but show up here again, and you won’t like what happens. These aren’t forgiving people.”

      “They don’t know anything about me.”

      “Yet,” he said, the word lingering in the air.

      “Yet,” I agreed. It wasn’t that Ren was threatening me, it was just we all knew keeping my presence a secret here wasn’t going to last much longer. Red had probably already figured it out.

      “I’ll give Randy a call. Let him know he should be expecting you soon.”

      I walked down the steps, turning back to give him a sly smile. “I can tell him myself.”

      “I’d really love to tell him, though,” he said, his hands moving into his pockets. “I want to be the one to tell him how one of the Reid’s guards, and Dean Reid himself, are now very interested in you. It’ll be a fun conversation, I’m sure.”

      I gave him a look, then turned and headed back toward the iron gate. I couldn’t believe I was walking out of there without the fucking book. I’d been so close. So, so close.

      I ran back toward the Jeep, hearing my phone ringing from the inside before I even got there. So much for them being able to get ahold of me if they wanted to. I hurried up and unlocked it before answering. “Hello?”

      “Norah? What the fuck?” It was Travis. The tension in his voice sliced his words through me. No doubt he woke up still expecting me to be there next to him, and then when I wasn’t…

      “I’m sorry.”

      He blew out a breath, the receiver crackling as he did so. “Are you coming home now?”

      I hopped in and started the Jeep. “On my way.”

      “Good.”

      Then, he hung up. I threw the phone down in the passenger seat and did a U-turn on the posh road. I slammed my hand down into the steering wheel a couple times. Frustration fueled me. I was so close. Heat gathered behind my eyes. I’d put a lot of hope into this plan and it all ended with nothing. And we were nowhere closer to finding Liam or figuring out how to get the stupid familiar off him. We were running out of time…and plans.
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      My phone buzzed and rang on the table next to the bed. I shot up immediately, my heart slamming in my chest. I scrambled to pick it up, but it slipped through my sleep deprived fingers not once but twice. Gabe and I had been out searching all the places we could think of for Liam. We went to Headquarters, restaurants, the library. He wasn’t anywhere. But who else called in the middle of the night when you were searching for a missing person?

      I stared down at the screen where a simple phone number stared back at me. Not Liam’s name, but he could be anywhere at this point. I swiped at the screen. “H-hello?”

      “Ah, Randy.”

      I gripped the side table, not recognizing the voice.

      “You want to tell me why your girlfriend was at the Reid’s place tonight?”

      My heart clenched, simultaneously afraid for two different reasons. One, that it hadn’t been Liam on the other end of the line, and two, that Ren was talking to me about Norah. “What?”

      “Your girlfriend. Miss Sexy Southern Accent. You know, the one with the—”

      “I swear to God, if you finish that sentence I will fucking end you. I know who my girlfriend is.” My lips felt numb. Girlfriend. I’d just said girlfriend. I wasn’t the type to have a girlfriend, but it was all out there now, and the truth to it was evident, seeing as how I wanted to blast Ren with a shit ton of my own magic right to the chest.

      Ren chuckled. “Which is why I’m fucking calling you. Your girlfriend was at the Reid’s place tonight trying to cozy up with one of the guards to get the book I told you about. She might have gotten it too, except for Dean Reid himself came home. You know enough to understand you don’t want any of the Reid’s interested in what you have. I covered for her as much as I could, but Dean’s not likely to forget a pretty face like that.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Where is she now?”

      “On her way home to you, I guess. I didn’t ask her for a play-by-play, but I tried to warn her from doing anything stupid like this ever again.”

      I threw the blankets off, my bare feet sinking into the carpet. When I’d gotten home, she’d been laying on the couch with Travis sound asleep. “You better not have touched her.”

      “If I had, do you really think I’d be calling you or letting her go? Come on, I may not be an Enforcer, but I’m not a fucking idiot either.”

      “Let’s just keep it that way.”

      Silence descended on the conversation. I got up from bed and searched the room for something to pull on. I was going to head downstairs and wait for her ass to come home to make sure she was securely in bed. We didn’t need another missing coven member right now. Fucking Christ, she could’ve just told us where she was going.

      “Listen, Randy, I know you need the book. That’s why I’m over here tonight,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’m going to see what I can do. I’ve tried making a business partnership with the Reid’s before, but that was with the dad. I thought I might give junior a try to he seems more open to the type of business I’m in. I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “And why the hell would you do that?”

      “We’ve all got our reasons. Just know there might be a time I might need a favor and I’ll expect it.”

      I stood up straighter. “If it’s a favor of the black magic kind and I’m not allowed to mark you, you can just stop right there. That’s what we do.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that. It’s something far more personal.” His voice held a hard edge.

      There was no weighing options. We needed information and Ren was the closest to getting it.

      “Shall I continue?”

      “Yes,” I said. I’d be willing to give up a whole hell of a lot for that book.

      At that, I ended the call and pulled my sweats on before heading downstairs. I stopped at the end of the staircase. Travis was there pacing in and out of the foyer. “Dude?”

      He looked up, startled. When he got his bearings back, he said, “Norah’s gone. She’s on her way back though.”

      “I know,” I said, holding up my cell phone.

      “She called you?”

      I shook my head. “No. Ren called me. She was at the Reid’s house trying to get the book we told you about.”

      Travis ran a hand through his thick dark hair. “What the fuck?”

      “Yeah, that about sums it up,” I agreed. A flurry of overprotectiveness washed over me, but that shit wouldn’t sit well with Norah. But to pull this with Liam missing? That was fucked up. “She could’ve told us where she was going.”

      “We would’ve tried to talk her out of it.”

      “No shit.”

      “Well, that’s probably why she didn’t tell us,” he said.

      I glared at him. Obviously, that was the case. Jesus. Slept with her once and now acted like he knew everything about her. He was well behind the curve when it came to Norah for fuck’s sake. He could barely stand to be around her a fucking week ago.

      “Don’t give me that look,” Travis said. “Yes, I’m into her, too. Have been,” he admitted, dropping his voice.

      “So, you were just what? Determined on being a dick?”

      His gaze narrowed. “That’s between me and Norah.”

      Fair enough. I didn’t really want everyone knowing the ins and outs of the intimacies of our relationship either.

      “Listen,” Travis said, holding his hand up. “I don’t want to fight about this. We’re a coven. We’re all interconnected now more than ever. Is this thing with her and me going to be a problem for you?”

      “No, it’s not a problem. Just don’t act like you know her and I don’t. That would be a problem.”

      Travis looked away, continuing his path from the front door to the kitchen island. I moved to the island and sat on the stool, hoping she’d get back soon. I wanted to make sure she was fine, and that Ren was telling the truth when he said he didn’t hurt her. Not that she couldn’t protect herself. She had enough magic for that. She was stronger than the rest of us

      Travis stopped in front of me. He waited until I looked up at him, then said, “Dude, I know I’ve been a dick lately. I’m sorry. I don’t want to be that guy anymore. I just want to move forward with the way things are now. Jax is in the past. Jennie’s doing good…”

      “Adams?” I asked. He’d never opened up that much about what happened there, but if he was still hung up on some girl, he didn’t deserve Norah yet.

      “Not even a sliver of a memory compares to what we’ve got in front of us.”

      I nodded. That was exactly what I wanted to hear. “Should we wake up Gabe?”

      Travis shrugged. “Only if we’re going to have a group meeting. Other than that, I guess it can wait until morning.” He checked his watch. “You know, in a couple hours.” He pulled up the stool next to me. “We must’ve done something wrong if she went to the Reid’s by herself without telling us. I’d rather know about her plans before she implements them rather than being blindsided.”

      “That’s the fucking truth,” I told him. “When Ren asked me why the hell Norah was at the Reid’s place, I had no idea how to answer. It wasn’t a great feeling.”

      “She does what she wants to do when she wants to do it. She’s not used to having a coven.”

      I scratched my jaw. The earlier conversation we’d had with her came back to me. “We did kind of tell her she wasn’t going into the Reid’s place without us even though her idea wasn’t that bad. She is the only one they don’t know or haven’t heard of. Especially Liam.”

      “Liam?” Travis asked, his eyebrows arching.

      “Yeah, Liam’s family and the Reid’s were tight. Both rich. Both powerful. I’m kind of glad he’s not around for this. He doesn’t like being reminded of shit.”

      “But he didn’t know them? How could he? He was adopted.”

      “No, of course not. He just knows they were close friends when he did research once he found out who he was. He’s always wondered about them, and if they’re as close as he said they were, I’m sure they would’ve known about him. Maybe even why he was sent away.”

      “I see what you’re getting at,” Travis said, suddenly finding the floor very interesting. “Yeah, best he wasn’t here for this one.” He ran a hand down his face, stifling a yawn. “We’ll have to tell him when he gets back though.”

      The door handle jiggled and both Travis and I stood. It opened, and she stepped through. I did a once-over in my head, looking for just one hair out of place and Ren was getting another call from me. Not that any of it would’ve been his fault, but I needed some place to vent my anger.

      “Oh, good. You’re both up,” she deadpanned.

      “Yeah, well, that’s what happens when the owner of a magical whore house calls you in the middle of the night.”

      Norah made a face. “He’s so skeevy.” It fell just as fast as it came though. “I supposed he did help me out this time. He could’ve blown me in, but he didn’t.”

      She stopped just in front of us, throwing the keys down on the counter. Then, she stared at us one after the other. “You guys are mad?”

      I looked at Travis and he looked back at me. He gave in first. “I have to admit, I was just freaked out. I woke up on the couch and you weren’t there.”

      I closed my eyes, remembering how Gabe and I saw them on the couch together, all cuddled into one another’s arms. I couldn’t imagine waking up and having her not be there.

      “So, I searched your room, then the house, then the garage, then the yard. You weren’t anywhere.”

      She bit her lip. “I took the Jeep.”

      “That’s when I realized the Jeep was gone and called you.”

      “I’m not going to apologize,” she said, sticking her cute nose up in the air. She was so fucking stubborn. I loved that part of her. Loved that she just saw things and went for them. She knew her own mind, and that was damn hot.

      “I’m not asking you to,” Travis said, answering a question she didn’t even ask, but we knew she wanted to.

      She peeked at me. “Are you?”

      “If I said yes, would I be the dick now?”

      She nodded. “Yes, actually.”

      I moved forward and grabbed her hands. “Can you just leave a fucking note next time? Or better yet, don’t get caught. Ren calling me in the middle of the night is not my fucking idea of a good time. You know what I mean?”

      She chuckled. “I didn’t plan on getting caught. Owen, the guard, said the family was out of town at some rich people party. He was the only guard on duty and he catcalled me. I had an in. If I didn’t think it was safe, I wouldn’t have done it. I found the door to his secret stash of magic shit, but it was locked. Not human locked either, magically locked. I did everything I could think of, but still couldn’t get the damn thing open.”

      Her face pinched, and she looked at her feet. Liam being gone was affecting her just as much as it was us. It was like a piece of me was missing.

      “Those kinds of locks are tricky,” Travis said. “It won’t just open with regular magic. It depends on how well he wanted it concealed whether you can get it open or not. He might have only limited it to himself, or people with his DNA. Who knows? Think of it kind of like the magic that runs through us as Enforcers. No other magical person can just come across the Order headquarters in the woods. They might be able to tell there’s something magical about it, but they won’t be shown the way in unless they were called to it. And, in order to be called to it, they need to be one of us.”

      Norah blew out a breath. “I don’t know what we’re going to do then. Granny told me the familiar is taking over Liam and she can’t find him either.”

      “Wait,” I said, letting what she’d just said sink in. “Granny came to you?”

      “Yep,” she said, popping the p. “She couldn’t find him. Has no idea where he could be. She can’t get a grip of his ‘essence’ because the familiar is on him and that thing is trying to take over.”

      Well, that made sense why she woke up and decided she needed to try to find the book in the middle of the night. She was worried about Liam.

      There were three big problems on our hands. Finding Liam was my major concern, but there was also the Order business and getting a lockdown on who was draining these witches. The other was trying to find the damn book so we could help Liam when we did get him back.

      I didn’t even bother telling her I thought Liam was going to be fine. The heaviness that draped around all our shoulders was enough to handle. I didn’t need to throw out promises I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to keep. The only thing I wished right now was that he wasn’t the one draining the other witches. Even if we did get him back and kicked the damn familiar off him, the chances of him recovering were slim if he’d allowed the familiar to control his body into taking those witches’ magic. He’d never be able to forgive himself for hurting another witch, whether he was under the influence of black magic or not.

      I craned my neck toward the stairs. “Let’s get up there and get some sleep. We’ll tackle this all again in the morning.”

      “Seconded,” Travis said, stretching his hands high above his head.

      “Thirded,” she mused, already turning toward the stairs with her head hanging low.

      She moped up the steps, and I pushed Travis forward. Not that I also didn’t want the time alone with her, but I couldn’t imagine how he must have felt when he woke up and couldn’t find her anywhere. He probably needed this moment a hell of a lot more than I did.
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      I woke up in Travis’s arms in my bed. I thought—briefly—about waking him the way I had last night, but my mind immediately flooded with everything we had to do today. I peeked down at him, still loving the fact that his face was so serene while he slept, and that at least while he slept, there was no way for me to get pissed off at anything coming out of his mouth.

      An almost silent knock came on the door, and it immediately pushed open, revealing my blond British hunk. I waved him forward. His face looked pensive, thoughtful. I turned in Travis’s grip and waited as Gabe came around the side of the bed and knelt in front of me.

      He frowned. “I hear you went out for a joyride last night.”

      Oh. I’d almost forgotten he didn’t know about that. I propped myself up on my elbow. “Randy’s got a big mouth.”

      Gabe stifled a laugh and looked over my shoulder at sleeping Travis. “He was just bringing me up-to-date with everything. I don’t like the idea of this guard person he told me about catcalling you.”

      I grinned, kind of loving the fact he at least played at being a little jealous. There was no way any of them had anything to worry about. We were all one as far as I was concerned. Now more than ever as I remembered who owned the body heat at my back. I shrugged, playing into his teasing. “His name is Owen. I think I might have to marry him in order to get this book.”

      “Well, that’s going to be a problem there, baby, because the way I see it, you are full up on boyfriends.”

      “Well, yeah, but this one would be my husband. I mean, that’s what he said, anyway.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me as I grinned from ear-to-ear. He crept closer. “Boyfriends, husbands, they’re practically the same thing.”

      I missed Gabe’s easygoing nature. Not that he wasn’t serious about what was going on, but he just felt more carefree than the others. “I don’t know. I heard husbands will wake their wives up with a certain something.”

      A teasing smile filled his face. “A certain something?” He looked over my shoulder to Travis and then met my gaze again. “Like…?”

      I inched forward, halving the distance between Gabe and I. “Use your imagination.”

      “I’ve definitely got one of those. Will Travis mind?”

      I peeked over my shoulder. “He won’t if he’s committed to this as much as I am.”

      I rose to my knees and inched my tanktop up over my head, watching Gabe’s intense gaze as I did so. I dropped it on the floor and then ran my hands down the front of my chest until I found my flimsy shorts, working them down as I went.

      He laid a hand on my chest and gently pushed me over so he could remove them for me. Afterward, he crawled into the bed next to me. His boxers were already bulging, and I reached out to touch him. Before I did though, I pulled my hand back. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      His eyebrows rose. “Why would I be mad at you? You just got naked for me.”

      I bit my lip and pushed him down on the bed until I straddled his hips. “I mean about where I went last night. Are you mad about that?”

      “You’re safe, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      He nodded to match mine, his gaze searing straight through me. “I’d love it next time if you told me. I’d rather be right by your side making sure you’re okay than asleep in bed, not having a clue to what’s going on.”

      That made sense. I guessed. “Would you have come with me though?” I asked, pulling his shirt up and freeing his arms from it.

      “If you were intent on going, yes.”

      I reached down, my hands roaming over his athletic body. “Do you have practice today?”

      “Yes, but we have better things to do. The team will just have to deal.”

      “Better things to do?” I asked, just playing with him. “Are you talking about me?”

      “No, you’re the best thing to do,” he said, his eyes glazing over.

      “Such a suck up,” I teased.

      A grin peeled his lips apart. He glanced over at Travis. “So, I see we got together with Mr. Attitude. Was it as explosive as I said it was going to be?”

      Heat strained toward my cheeks as I thought about the several times we came together last night. We hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other. That’s what happened when things stayed pent up inside and you held it in.

      “I see that look,” he said. He moved his hands to my hips and pulled down as he rolled his upward. With nothing but the thin boxer material before us, I could make out the hard ridges of his cock already.

      “Sweet Lord.” I looked at Travis who was still asleep. I wished he’d wake up and join us. The two of them? Sexy accent Gabe who liked to try new things, and Travis when we were still on the high of getting together? God, yes. Please.

      He inched his boxers off. “Love, can we try something?”

      I reached for him, fisting his cock and running down the length of him in easy strokes. “Yes,” I told him, my hips already wanting to be around him.

      “Stay here but face the other way.”

      I did as he asked, and he pulled my hips back until his cock was right in front, angling toward me. I started stroking him again. “You want it like this, Gabe?”

      He pushed my hips forward in answer. I angled myself over him, guiding his cock right into my entrance.

      “Holy shit.” He moaned, his hips coming up in the air, as I pushed forward. This was different, but oh so good.

      “Fuck, Gabe,” I said, making exploratory movements to find what felt the best. It was definitely hot, I just wished I could see his face.

      His hands held firm on my hips as I moved. I let out a low moan, unable to keep quiet. The bed dipped where Travis was. My heart pounded when I glanced his way.

      He turned, the sheets still around him, his gaze on fire. “You guys aren’t even trying to keep it down.”

      “This is nothing,” Gabe said, his voice tight, heady. “You should’ve heard you two last night. Fuck. I’ve been horny all night just listening to her.”

      Travis pushed the comforter down. He appraised the situation, watching me rock back and forth over Gabe’s cock. I arched my back, hoping he would get the hint, and he didn’t disappoint. He moved in front of me, his knees coming to rest on the outside of Gabe’s. His chest was on full display and I ogled it while taking Gabe deep inside. “Oh my God,” I moaned.

      Gabe’s hand moved to the small of my back, keeping pressure there as I rolled my hips into him.

      Travis moved forward, grabbing my face in his hands before kissing me. He angled my mouth, forcing my lips open as he ravished me with quick strokes. His hands moved down my neck to my shoulders, then to play with my breasts.

      I twitched over Gabe and he swore punctuating it with a low moan. “Don’t stop what you’re doing, Travis. Holy fuck. Her whole pussy just spasmed right on me. Christ, as if she wasn’t tight enough.”

      Travis smirked, lowering his head to my breasts, taking first one nipple into his hot mouth, then the next. I quickened the pace as Gabe’s fingers sank further into my skin. His hips moved up to catch my forward motion until we were slamming into one another. I didn’t know what to concentrate on, my pussy or my breasts. All of it was overwhelming.

      I reached down, gripping Travis’s dick in my fist and stroked him. His face hardened as he watched me. I bent at the hip, changing up the angle at which Gabe entered me and making it easier to stroke Travis.

      Gabe swore. “Oh fuck.” He grabbed my hips, pushing me forward as he thrust upward.

      I could tell he was about to come. “Yes, Gabe,” I encouraged. “Right inside me while Travis watches. Oh fuck.”

      Travis’s green eyes turned steely as he sat back, his gaze intent on the area where Gabe and I joined.

      “Norah, mmm,” Gabe said. “Oh, Love. I’m right there.”

      I took my cues from him until he jerked inside me and I cried out, loving the fact that at this very moment, he was emptying everything he had, and Travis watched it all.

      I moved back. He pulled out, then scrambled from underneath me. Travis pushed me forward, his boxers around his ass now, his dick straining. Gabe didn’t miss a beat. His head bent over, taking my nipple into his mouth as his hand played with my other one.

      Travis gripped my hips, but they came off the bed toward him, anyway. Thankfully, he didn’t make me wait. He pushed inside me, and I cried out. “Yes. Fuck me, please.” I held Gabe’s head to my breast, and he licked and teased the way I liked. Gabe’s hand lowered, reaching down past my belly button to my clit, so dangerously close to the cock that pumped in and out of me. His finger played there, massaging it back and forth as my hips came off the bed.

      “Shit,” Travis said. “This is fucking hot. She is so fucking aroused right now. Give it to her, Gabe.”

      Gabe worked harder, and I was almost coming off the bed in pleasure. The way they played off one another, spoke to each other even.

      “Faster, Travis,” I moaned.

      He complied, picking up the pace as Gabe’s mouth tortured me. I was so right there. Gabe tweaked my nipple, and it sent me over the edge. I gasped out a breath as it broke over me, then I let out a low moan until Gabe claimed my mouth for his. Travis’s movements turned jerky until he cried out, losing himself inside me just as Gabe had done before him.

      Looking up at them both, it only served to remind me that we had so much to fight for. “I know,” Gabe said, kissing my forehead after all our breathing returned to normal. “I can feel it too.”

      He slid off the bed as Travis backed away from me. All of us pulled on clothes, getting ready for another day of trying to figure everything out. It would’ve been nice to lay in bed, exploring the both of them like this, but we had more important things to do.

      “Randy’s going to be pissed if we don’t get down there,” Gabe said.

      “How do you know?” I asked, zipping up my jeans.

      He bit his lip to keep from laughing. “He sent me up here to get you guys. I bet he wasn’t expecting that to happen.”

      I pulled my tanktop off the ground and snapped it at Gabe’s chest. “I bet not. He’s going to be so pissed.”

      He sauntered toward me, his jeans low on his hips. “Don’t tell me you didn’t love every fucking second of that.”

      “Oh, I did,” I told him, looking him up and down. How lucky was I to have a body like that to come home to at night? And not just one, but four. Four of the best guys I’d ever known. “Now, you have to go down there and tell Randy we’ll be right down.”

      He shrugged like he could give two shits. “Won’t bother me.” He pulled a shirt on over his head and then tucked it into his jeans on his way out the door. He turned to both of us on his way out and winked. “See you down there.”

      I grinned at Travis. “Your coven is a freaking mess.”

      “Oh, they’re my coven now?”

      “Only when they’re behaving badly.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Then they’re always my coven.”

      That sounded pretty accurate, actually.
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      Randy greeted Travis and I at the breakfast bar with piles of cold toast stacked on a plate.

      “He’s only mad because he wasn’t invited,” Gabe called out from the living room.

      I waltzed up to him and kissed him square on the mouth. “Who said he wasn’t invited?”

      Travis laughed and grabbed a couple pieces of toast before joining Gabe in the living room. I pulled on Randy’s hand and we joined them.

      “Well, while you guys were busy,” Randy said, tweaking an eyebrow my way. “I heard from Murphy.”

      Travis paused with a slice of toast halfway to his mouth. “Is Anna okay?”

      He shook his head. “No. He’s taking her to a mental hospital today. She’s significantly deteriorated since we saw her. She keeps mumbling things; her exterior is getting worse even though the doctors say nothing is wrong with her.”

      “It’s got to be magic,” I told them. “She’s being sucked dry, too, but for whatever reason, it didn’t leave the negative taste the others did.”

      Randy put his hands on the back of the sofa as I stared at him. “That’s not the only thing though,” he said, his shoulders hunching over. “Liam came to see them yesterday.”

      I choked on my cold toast and stared up at him. “He did?”

      Nodding, he took a deep breath. “Murphy said he acted perfectly fine. He told him that we, as the Order, wanted to check up on Anna and that’s what he was doing. She had already started to get worse before he got there. It sounds like they were thinking of putting her in a psych unit for the past few days, so…” He looked away. “…I don’t think he’s the reason for her deterioration.”

      “Why the hell would he go visit her, though, Mate?” Gabe asked.

      Travis shook his head. None of us could figure it out. There were too many variables to be considered. Even though Randy seemed relieved Anna was already in a bad place before Liam got there that still didn’t explain why he went there. None of this added up.

      “Did you ask him if they happened to know where he was?”

      “I couldn’t really ask too much,” Randy said. “I didn’t want to give anything away, so no, I didn’t get a thing out of them. There was nothing I could say that wouldn’t lead him to think we didn’t know where Liam was or that he wasn’t under our guidance anymore. We can’t risk anyone finding out he has a familiar on him.”

      “The superiors will pull the plug for sure,” Travis said.

      “We’re just going to have to head out and try to find him again,” Gabe said. “Try a different locator spell. Maybe. Search for clues...”

      With my heart heavy in my chest, I picked myself off the couch and went for the keys on the countertop where I’d left them the night before. “We’ve got to go, guys. Liam needs us.”

      We all piled into the Jeep. On the way into Salem, I filled Gabe in on what I hadn’t found at the Reid’s place, and told him how Granny had visited me last night. He seemed troubled by the fact Granny couldn’t trace him because of the damn familiar. Every little piece of evidence seemed to be pointing directly at the idea that Liam was slowly but surely being taken over by that thing. It wasn’t fair.

      Once we were on the outskirts of the city, Travis pulled the car over. Randy took out the bag he’d brought with him. He pulled out the silver laptop I recognized as Liam’s. He turned in the seat, so he could face us all. “I thought maybe if we brought something of Liam’s it would make it easier to trace where he was. Let’s just do some searching, see if we can’t find a true connection to the person Liam was before the familiar.

      He closed his eyes first, and I followed suit. Where there was nothing but emptiness before, there was a little something more, but just a flicker. Wordlessly, Travis steered the Jeep back onto the road. I kept concentrating on the little glimmer of hope. Travis took to the streets, weaving in and out of intersections and around parked cars. It was hard to tell what was going on because I’d kept my eyes shut as he drove through Salem, so one of us could at least keep the connection.

      When we got to the end of the line, the pull of bad magic twisted my stomach into knots and made me cringe. Cramps.

      “Son of a bitch,” Gabe said.

      Travis pulled the Jeep over sharply. “Another negative magic pull on Liam’s trail.”

      “It doesn’t mean he’s guilty,” Randy said, his sudden outburst in Liam’s defense wasn’t a surprise. In fact, all of us, I was sure, wanted to scream the same exact thing. Just because we were aware what connections we would draw if this weren’t Liam, didn’t automatically make him guilty.

      Travis pushed his door open. “Be prepared for anything. If Liam’s there, subdue him until we can figure shit out.”

      “If he’s not?” I asked, scrambling out of the car after Gabe.

      “Randy and I will take off and see if we can’t find where his trail leads.”

      We approached the house. “How much do you want to bet there’s a drained witch in here?” Gabe asked.

      That was a stupid bet. It was pretty much guaranteed at this point.

      Gabe unlocked the human lock, and we all walked in. The house was wide open and sprawling. We followed our noses right to the passed-out witch. It didn’t take long to find him because he was just inside the main area of the house. Gabe and I knelt next to the witch, a man this time, as Randy and Travis took off. They stormed through the entire house, making sure there was no sign of Liam anywhere until they barreled right back down and out the back door.

      I helped Gabe pick up the witch and move him into the living room. We waited a couple minutes until his eyes fluttered open. He backed away from us, his eyes wide until they got even wider with recognition as he stared at Gabe. “What the hell happened to me?”

      Just as the others, his face was sunken in and pale. His magic wasn’t even buzzing at the surface. From what I could discern, it was under layers and layers, stripped right back to its center. “You’ve been drained,” Gabe said. “We’re trying to find out who did it to you. Do you remember who was here?”

      The guy blinked. “I was just about to head out for work.” He shook his head as his vision turned inward, sifting through his memories. “No. It’s weird, though. I don’t remember. It’s not hazy, it’s almost as if the memory just stops.”

      Gabe’s eyebrows furrowed. “Have you ever felt that before?” he asked, peeking at me.

      “Yeah,” he said. “When someone took my memories away.”

      Gabe put a hand on the man’s shoulders and pushed him to relax against the couch. “We’re going to get you water. Be right back.”

      He took me by the hand and led me away from the man. “That explains why no one remembers who is doing this.”

      “Yeah, someone is intentionally trying to keep quiet about it.”

      “It’s got to be someone who knows about us,” Gabe said. He looked through the cupboards until he found a cup and then filled it with tap water.

      “Dupre.”

      “Or Liam.”

      “Or someone we haven’t even come across yet,” I said.

      “I don’t want it to be Liam either,” Gabe said, frowning at me. “I’m just being realistic.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself and rubbed my forehead. “I know.” If it were anyone else, I’d be blaming them, too.

      We walked back into the kitchen. The man’s hands shook as Gabe handed him the glass. “If you can tell us everything you do remember, including which witches you’ve dealt with recently, that would be very helpful to us,” he told him.

      The man agreed, immediately talking. It turned out he didn’t deal with many witches. He was an adjunct professor at Salem State who’d just moved here at the suggestion of his cousin who was also a witch.

      “And you’d heard about us?” Gabe asked.

      From what I’d gathered, that was rare. If you didn’t live in a city near an Order, you might not ever know witches like that existed.

      The guy took a sip and nodded. “Of course. Rumors spread, you know. Especially right now. I’m not the only witch who’s been drained lately. People are starting to talk.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. If the word was getting around that witches were showing up drained, we were going to have some hysterical witches on our hands. Like Granny said, for most, it was all about their power.

      The guy turned to me. “Am I going to get everything back?”

      I peeked at Gabe. He opened his mouth to answer, but this was my gig, too. I knew as much as he did. “We have no reason to believe your powers won’t return. If you think of anything else, please don’t hesitate to reach out,” I told him.

      Gabe took a paper and a pen from the coffee table in front of him and wrote down his name and number. “We can help,” he said, emphasizing the word.

      The witch hadn’t seemed clear on that point. We weren’t here just to wait and see what happened to people and deal with the aftermath. We were here to make sure it didn’t happen again.

      Gabe held out his hand, and the witch shook it. “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

      We walked outside and met Randy and Travis by the Jeep. “The guy going to be okay?” Travis asked, his mouth tight.

      “Yeah,” Gabe said, peeking back at the front window. “He’s going to be fine. Doesn’t have much trust in us though. Apparently, it’s going around Salem how there’s someone out there draining witches’ magic.”

      Randy put his hands on his hips. “Of course, there is. Because all they care about is their magic. No one says a damn thing when we stop something evil from hurting someone.”

      “Well, now it’s knocking on their backdoor,” Gabe supplied “When you think about it, you can’t blame them.”

      “I can,” Randy muttered. His lips thinned, and he got that angry look in his eye.

      Gabe ignored him. “We usually deal with things happening to normal people. Not usually Naturals or Wiccans. Here we have witches who are getting drained. It’s normal for them to be afraid. If witches were out in the open, this would be all over the news. Think about if this was happening to normal people. What if they had a serial murderer on their hands who had a certain type of victim? If you were that person’s type, you’d be worried yourself.”

      That much was true. Something was happening to the witches in this town and it wasn’t good. The Order didn’t need any bad press. What if one of these scared witches decided to give the superiors a call? We’d be fucked then.

      “We need to figure this shit out,” I said. “We can’t risk anyone coming to town and snooping around.”

      “My bet’s on Dupre, but we’ve never been able to find him before.”

      “Yeah, well, Granny says since we’re all linked now, we shouldn’t have to wait long for that.”

      Travis perked up, his eyes blazing. “She did tell you that, didn’t she? She told you we were stronger now and that Dupre would be able to find us. What if we made it easy for him to find us?”

      “You mean like…?”

      “Call his ass,” Travis said, a smile pulling his lips apart. “He obviously wants magic and we’re the strongest witches around. Let’s show him what we can do. He’ll be drawn to us. He won’t be able to help himself.”

      Randy nodded. “I like it. Let’s find a place that’s more suitable for us. No flying in blind, not knowing what’s behind the door to get us. We can do a strong spell somewhere where we’re familiar, then we’ll see if he takes the bait.”

      “In the meantime,” Gabe said, “let’s send out a message to the witches in Salem to be careful. We should take a proactive stance on this. Plus, they might even be able to lead us to Dupre before we can sucker him in.”

      “How do we send messages to all the witches in Salem?” I asked, genuinely curious. Was there some sort of messaging system I wasn’t aware of? Sounded awesome.

      “Start with the people we know and have them call everyone they know,” Gabe said, lifting his shoulders.

      That was disappointing and sounded like a hell of a lot of work. “There’s no magical way to do it?”

      Gabe took his phone out of his pocket and wiggled it in the air. “It is magic. It’s called a cell phone.”

      I shook my head at him and got in the car. While Travis drove, Randy and Gabe got on the phone to every witch they knew, telling them to be careful and to look out for someone who fit Dupre’s description and asking them to let us know if they came across anyone like that.

      They’d hit a big zero on the list so far. No one knew a thing but appreciated the heads up. It wasn’t until we pulled into the driveway that Randy suddenly sat up straighter. “Yeah, yeah, we’ll be there as soon as we can.” He hung up the phone and twisted around to face us. “That was Ren. He needs to see us.”

      He looked at me. I saw the flame of hope building in his eyes once again. I hoped we could at least solve one piece of the puzzle tonight.
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      We pulled up outside Ren’s dilapidated ranch. I reached for the car door handle, but Gabe held me back. I looked up to find him staring out the window. “Anyone else think it’s weird there are no lights on in that place?”

      “It’s a magical whorehouse,” I explained. “They’re all fucked up. They probably think the lights are on.”

      “I don’t know,” Travis said. He leaned forward over Randy, his eyes roaming over the house and the trashed lawn. Sure, it wasn’t the best of places, but that hadn’t stopped us from going in before.

      I eyed Randy, and he sighed. “Well, I’m going in there. That book is the only thing we have to go on to save Liam and I’m not going to let it slip from our grasps because the freaking lights aren’t on.”

      He pushed the car door open and jumped out. I was right behind him. Gabe swore and came out after me. “I wasn’t saying we shouldn’t go in. I was just saying we should be prepared if there’s something there.”

      Travis’s door slammed, and he ran up to us. “I also wasn’t saying we shouldn’t go in, just remember what happens when we get impulsive.”

      “They’re all cracked out in there and high on magic. The only thing you can get in there is—”

      A shattering noise obliterated the stillness. We all looked at one another and then ran inside. The door was already unlocked, and Randy immediately ran toward the area we’d met Ren in before. We stopped halfway there. The girl who’d answered the door when Randy and I came the first time was face down in the carpet, her hair a tangled mess around her. Gabe pulled his shirt up and over his nose. “It smells like a freaking fresh cemetery in here.”

      Randy bent down and pulled the girl over. Unstaring, grayed-out eyes met our own, sending a shiver through me. “Son of a bitch!”

      He stood and moved on. Another body, a shirtless guy, was only a few feet away, staring straight up at the disgusting ceiling.

      A gurgling sound pulled us out of the search for more bodies. Gabe ran forward. “We’ve got a live one.”

      Randy and I moved forward. Next to a broken lamp, Ren’s body lay on its side. His chest barely moved, and his pale face was almost gray in the dusky room. “Ren?” I called out, taking his hand. It was cold and clammy.

      Randy picked him up and set him on the couch. His head lolled to the side. His eyes stared at everything but us. If I hadn’t known better, it looked as if he’d OD’d on drugs. Crazy the amount of comparisons there were to magic and meth.

      Gabe slapped Ren’s face a few times, and he finally shook it, his eyes coming into focus. He blinked. “Randy?”

      “Yeah,” Randy said, his eyes still catching on the bodies strewn all over the floor. There were probably even more bodies in the bedrooms. This place was literally a whore house, so it wouldn’t surprise me if every one of them was full. Randy must’ve been thinking the same thing because he pulled on Gabe’s arm and looked at Travis. “You guys check the rooms.” He hiked his thumb over his shoulder pointing down the narrow hallway.

      I knelt beside Ren, not daring to take his hand again. “What happened in here?”

      Ren coughed. “Well, I found that guy you were calling to warn me about.”

      I closed my eyes, taking in the information. Dupre had been here. As we’d suspected, he was the one draining all the witches’ bodies.

      Ren reached out and pulled on my sleeve. “He wants you.”

      I nodded, acknowledging him. We’d already known that.

      “Cassie?” he said, his eyes suddenly widening. “Is she dead?”

      I looked around the room. So far, he was the only one we’d found alive. “Which one’s Cassie?”

      He looked around us, his face suddenly paling even further. He shook his head, his mouth twisting in agony. “She was alive when I first walked in. She told me this guy had shown up and offered them a magical hit.”

      “He did the exact opposite,” Randy said, his voice threatening.

      Ren nodded. “Drained them. Drained them right down into nothing. They barely had a damn thing to give him.”

      I locked gazes with Randy. That was probably why they were dead. They didn’t have enough magical juice to even amount to anything, so he probably kept taking and taking until they died on him. If he wanted powerful witches why the hell would he come here? They bartered sex for magic.

      I turned back to Ren. “You walked in on him, didn’t you?”

      The corners of his eyes pulled down. “After finding Cassie, I gave her a bit of magic, hoping it would help her, but I just couldn’t stay with her. I could hear others moving around, so I kept going. He was draining Caleb when I got into this room. He’d tried to protect them, but this guy was all over him. When Caleb fell, it was my turn. I did what I could, but he was so strong. We fought for a while.”

      That must’ve been one of the other reasons for the smell of sulfur and rotten meat in here. They’d been throwing negative spells at one another. It smelled like roadkill had been burned in the oven.

      Randy sat back on his haunches and shook his head. “I think you’re going to be okay, man.” His jaw hardened. “Everyone else, though. It doesn’t look like they made it.”

      Travis and Gabe came walking back up the hallway at that moment with solemn faces. They certainly didn’t look like they’d found someone else alive back there. What a senseless waste and use of life. No, these weren’t upright citizens, but they didn’t deserve to die so one insane fucking witch could get a little hit of magic that probably wouldn’t make a difference in the long run. Then again, he hadn’t just taken out the women and men in here who wanted the magic, he’d also taken out the ones who were willing to give up some of their magic for sex. Maybe he’d gotten a bigger dose than I originally imagined.

      Gabe came forward and put his hand on my shoulder. He gave a quick shake of his head.

      A muscle in Ren’s jaw twitched. “These were good people.”

      “I know,” Randy said.

      What else could we say?

      Ren sat up straighter as life began to return to him. He looked more like the Ren I knew from before. Not the Ren from the Reid’s house. That had been an extra clean, more business-like Ren. The Ren who sat on the couch now looked like the Ren from when we first met. He leaned forward, his elbows coming to rest on his knees. “While he was leaving, he told me to give you a message.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach.

      “He knows where your other coven member is, and he says he knows he still has the familiar on him. He’s been watching him. He wants the familiar back.” Ren looked up. “He thinks the only way to get the familiar off is to kill him.”

      The world blurred in front of me. Liam…dead? That wasn’t going to happen. Gabe’s fingers sank into my shoulder, grounding me.

      “He said that was how the familiar got onto him in the first place. He told me he was going to kill him unless you guys found him first.”

      Travis swore. “How would he know where Liam is, and we don’t? We’re the ones connected to him.”

      Gabe ran his hands through his thick blond hair. “Maybe Dupre’s connected to the familiar and since the familiar is the one taking things over, he’s more attuned to him than we are to Liam.”

      “Fuck!” Randy roared.

      We all cowered a little at his outburst. Randy wasn’t scary. He truly wasn’t once you got to know him, but shit, I was right there with him. I wanted to break something or maim something, especially Dupre.

      Ren stood, pushing us all back. He swallowed as he noticed all the bodies on the floor, but then he moved around the room, looking at things and under strewn pillows and broken glass while clutching his side. Finally, he turned. He stood up straight, or as straight as he could get, his hand outstretched holding a piece of lined paper. “The spell you need to get the familiar off him.”

      I ran forward, tearing the paper out of his grip. “You got it? From the book?”

      He nodded. “Turns out Dean wants to do business with me and was all too willing to give me this spell from his father’s book. You never would’ve gotten into the room, star baby. It has a familial lock on it. Only Reid’s can access it. I just played it off like one of the girls was so cracked out she thought she had a familiar on her and wanted to prank her about getting it off. He thought it was funny. Even led me down to the room to get this. The book is old, dark. The room itself is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It gave me the creeps just being in it.” Goosebumps spread out over his body as he told us the story. “That guy, Dupre, he doesn’t need that familiar. If he gets it, he’ll be too powerful to take out.” Ren looked over, his scowl etching further into his skin as he found Cassie’s body. “And he needs to suffer like they did.”

      I couldn’t agree more. He’d killed enough people.

      Gabe took the spell from me and read it over. Travis stepped forward and told Ren to clear out of the house and go somewhere else for a while until they could get the house picked up. It was one of the jobs of the Order. We’d probably have to call in Walter and the other superiors to take a look. I peeked at Ren. He’d probably gathered by now that I was more than just Randy’s girlfriend. If he brought me up in front of the superiors, they were going to ask questions.

      Gabe pulled on my hand and we left the house, stepping our way over trash and dead bodies. It made me sick to my stomach to see the way these people died and in these gross conditions too. Dupre was a special brand of fucked up. He needed to be taken out, so he didn’t hurt the people, or witches, of Salem anymore.

      Despite not knowing where to find Liam, we all picked up the pace toward the Jeep. Travis connected with Seth Hartle but shook his head afterward. Whatever Dupre had going on, Seth Hartle wasn’t involved with it anymore. He’d dropped his goon and went on to more disgusting things.

      “Liam wouldn’t have gone very far,” Randy said. “He’d stay in Salem. I know it. Let’s go back there and see what we can find.”

      Gabe and I both buckled our seatbelts, preparing for Travis’s death-defying driving. We needed to find Liam before Dupre did. However, there was no chance of that happening because Dupre already knew where he was, and we hadn’t a Goddamn clue.

      “Listen,” I said, “Granny said we were stronger now that Travis and I…”

      “Fucked?” Randy suggested.

      “Yes,” I said matter-of-factly. “Let’s just do a locator spell again. Throw everything you have into it. If we don’t get to Liam…” I trailed off. No reason to beat the implications of not finding him over their heads. We’d all heard Ren and knew what was at stake.

      “We should go to headquarters and do one on the pentagram,” Travis said. “We’ll be stronger there and we could use every bit of magical help we can get.”

      Now that he had a destination, I sat back, watching the world pass by as if nothing else was wrong with the world. The trees still swayed in the wind, the clouds still rolled in. Nothing could change nature. No matter what was going on outside it, it didn’t relent. Just because a piece of my world was falling apart, didn’t mean the actual world was slipping through the cracks. It seemed so contradictory. So wrong. If Liam really was in danger, wouldn’t something in the world be going wrong? Maybe the sun wouldn’t come up tomorrow. Or maybe the birds wouldn’t sing. It was only fair that some other jaw-dropping thing would happen alongside it. If someone like Liam died, the world should feel it.

      But no, I couldn’t think like that. Liam would be fine. We would all be fine.

      Gabe leaned over and pressed a kiss to my ear before whispering. “Ren knows too much. When we call in the Order…”

      I nodded, understanding what he was saying. Liam wasn’t here, but we’d procrastinated too long. Gabe interlaced his fingers with mine. I sat forward, clearing my throat. Randy twisted in his seat and Travis caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “I know this isn’t the best time to bring this up, but Gabe and I have been keeping something from you guys. Something we haven’t been able to figure out an answer to, and now that we’re most certainly going to have to come out as a coven now, it’s going to affect everyone.”

      Shadows moved in under Randy’s eyes. He glared at Gabe first, then me. “And?”

      “Gabe’s grandfather—”

      Gabe squeezed my fingers, and I stopped talking. He gave me a small smile and then stared down Travis and Randy. “You can be pissed at me. It was my idea not to say anything. Norah didn’t like it from the start. I have talked to my grandfather about a girl being the fifth. He said it would never happen again, that it would throw the balance of magic off. He said it happened before, back in the day, and that the coven ended up self-imploding.” He shrugged as if that was that. Much like how I wouldn’t apologize for putting myself at risk with the Reid’s, Gabe was unapologetic about this. It was what it was.

      “So, this is why we aren’t telling Walter about Norah?” Travis said, his voice hard.

      “That and the feelings we all have,” Gabe answered. “You can’t deny you also didn’t have those same feelings or else you would’ve been the first one to say something to them.”

      “Me?” Travis asked, his voice incredulous. “You’re the one who is all up on Order business. It’s in your family.”

      “Don’t fight,” I begged. We really needed to be a team at the moment.

      Gabe ignored me. “If I’m the one who should’ve thought it a bad idea to lie to them, which obviously I didn’t, then we shouldn’t even be having this conversation. It’s better that the Order didn’t know about her, and it’s still better they continue not to know about her.”

      “Do you think there’s truth to it?” Randy asked, staring at me. “Norah’s being here will affect us in that way.”

      I swallowed. “Granny said I was exactly where I was supposed to be even though it wasn’t the best place for me.”

      “And Walter himself has said the pull doesn’t pull the wrong person in.”

      “Which is why I don’t understand why we can’t just tell him Norah’s the fifth,” Travis said.

      Randy crooked a finger at me and I moved forward. He pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “It doesn’t matter to me what happened in the past or what happens now. Norah’s here to stay. They can’t break us up. She got the pull, and even if they tried to do that. It’s not like we would let it happen.”

      “Agreed,” Travis said.

      I looked up, smiling at him in the mirror.

      “I’m glad you said that,” Gabe started. “Because you were the main reason why we weren’t saying anything. You weren’t on board the Norah train yet, and I was worried you would’ve turned us all in if you thought we were going to implode.”

      Travis’s eyebrows furrowed. “You guys thought I would do that to you?”

      I needled my finger into his shoulder. “You have been known to be a dick.”

      He ignored my teasing, his mouth slightly open as he tried to catch Gabe’s eyes in the mirror. “I just thought you guys knew it’s always been about the coven for me. Majority rules. Even if I’d never hopped on board the Norah train, that wouldn’t mean I would’ve turned you guys in for it. That’s not who I am.”

      “Can we stop using train as an analogy for me?”

      “What should we use?” Gabe asked.

      “Sweet ass?” Randy suggested.

      I glared at him and shook my head.

      Travis chuckled. “If I’d never hopped on Norah’s sweet ass, I still wouldn’t have turned you guys in for it.”

      I burst out a laugh. “That means something completely different.”

      The vehicle erupted into ridiculous laughter. At the same time my heart leaped, it came crashing down. We were missing one very specific, one very important piece. I needed Liam here, so he could blush at the ‘jumping on Norah’s sweet ass’ comment. I missed him. Holy fuck, it was like a hole to the heart.

      The Jeep silenced in an instant as the heavy dose of reality hit us over the heads. “We’ll be there soon,” Travis said.

      Right now wouldn’t be soon enough for me.
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      As soon as we entered the city of Salem, my stomach clenched. I hissed, trying to breathe through the pain. Travis lost control of the car for a second and then twisted the wheel to get it back on track. I looked up. “You felt it too.”

      He cringed. “It’s back to normal. Damn. I don’t know why I was ever mad I was missing out on this. I forgot how bad it sucked.”

      “Me too,” Gabe said. He rubbed his abdominal area. “More powerful than before. I guessed you getting with Travis has everything right back on track.”

      Travis smirked. “Who knew my dick could change lives?”

      My mouth dropped, then I laughed. Loud. I pushed his shoulder. “Just follow the fucking pull. I bet it’s going to take us right to Liam and Dupre.”

      Travis’s gaze narrowed at the road in front of him. He blew past yellow lights and rolled through stop signs. It became obvious we were being pulled toward the wharf area of Salem.

      “Hopefully this means we’re not too late,” Gabe said.

      “We’re not too late,” Randy said, his voice terse.

      I moved forward and put my hand on his shoulder. He reached behind and covered mine with his big mitts. Heat flowed off him. He was burning up.

      We were getting closer. The pull was at its peak, and that could only mean we were almost at our destination. “No fucking way,” Gabe said.

      “What?” I asked, peering through the windshield.

      “We fucking checked here,” Randy said.

      I looked up at a big building, stone, and ancient, sat against a backdrop of the ocean. “What is this place?” I asked.

      Travis maneuvered the Jeep to the side of the road and slammed on the brakes. He sat back in his seat as he jammed the shifter into Park. “This is where we stripped Jax. We haven’t used it since.”

      “Another headquarters?”

      “Kind of,” Gabe explained, pulling me out of the car. “It’s not our secret headquarters. This is official Order business offices. The witches around Salem know about it and come here when they think they need us. We haven’t really used it much after Jax.”

      We all stood outside the Jeep, staring up at the building. For them, this all meant something deeper. Travis’s face was pale when I looked at him. I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “You couldn’t save Jax, but we can save Liam.”

      His gaze hardened, and we all strode forward. A blast of fresh rain aroma hit me in the face as Gabe did the visibility spell to see what we had going on inside. Sure enough, Liam and Dupre were there, locked in a magic battle. We started to run, Randy barging in through the door and leading us all to an enormous room. A huge painting that reminded me of the Last Supper adorned one wall above a row of chairs. In the middle of the floor where Dupre and Liam currently fought was an enormous pentagram.

      “And here they are,” Dupre said. He sent a zap of magic toward Liam that knocked him on his ass.

      I gasped. Liam. Poor Liam. He looked like absolute shit. He had bruises and cuts all over his body. His usually short hair had grown out and was wild around his face. His glasses hung crookedly on his nose. I ran toward him. “Liam!”

      Travis pulled me back. The serpent familiar on Liam coiled in and around his skin. Liam sat up, eyeing us, but there wasn’t anything recognizable in his features. His eyes were hard, his gaze was cold. My heart split jaggedly as if ripped apart. He looked as if he’d barely recognized me.

      “Look, Liam, they’re here to save you,” Dupre prodded.

      He laughed darkly. “Save me?” He shot to his feet and smirked. His eyes glinted red as he pulled on his magic, forming a fire ball in his palm. “I’m perfect. I’m strong, I’m powerful. Look what I can do now.” The flames rose upward toward the ceiling in a quick burst. It heated my face, and we all stumbled back. I tripped over my own feet, as my body surged, some of the magic leaving me and flowing into Liam’s trick. He raised his eyes to the ceiling in awe. No doubt it had never been that big before.

      “I’m going to need that familiar back now,” Dupre said.

      Liam matched his disdainful tone. “That’s not going to happen. We’ve bonded. We understand one another.”

      Randy stalked forward. “Don’t say that. You’re not like that familiar. You’re good.”

      Liam’s gaze narrowed at Randy. “You just want to keep me the shy, unimportant piece of shit I was, so you could have all the girls to yourself. You’re just trying to keep me down.”

      “You have Norah.”

      Liam’s gaze flicked to me. “And you still involved yourself in what we had. She wouldn’t even want me if you weren’t there either.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s not true at all. Is that what the familiar is telling you? It’s a lie, Liam.”

      “No, it’s not. The Liam before didn’t get girls like you. I’m just a charity case. I’m a member of the coven, so you have to be with me too. Well, I’m not just the shy, smart one anymore.” His eyes glittered as he threw the flames to the side of the room where they exploded and made a charcoaled dent in the wall. “I can do things now other than recall information and look stuff up on the computer. I’m not going to be the guy who just sits around and waits for you all anymore. I’m not going to be the outsider again. The weak one. The one everyone takes pity on.”

      Gabe moved forward, his hands outstretched. “You were never that person.”

      “What would you know?” Liam asked. “You were never the one who accompanied you guys to parties and had the girls look at you like you were the odd one out. Scrawny, ugly.”

      My temper flared. “That’s bullshit,” I said. I stepped forward, but Travis held me back.

      Liam never missed anything. His stare found where Travis and I connected. His eyebrows flew in the air. “Ah, so I see we’ve finally managed to get Travis, too. Come on, Norah, you can’t really think you would’ve kept stringing me along now that you have him. You would’ve dropped me.”

      I pushed Travis off and ran forward. I took Liam’s hands. They flared so hot they burned, but I kept them there, anyway. “You know that’s not true.” I looked him deep in his dark eyes. “You know me, Liam. We have a connection separate from them. I want to help you. I want to take the familiar off, so you can go back to who you were. Who we were.”

      Liam laughed in my face and tore his hands away from mine. “I don’t want to go back.”

      “This is all very touching,” Dupre said. He flicked his gaze toward the second floor of the room where other chairs sat looking over the railing. “But I don’t have time for this. You can join me, Liam, if you want, but I’m going to need you to take Norah, too. I still have a promise to uphold.”

      I turned toward him. “Go fuck yourself. Liam would never join you.”

      Liam scratched his chin, his head dropping to the side as he regarded Dupre. “What’s in it for me?”

      My eyes bugged out of my head. I turned toward Liam, who openly looked at Dupre curiously. He really wanted to know.

      “Liam,” Travis said, his voice hard. “What the hell is wrong with you? This isn’t you.” He swallowed, no doubt seeing Jax in front of him. We were in the same building, probably in this very same room. The seating, the pentagram. It was the witch equivalent to a courtroom. “Did you…” He stopped, taking a deep breath before he started again. “Did you hurt those witches, Liam? Did you drain them?”

      Liam blinked, and my heart soared when he was repulsed by the idea. Thank God. He hadn’t gone as bad as we thought he had. Or at least didn’t let ourselves believe he had.

      “No,” Dupre said. “That was all me. I just followed Liam around after I sensed the familiar one day. He led me to a bunch of witches, so I just went right back after him, soaking up all the witches’ magic.” An evil grin crossed his face. “I’m more powerful than you now, with or without the familiar.”

      He shot his hands forward. A tangle of white magic exploded from them. I tried to block it, but Liam’s fire stunt had me weakened. The tangle of white fell over me. I tripped to the ground. The magic secured my wrists and feet and then dragged me toward Dupre.

      I slid over the hard ground, coming to rest right next to his feet. Dupre smiled down triumphantly. “I knew I’d get you sooner or later.” He peeked up into the balcony again. “Jay will be so happy.”

      A gust of wind knocked Dupre into the wall behind us. I looked up to find Travis’s hands glowing red as he used his magic to control Dupre. I twisted and turned, but I couldn’t get out of the magical restraints.

      Liam diverted Travis’s magic until it was pushing on me. I slid back into the concrete wall, hitting my head off it. For a second, I couldn’t breathe with all the air rushing at me, but Travis immediately stopped the spell, and I gulped in a few breaths.

      “I want to listen to him,” Liam said, flicking his hand out at Travis. He sent Travis flying into the air, landing hard on the ground. Randy bent over to help him to his feet, and Gabe rushed toward them, the paper with the familiar spell on it in his hand.

      With the two not paying attention, the guys pulled together. They closed their eyes, trying to get the restraints off me, but all it ended up doing was taking some of my magic, and nothing happened. I pushed and pulled against the white magic-like ropes, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “The more you struggle, the worse it is for you,” Dupre said, smiling. “Jay came up with the spell himself.”

      “Well, good for fucking Jay.”

      Out of breath, and my body frazzled, I leaned against the wall and stayed still. Liam’s gaze flicked toward me, and I held onto it. “This isn’t you,” I told him. A piece of the magical ties splintered my view of him. “Liam, you’re the best person I know. Yes, you’re smart, but that’s not all you are. You know I find you attractive. You can’t fake an attraction like that, and you certainly can’t fake sex like that either.” You and me, I mouthed, a little smile forming on my lips. It was impossible not to take happiness in all the moments we shared. He was sweet and caring. This person in front of me was not him. We needed that familiar off him. “Guys,” I called out, looking at Randy, Travis, and Gabe.

      They looked at me and nodded. I didn’t know what the spell was, but I could certainly lend them any magic they needed.

      “Now,” I said.

      I closed my eyes and felt what magic I had in me flow through my veins and skirt over the top of my skin. I built it up and built it up into my fingers before reaching out toward the group, releasing what I had toward them, hopefully giving the familiar spell a fighting chance. I needed my Liam back.

      “I don’t think so,” Dupre said, realizing what we were doing.

      He sent a blast of magic at Liam’s chest and Liam flew backward into the opposite wall, hitting it with a sickening crunch. The magic flared and then went out in my fingertips. I looked around. The guys ran toward Liam, and here I was, still encased in this magical web.

      Liam pushed himself to his feet, completely ignoring the guys. His eyes reddened as he gathered his magic in his hands again. I cried out, feeling the tug on all of us.

      “Look what you’re doing to her!” Randy shouted.

      Liam looked to me, his expression almost complacent. He stared at me for a long time, but ultimately, the familiar won. He shot a fire ball at Dupre, which he fended off, sending it into a wall where another black, singed mark now decorated the place.

      I hissed in a breath. I could feel myself growing cold, and knew I was getting pale, and worse, losing all my magic. My face was probably sunken in by now, but to top all of that off, I didn’t care. The life that was inside me was being taken away. I had no idea my magic was that attached to everything inside me. It wasn’t just a piece of me, it was me.

      I sucked in a breath as Liam gathered his magic again. Travis grabbed Liam’s wrist, and I slumped to the floor. For the moment, Liam was taking from Travis, and not just me. This was what was happening all along. Every time we all used magic together, the magic inside me got used up first. Like I was a lightning rod fueling them.

      My head pounded, and my heart raced.

      Travis grabbed Randy’s hand and then Randy grabbed Gabe’s. They closed their eyes, and I did the same. They started the spell again. Frayed at the edges, I tried to give them even the faintest spark in me.

      Finally, Liam cried out. I opened my eyes just in time to see him fall to the floor. The snake leapt from his arm, coiling into itself and hissing.

      Dupre laughed, calling to the serpent. “Thanks for doing my dirty work. Come here…”

      I watched, looking at the scene, trying to crawl away from the serpent with as little noise as possible. I checked the guys’ wrists quickly, noticing they still wore their all-seeing-eye beads which was supposed to help them from evil magic. I was still convinced that was why the familiar hadn’t attached itself to me that night and attached itself to Liam instead. Liam and Dupre were the only ones who didn’t have bracelets on.

      “Don’t let him attach to Dupre!”

      The serpent swiveled his head around to me. He elongated, getting bigger and bigger. He moved along the pentagram, coming to a stop just in front of me. He towered over me, and I reached my bracelet hand out. The snake let out a loud hiss.

      Thank fuck. That actually worked.

      Dupre stepped forward. “Come here, serpent. You belong to me now.”

      The serpent lazily turned its head toward Dupre who shuffled back a few steps. The snake’s bright red tongue shot out, and he hissed.

      Another matching hiss came from the balcony, and the snake turned, his scaly neck arching and then moving to the floor again where it slithered away.

      “What?” Dupre yelled, staring up at the balcony. “Why?”

      I looked into the shadows, but I couldn’t see anything. This guy was fucking crazy.

      “I’m getting her!” he shouted. “Right now, I have her!”

      A loud hiss erupted, so loud I cowered and still the sound reverberated through my head. It was like it attacked my brain cells, overpowering them, until that was all I heard.

      Dupre grimaced and staggered back. I peeked over to the guys. All four of them were linked. A tiny knot formed in my stomach until it grew and grew. I started to fill with light again, feeling the purple spread through my limbs. I reached out and touched the white net and it sputtered, falling away.

      I backed up, putting space between Dupre and I. He roared. He brought his hands together in front of him and threw a spinning ball of magic at me.

      I blocked it, sending it into the wall holding up the balcony. A huge crack formed, and stones fell to the ground.

      Rage overtook him. He shook, his body fueling his magic with madness. The guys ran toward me and we stood in a line facing him. He tried again, forming his magic in his palms. The negative around us was sucked into that one spot. We linked hands, forming a barrier. Nothing was getting through to us again. We had too much to fight for.

      He released the ball. It spiraled through the air. I closed my eyes, feeling the impact of it until it bounced right back, barely getting through any of our defenses.

      I peeked just in time to see the ball barreling right back for Dupre. His eyes widened, but it was too late to do anything about it. It hit him square in the chest. His mouth dropped, and he went flying into the wall. His head hit it with a sickening crack, and then he fell forward, landing in a heap face down on the stone floor.

      I swallowed. Blood trickled from his head. Inching forward, it didn’t take much to guess. Dupre was gone.

      We’d won.

      The air in the room shifted. It was no longer filled with negativity. The breath whooshed out of my lungs and I fell to my knees. I looked up, eager to find that one face to make sure he was okay. Liam was right there. His deep brown eyes staring back at me. His glasses were cracked, the lens splintered. He knelt next to me. I reached out to take his glasses off, letting them fall to the ground beside us. “Is it you?”

      He bit his lip and looked away. “I’m so sorry, Norah. You know I would never—”

      I launched myself forward, tackling him. Warmth spread through me as his arms came around my waist. I hugged him to me, and the others came right with us, their hands touching me, searching for any injuries on either of us.

      I looked up, blinking at them. “We’re all okay.”

      Travis nodded. “Dupre’s gone.”

      I bit back the sarcastic retort. That much was clear based on all the blood and the fact that he hadn’t moved within the last minute to try to take us all out again.

      Liam sat up, putting me in his lap. He stared at the guys. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Randy said. “It was the familiar.”

      Liam nodded, but he didn’t look as if he fully believed him. None of us would’ve been able to take that serpent familiar on. It wasn’t just a demon’s plaything. It had a mind of its own. It could’ve went to Dupre once we expelled it from Liam, but it didn’t. Instead… I looked toward the balcony. The others followed my gaze. “There was someone else here.”

      Travis shook his head. “They’re not here anymore. I can’t feel anything but us.”

      “Jay?”

      “I don’t bloody care right now,” Gabe said, pulling himself to his feet, and then helping me up. “Let’s just get back to the house.”

      I waited as Liam got up after me, and then I took his hand. I wasn’t going to be letting that go anytime soon.
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      We all squeezed together as close as we could in the living room. I sat on Liam’s lap while Randy was right next to us. Gabe sat next to him with Travis pulling a chair up next to Liam and me. It was a couple days after the big fight and Gabe had begged us all to watch the football/soccer games that were on TV.

      The superiors had come and gone. They, along with the guys, cleaned up Dupre and the poor people at Ren’s place. Randy gave him a heads up before they got there, telling him to go stay someplace else for the time being. The Order wouldn’t approve of the kind of ‘work’ Ren did and was bound to try to do something about it if Ren was there. Plus, it worked in our favor because Ren wasn’t there to tell them anything about me. Not that the Order wasn’t skeptical.

      Amazingly enough, Anna had made a full recovery. Since Dupre was dead, we couldn’t really ask him what he’d done to her even though we were positive he was involved somehow. She may have been his first attempt, so something hadn’t gone quite right with it. In any case, Murphy called Travis the day after Dupre died to tell him how much better she was doing. She was now home in their cute little house instead of in some psych ward.

      Liam and I had been attached at the hip since we got him back. The other guys were getting antsy, I could tell, but I was just so scared of losing him again. Travis had told us on the way home that night that he used Liam’s own powers to stop Dupre and get the familiar off him. We knew Liam was still connected to us because of the way he drained my magic, so he figured it would work the other way as well. With the five of us working together, plus the power from the Order pentagram, we were able to expel the familiar and take care of Dupre—finally.

      I was relieved to see him go. He wouldn’t be around to hurt anyone in Salem anymore. No more frazzled sorority houses, or cracked out witches, or sad people strangled to death by a Liderc. Jay was out there. He knew we’d killed off Dupre and he still hadn’t gotten me yet either. That was still one thing I couldn’t fathom. I could understand Dupre wanting revenge on me for giving him a fake voodoo doll, but Jay? As far as I knew, I didn’t know the guy at all.

      In the aftermath, we’d told Liam what Gabe’s grandfather had said about me making the coven implode. He only laughed. “You think I didn’t know that already? Gabe and Norah are the worst liars in this place.”

      Like the rest of us, though, it didn’t really change anything. We were together, and we were staying that way. Implosion or not, we would come to that problem if it happened. If not, we would continue to do what we were brought together to do—help save Salem from lunatics like Dupre and Jay.

      The only piece of new information that startled Liam was the mention of the Reid’s. He was taking his time processing their involvement. Since we’d just gotten him back, I wasn’t going to push it.

      Liam kissed my cheek, and I stared up at him and smiled. “What was that for?”

      He leaned over. “For not giving up on me.”

      “Never,” I said, pulling him down for a real kiss. I sat back, brushing my finger across the orange all-seeing-eye bracelet I’d finally been able to give him. No more familiars for him. Ever.

      Someone cleared their throat. “Don’t tell me you guys are going upstairs again.”

      It was Gabe. He gave me a smirk when I looked over at him.

      “You’re too busy watching your soccer game, anyway.” I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

      “I’d give up football for you,” Gabe said, emphasizing the word. He was bound and determined to make me say football one way or the other.

      “Me too,” Travis said. “Easily.”

      “I don’t even like it all that much,” Randy said, his eyes intent on mine.

      Shit, I’d just opened a can of worms. It was a good thing we’d beaten Dupre and weren’t currently working on a case right now. As far as I was concerned, we had all the time in the world.

      

      
        
        The End
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      Liam’s hand hovered over my chest. He smirked. I watched the spark in his deep brown eyes and exhaled. Liam was back. He was ours again. It didn’t matter that it had been a week since he returned to us, it still felt like it was the day of.

      “You’re always looking at me like that now,” Liam said, his voice soft, barely above a whisper.

      I reached up, skimming my fingers through his hair. His eyes closed for a moment at the contact, but then they were open again, waiting for an answer. “I’m just happy.”

      It was the truest words I could say at that moment. A body moved behind us. It moved the bed enough that I knew it was Randy. They had all gotten sick of me spending time with Liam, so they forced their way into my bedroom last night. It had been fun. It was like a sleepover with girls…I guessed. It was what I imagined a sleepover would’ve been like. We told stories about when we were younger, we joked around, we touched. Okay. Maybe girls didn’t do the last thing, but it was all innocent, anyway. We were all together again and I shouldn’t have left the others out just because I was so ecstatic to have Liam back to himself again. Gabe, with his puppy dog face, explained that to me last night. They were all happy to have him back. Honestly, it wasn’t that I didn’t want the others around. That was far from the truth. It was just that I was afraid to let Liam out of my sight. The thought of it made me panic. If I let him out of my sight, what would happen? Would he get another familiar on himself, or something worse?

      Sure, Dupre was dead, but Jay wasn’t. We knew Dupre wasn’t the one pulling all the strings, anyway. He had someone he was doing it for, which was made so much more obvious by the way he shouted up into the void above us right before the familiar attacked him. He was afraid, and if Dupre was afraid, we all should be.

      I shivered at the thought, and Liam tilted his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I said immediately. I didn’t want to bring up anything to do with Dupre or Jay with Liam. We had him back, and that was all that mattered right now. I didn’t care if Jay was lurking out in the backyard, as long as he was behind the magical wards around the house, he could stay there. We were all here, and safe.

      Liam’s lips curled up again. His hand hovered over my chest. I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but I liked where his mind was headed. He closed his eyes, flattened his palm, and if it wasn’t for the little pings of the buttons flying off my shirt, I wouldn’t have even known what happened. I looked down, staring at my cleavage. I stared up at him, his eyes now wide open, and blinked. His smile grew, taking up the whole bottom half of his face. “Gotcha.”

      “Liam,” I said, playfully chastising. “What did you do?”

      He shrugged and snuggled closer. “Our magic is getting stronger. I had the idea, wondered if I could do it, and then bam.” He stared down, his eyes twinkling.

      “Bam…open shirt?”

      “Easy access,” he said, his eyebrows rising.

      I had to hand it to him. This could come in handy when we couldn’t wait just to get one another’s clothes off. I peered over my shoulder. Randy was behind me, his massive body taking up that whole side of the bed. Travis was at our feet. The only one I didn’t see was Gabe. I frowned and sat up a little more, searching the room.

      “He’s on the floor,” Liam said, motioning with his head toward his back. “Randy kicked him off in the middle of the night.”

      I stretched out over Liam to look over the side of the bed. Sure enough, Gabe was down there, his blond hair a mess. One hand was under his head and the other disappeared underneath the bed somewhere. He had no blanket, no pillow. Poor thing. I’d have to make it up to him.

      Also, we needed a bigger bed if they were going to insist on sleeping in here with me. Not that I cared. I liked having all of them around.

      I moved back into my spot. Liam’s eyes were closed again. For a moment, I wondered if he’d fallen asleep until I felt a tug on my bottoms. I looked down. The two strings that held my pajamas up were untying themselves and loosening. “Liam!” I whispered, still staring down in awe. How was he doing that?

      Liam chuckled. “Sorry. I can’t help it.”

      I grabbed his hand that hovered over my hips and brought it to my cheek. “The guys are already upset about how much time we’ve spent together. Did you not listen to them last night?”

      “They’ll get over it.”

      “I know that, but if they wake up to us going at it…?”

      He shrugged. “Potential problem. I’d have to run the calculations in my head about the probability of them waking up. Randy? One-hundred percent chance he won’t. He sleeps like the dead. I’m not sure about Travis and Gabe.”

      I looked out the window behind Liam. The blinds were pulled down, but rays of sunlight escaped through on the sides. “We probably shouldn’t be sleeping. I wonder what time it is.”

      I pulled myself up to look at the clock on the nightstand, but another huge draft down my shirt pulled my gaze back down. Liam’s face was full red, and my shirt was hanging wide open. “You know,” I said, moving forward until he was flat on his back. “I don’t know how to sew.”

      I placed my leg on the other side of his hip and immediately wished I hadn’t. He was hard and waiting for me. I bit my lip to keep myself from telling him how much I liked this. As much as I would’ve loved to have Liam, I really didn’t want to make the others feel as if I wanted him more because I didn’t. I wanted them all, equally. Liam just needed some extra special time with me lately and I would’ve done the same with any of them. It was difficult to navigate the fresh waters of having not one boyfriend, but four. I was surprised there wasn’t more jealousy, to be honest.

      Liam’s fingers grasped my hips and moved me down and forward. Both of us moaned. “I just can’t get enough of you lately,” he breathed.

      I knew exactly how he felt. Romance in new relationships was supposed to be hot and heady and necessary all the time. Multiply that by four. I was amazed I even made it out of the bedroom to fight Dupre and run the shop and—

      A vibration filled the room. Liam and I both stilled. The floors and walls stood still. It wasn’t that. It was like the air moved at a different frequency. “Liam…”

      He sat, moving me off him. The front of his pajamas still tented, but his concentration was elsewhere now. His brows furrowed as he looked around.

      The hair stood on my arms, and the vibration in the room worsened. Randy’s hulking form moved, his shoulders turning so he lay on his back facing the ceiling. His eyes were still shut, but the look on his face pulled in, troubled even in his sleep.

      The air became oppressive. It moved in thick like a physical monstrosity, weighing on us.

      “Bloody hell,” Gabe said. He sat up, his hair going every which way. “If it isn’t you guys trying to snog, it’s…whatever this is.”

      Travis tensed now, too. He moved to grip my calf, his eyes still hooded with sleep. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked around. His eyes flicked to each one of us and then finally to Liam. “The wards.”

      “The wards?” I asked, putting a little, if not desperate, emphasis on the word. As in the wards that were keeping us safe? How could he just say it nonchalantly like that? “What is it?”

      “Someone’s trying to come through uninvited,” Liam said.

      I turned to Randy as the rest of them scrambled up from their places, pulling on clothes. “Randy,” I whispered, shaking his shoulders.

      “There’s no time for that, Love,” Gabe said, using his outside voice.

      He was right. I didn’t know why I tried to wake him gently when there was evidently someone on the property who was trying to get at us. We were stronger together. “Randy!” I said, shaking him.

      I did it a few more times, and finally, he woke. He blinked his eyes open and then looked at me. “Why is your shirt wide open?”

      Ah, shit. Instead of answering, I said, “Get up. Someone’s trying to get in.”

      He moved at that. Quick and graceful despite his size, he threw his feet over the side of the bed and stood. The athletic pants he wore hung low on his hips, giving me a peek of his massive, sinewy body. It made my nerves thrum just watching him.

      Travis held a shirt out to me, interrupting my thoughts. “You should probably put this on.”

      I took it, smiling a thank you at him and then got off the bed myself. I found a bra on the floor, pulled it on, then yanked the shirt Travis gave me over my head. My pajama bottoms were loose around my hips, so I scoured the floor for some other pants and found joggers left there from the other day. I pulled them on and looked up.

      My coven stood by the door, all eyes on me as they waited to descend the steps together. Randy held his hand out and I took it. His grip was large, making me feel small. At least the magic in me was big. As Liam had said, it had only grown since he’d come back. The guys had control over a few of the elements and though we didn’t know what mine was yet, we were just waiting for it to surface.

      Gabe opened the door and Travis went through first, his eyes scanning the hallways that were just now being filled with the day’s light as if they were waking just as we were. At the top of the steps, Gabe and Travis went down first, followed by Randy and I with Liam taking up the rear. The frequency downstairs was worse as if the epicenter was getting closer.

      Liam threw up a visibility spell. Orange magic swirled around us until it crept up the walls, making them shimmer behind them until they became see through like pure glass. Five bodies strode up the walk. They’d breeched the front gate, walking in a v pattern like migrating geese. “Who the hell is that?”

      The attributes of the lead guy came into focus. His distinct dark hair with gray streaks. His formidable shoulders. I’d never seen him standing up before, but I recognized him from the glimpses I’d gotten of them through the laptop screen when they had their Order meetings.

      Yes. Walter and his coven were walking toward the house just now. It wasn’t a scheduled meeting, and they’d just broken through the protective wards of the estate, which alerted us right away.

      This wasn’t a friendly visit. This was something else entirely.

      Randy pulled on my hand. He started to move toward the back entrance, but Travis’s voice rang out loud and clear. “What do you think they’re here for, Randy?” He turned, staring at the both of us. His shoulders were straight though they sagged a little with the understanding. “They know about Norah.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Why else would they come?” Liam asked, speaking up now. “I knew it was a stretch to have them believe that we’d taken out Dupre without a fifth. I’d hoped they were too caught up in their own stuff to investigate it further, but they know, Randy. You’re not going to get very far. We might as well just all stay and see what they have to say.”

      “What happens if they say something we don’t want to hear?” Randy barked. “Have you guys thought about that?”

      “We’ve all thought about that, Mate,” Gabe said. “That’s why we kept her a secret to begin with. I vote we don’t say anything about what my grandfather said. Walter doesn’t like him anyway, so let’s just keep hush about that.”

      “Agreed,” Travis said. “Let’s let them figure this out on their own. We don’t even know if what Gabe’s grandfather thinks is the truth, anyway. Let’s just all calm down and act cool.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him. “Act cool?”

      His face fell as his gaze finally focused on mine. He moved closer. Randy still had a strong hold on my wrist. He wasn’t letting go, and I knew that if one of his superiors came for me, they’d have a hell of a fight on their hands. Randy let Travis in though. He moved forward, his face intense, but sincere. “We’re in this together. You’re our fifth. There’s nothing they can do about that. There are no mistakes when it comes to the fifth.”

      “If that’s the case, why didn’t we just tell them from the beginning?”

      No one said anything, they all just looked through Liam’s spell, watching the five older men as they approached. We didn’t want to say what was on our minds. Maybe they didn’t want to say anything because it went against everything they had been taught about the Order. Me? I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t want it to be true. I was exactly where I was supposed to be, but I wasn’t supposed to be here either. It made perfect sense when you thought about it. I belonged here, but I didn’t. I wasn’t supposed to be here even though I belonged with these guys—my guys.

      The superiors were almost to the house now. I took a deep breath as they climbed the last steps up the walk. Liam pulled his spell down and Travis moved for the door. Just before they opened, I sent a prayer up. Whatever happened, I didn’t want them taking it out on my coven. Take me away, make me pay, but I wanted them left out of it. If they wanted the opposite, they’d have one hell of a fight on their hands.
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      Walter and his coven were greeted as they always were. Smiles, formality. Each of their superiors’ eyes grazed upon me and then moved forward. It still felt as if they were staring at me though, their eyes dissecting my soul, searching through all the different parts of me, and for all I knew, it could’ve been a spell and they were doing exactly what I felt like they were doing—sizing me up.

      We all walked toward the living room. My knees shook. If I wanted to be a member of the Order, I certainly hadn’t started off on good terms. Doubts and second guesses ran though my head the whole time as we proceeded to the seating area. What would’ve happened if we’d just told them when I’d first shown up? So, what? I was a girl. What did that matter? There were girls everywhere. Literally, everywhere. It didn’t matter how many times I tried to rationalize it though. It still felt wrong to tell them. Even now, my heart beat away in my chest like a mad hummingbird. Wings flapping furiously, making me jittery.

      Walter sat in the middle of the couch facing us. He moved to the edge of the cushion, his elbows on his knees and his fingers interlaced in front of him. “So, we were correct. You have a fifth.”

      Travis took on the leadership role for our coven. Randy certainly couldn’t be trusted to speak right now, and Liam and Gabe were like coiled snakes in the background. How terrible that it had come to this. We were supposed to trust our superiors. “We do,” Travis said simply.

      A gentleman on Walter’s right cocked his head. “Interesting that we weren’t notified as soon as this happened. Why is that, Mr. Shaw?”

      Travis lifted his chin in the air. I once found the move pompous, but it worked well in this situation. He was the perfect person to speak on our behalf because he was nothing if not confident. He didn’t bow down or make excuses. He told them the way it was for us. “As you can see, Norah is female. We had never heard of a female Order member, so naturally, we weren’t even sure if her pull to us as the fifth was legitimate or not.”

      “And now?” the gentleman asked.

      “It is,” Travis stated simply. “Her powers fuse with ours beautifully. She makes us better.”

      “Once you felt complete,” Walter said. “Why, then, did you not tell us the truth about having your fifth?” Without giving anyone a chance to respond, he kept going. “I did think it was odd you still got the call, but I told myself it was nothing because the Order in Salem has always been special. I wasn’t sure what might happen once we’d taken your fifth out of the equation when we stripped Jax. Not much is written about an Order member getting the mark and being found unworthy. We’re in uncharted territory when it comes down to that.”

      “We still are in uncharted territory,” Travis broke in. “Norah, as far as we can tell, is the only female Enforcer ever.”

      With Travis’s use of that term, all the superiors’ gazes locked onto me. They didn’t seem to like my name used in the same sentence as an Enforcer. Oh well. They’d just have to deal. I did.

      “If she’s your fifth, you’d be right about that,” Walter’s coven member ventured.

      “She’s our fifth,” Randy said, barely leaving the growl out of his voice.

      I squeezed his hand, and he squeezed mine right back until I felt as if my bones would crunch if he gave me even the tiniest bit more pressure.

      Walter stood. “You are aware then that as soon as you receive word of your fifth, you are supposed to relay that information to your superiors.”

      “We are,” Travis said, not giving the older gentleman an inch.

      “But you did not.”

      “We didn’t,” Liam said. He stood now, too. His face was the same sweet face I’d laid eyes on from the beginning. “We knew we were supposed to, but we also weren’t sure what to do because Norah’s a she. We know she’s our fifth, but we also didn’t know how the Order would react to that fact because we couldn’t find any information regarding there being another female Enforcer, even throughout history.”

      “It’s natural that you feel protective of your fifth,” another coven member said.

      Walter nodded, still glaring at me.

      The other guy seemed reasonable. Why couldn’t he be the one talking?

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I just couldn’t be quiet why they sat around and discussed me. I stood and approached Walter, holding my hand out to him. “My name is Norah Darbonne. I was called here all the way from New Orleans where my ancestry follows the female line. My grandmother was a Voodoo Priestess.”

      Walter took my hand and a surge of electricity flowed through me. His gaze narrowed, and he tried sending one again, but I put a block up. Stop.

      His eyes widened ever so slightly. You are strong then.

      Holy shit. I’d just heard his thoughts in my head. Did I? Definitely. I’d never heard a male’s voice in my head, it was only ever my own talking nonsense at me. This felt like an alien voice that came from the outside, not from within.

      I let Walter’s magic seep inside me just a little. It searched through my limbs, testing the bonds inside. There were pieces of me that linked to Travis, Randy, Gabe, and Liam. Together, they made up a whole entity, but their bonds were individual within me and he went right through them. He tested their strength, and I didn’t even try to harden them because there was no way he would be able to do anything to those bonds. They were the most precious possessions I had, and they were strong as galvanized steel. Not even someone of Walter’s magical ability would be able to destroy them, and that’s not even what I felt his prodding was. It was just that, a look inside to see what he was dealing with. To see if I was, in fact, the fifth.

      What is your relationship with them?

      My lips thinned as I thought about his question. Why didn’t he speak it out loud? None of your business.

      This made his eyebrows raise into his hair, and finally, he pulled his hand away along with all his magic. It retreated from me as if being snapped like a rubber band. My eyes widened as it whiplashed out of me, leaving me with a hollow feeling that my own purple magic swirled to fill.

      Jackass. What he’d just done was almost like the mental equivalent of a bitch slap.

      He merely smirked at me as if he’d known exactly what he did.

      “You know it’s true now,” I told him. “I’m their fifth.”

      The rest of his coven stared up at Walter, waiting for his response. “It’s true,” he said. My guys relaxed, but they certainly didn’t just come here to see if I was their fifth. That much must’ve already been evident since we’d taken out Dupre and gotten the pull. There must’ve been some other reason why they were here.

      Liam stepped forward, the quizzical look I loved so much back on his face. “She’s the first female Enforcer, isn’t she? I’ve looked through all the books and I can’t find reference to a single other one. She has to be.” Liam peeked up at me reverently and it made my heart sing to know just how much he loved me when I felt the same exact way.

      Walter’s coven all looked at him, and he only shrugged in answer. “That’s not the reason for our visit. We’ve come to place the Salem Order on suspension. Until we know how the new Enforcer affects you, we forbid you to continue to use your Enforcer abilities.”

      “What?” Travis snapped. When Walter whirled to look at him, Travis skewed his face back to a professional one. “For how long?”

      “Until we know how she affects your abilities. I believe I just said that.”

      “We know how she affects our abilities,” Gabe said, speaking up for the first time. “We took out Dupre, didn’t we? And you can’t strip us of our powers when there’s still another threat.”

      “You must be referring to this Jay. This threat has not made itself known yet,” Walter answered. “You only have this information from the threat that you took out. For all we know, he could have fictionalized this character in his head to support his own actions.”

      “He was there that night,” Travis said. “We all felt him.”

      “Our word is final,” Walter said, not even hearing them out. “Maybe next time you’ll be more forthcoming with information when you are required.”

      “You can’t hold that against us,” Randy said, his voice tense with restrained anger. “The coven is everything. You know that. You taught us that. We felt a threat, and therefore, kept the fifth a secret.”

      “From us.” Walter said. “That’s where the problem lies. Keep the fifth a secret, but not from us. We’re your superiors and need to know what is happening with all the Orders.”

      The tension in the air thickened again as if the wards were warning us there were intruders. It was almost suffocating. I hated to see how upset my guys were. Especially Gabe. The coven was everything to him.

      Travis sighed. “What do we do if we hear from the other threat?”

      “You will call us in like you were supposed to have done when the fifth came to you. Do you think you can manage that this time? Or, should we send in another Order like we were going to? Except we didn’t because we trusted you.”

      My jaw clenched and even I felt the offense of that. Any instinct we’d had to defend ourselves had just been taken away.

      Properly chastised, we stood there quiet. “When we get more information on how a female Enforcer affects a coven, we’ll lift the restraint,” Walter said. He made a move toward the door and the rest of his coven stood. Standing in front of us all like that, the power leaked from them overshadowing everything else in the room. They were a force to be reckoned with. No wonder why they were the superiors, and we were just the peons. They walked toward the door and we all followed them. At the last moment, Walter turned around. “I do hope you will remember not to keep things from us. We’ll find out anyway, and we wouldn’t want things to end up like this again, would we? Remember, we’re on your side,” he said, staring at Travis.

      Travis nodded, and the elder coven left without another word. They moved down the sidewalk, past the gate and then disappeared.

      The heaviness in the house dissipated just like that. I sagged a little on my feet, not realizing I’d been putting up a lot of barriers just to keep myself standing. “You okay?” Gabe asked.

      I nodded. “I’m so sorry guys. This is all my fault.”

      “No, it’s not,” Travis said, scratching his chin. “We all decided to keep you a secret.”

      I smiled up at him. We hadn’t actually given him a choice in the beginning when he was being all standoffish. Our votes outnumbered his, but since he pulled his head out of his ass, he’d been on board.

      “On the bright side,” Liam said. “We can take a little break.”

      “There is no bright side,” Gabe said. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “They just took our ability to Enforce away from us.”

      “Temporarily,” Travis said, “and…we still have our powers.” He made a flower shimmer into view between us. He plucked it out of the air and handed it to me. It had a long green stem with a rose head, but instead of the typical colors one would find, it was a glittery purple. It didn’t even need to catch the light to shimmer, it did it on its own as if its light came from within. Before I could tell him thank you, Travis continued. “It was more like a suggestion to stop. If they’d have really wanted to place us on suspension, they would’ve taken away our powers.”

      “They can do that?” I asked. I hated that there was someone else above me that had control over things I did. Back at home with Granny, I didn’t have to worry about that. Then again, I didn’t have as many powers when I was back at home with Granny. We were healers, locators, spiritualists, but not what we were now, nothing like we were now.

      “They did it to Jax,” Randy grumbled.

      “That’s because they could prove he’d done something completely against our nature.” I peeked at Travis when he grimaced. I hated bringing Jax up in front of him, but there was little I could do about it right now. “We didn’t do anything like that.”

      “Which is why they didn’t just take it away from us,” Gabe explained. “There have been Orders that needed punishment from something or other, so yes, they have had their powers temporarily taken away from them. At least Walter hasn’t done that to us.”

      “I bet we’ll still get the call,” Travis said.

      “But we’re not allowed to go on it?” Wonderful, I grumbled inwardly. I loved getting cramps I couldn’t do anything about and wouldn’t even be able to help with the reason I was getting the cramps.

      “Let’s just hope that it’s quiet with Dupre gone,” Travis said. “If something goes on, we’ll play nice with the Order and call them in. It isn’t worth having our Enforcer duties taken away from us over. They already know about Norah and they didn’t do anything to her.”

      That was true. They didn’t have any information for us either though, which was what I was hoping for. Then again, maybe they had it, they just didn’t share it. Why the hell did Walter ask what my relationship was with all of them? It certainly wasn’t any of his business unless it meant something in the grand scheme of things.

      “Yet,” Randy said, the muscle in his jaw feathering. “They weren’t exactly welcoming either. We don’t know anything more than we did this morning.”

      “He’s right,” Liam said. “They seemed as lost as we are on the subject.”

      Travis walked away from us and headed into the kitchen. “No one panic, okay? There’s absolutely nothing they can do to us or Norah because the worst thing we did was lie to them. So, let them teach us a little lesson. As far as I’m concerned, everything is out in the open now. We’re not hiding Norah anymore, so we don’t have to worry about what we say and do. They’ll let us sit for a week of not doing anything that we probably wouldn’t have gotten a call to anything anyway, and then they’ll let us loose again. Let’s be honest here. They need us. Salem is a major city for this type of thing and they need an Order here making sure everything is kosher.”

      I watched Travis as he moved around the kitchen, pulling out boxes of cereal and bowls for all of us. He moved with such energy that I finally understood the toll it had taken on him to keep me a secret from his superiors. Travis was definitely a rule follower, but he was willing not to do it for me. Even when he was being a jackass, he could’ve easily told them who I was despite telling his coven he wouldn’t. That meant he had to have been a little curious about me even from the beginning.

      “So, you’re going with the ‘play it by ear’ approach?” Gabe asked. He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t like this at all. I hate that we’re getting punished for this, for keeping our fifth safe.”

      “I don’t think it’s necessarily that we’re being punished for keeping Norah safe, it’s that we kept her safe from our superiors. That doesn’t build trust,” Liam explained.

      He had a point there, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been the right thing to do. We needed to not tell them, but now that they knew, I also couldn’t shake the feeling that Travis was right. We would get punished for a little while, but it wasn’t the end of the world. Not at all.

      I met Travis in the kitchen and helped him pull out spoons for all of us. He bumped me with his hip as he went to the fridge for the milk. Things were going to be okay. I could feel it.
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      I smiled at the college kid in front of me. He was cute, I’d give him that, but he was dumber than a box of rocks. How the hell had he gotten into Salem State?

      Travis nudged me with his elbow as if he could hear inside my head. Who knew, maybe he could. Walter certainly had.

      I should’ve just canceled all the employee interviews. Now that we were officially on suspension, I didn’t need help running the store. I could do it all on my own because even if I did get a cramp, I couldn’t leave anyway thanks to the Order superiors. Travis nudged me again, and that’s when I realized all three of us hadn’t spoken in quite some time. I was still shocked at the last words out of this kid’s mouth, so the interview was pretty much over. I stood, my chair scraping against the tile in the backroom where we’d set up a folding table to conduct the interviews on. Travis stood right after me, taking his cue from my actions. I held my hand out and the guy across from us stood. “Thanks so much for coming in,” I said brightly, not wanting to hurt the guy’s feelings and tell him he really had no chance in hell of ever working here because all he really wanted to do was to learn how to put spells on girls to get them to sleep with him. Hard pass on that one. “We’ll be interviewing throughout the week, so…”

      “Don’t expect an answer soon?” the guy filled in.

      Or ever, I thought while smiling.

      “Come on, let me show you out,” Travis said. He waved the guy out toward the door and then looked over his shoulder as they walked out, his eyebrows practically in his hair.

      The bell rang above the door, signaling the guy had left. I put my forehead down on the table and closed my eyes. Interviewing was exhausting. Was it so much to ask for someone responsible? I would even take ‘mostly’ responsible at this point. Just someone who could watch the store and make sure it didn’t get robbed and who could work the register. My expectations were low at this point, and I still couldn’t seem to find someone who would be right.

      Before I fell too far down the rabbit hole, I felt Travis’s presence. His fingers slipped around my shoulders and rubbed my tight muscles. I relaxed into his touch. He’d been so free and light-hearted after being put on suspension from the higher-ups, it kind of shocked me.

      “Mmm, that feels good,” I told him, hoping he wouldn’t stop.

      “I know,” he said.

      My lips cracked into a smile and even though I wanted to make a snappy comeback at him, I kept my mouth shut. He might stop massaging me if I did that. “Who knew interviewing was such hard work?”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to be. It’s all the interviewees who are making it harder.”

      “I must suck at picking out applicants I think would be good.” He pulled me up right and continued his work while I let my shoulders go limp in his hands. “I should probably just give up. We won’t need an extra person in here for…who knows how long.”

      “We’re not going to be suspended for that long,” Travis said. “You’re better off doing exactly what you’re doing. You advertised part-time anyway, so you can just start using them little by little to introduce them to the store and train them until our superiors get their heads out of their asses and let us do what we do best. By that time, they’ll be ready to watch the store on their own.”

      I turned around in my chair. “Did you just say that our superiors need to get their heads out of their asses?” I asked, surprised.

      He grinned. “You must be rubbing off on me.”

      “I’ll say.”

      I stood up in his arms. His hands fell to my sides as he pulled me in. Mine and Travis’s relationship was newer than the others, but that didn’t make it any less fiery. As soon as he tucked me close to him, need stirred within me.

      Noticing the change, Travis dropped his voice and his gaze. “I locked up behind me for lunch.”

      “Lunch?” I asked. “What do you want for lunch?”

      He bent over, taking my bottom lip in his mouth and nibbling on it. “You.”

      I reached up, sliding my fingers up his neck and into his hair before pulling him down to me. While I kissed him, I remembered what Liam had started with me this morning. I closed my eyes and held my hands in front of Travis’s jeans. Thinking about the button popping through and his pants unzipping on their own, I put my energy into it. The sound of the zipper lowering made me smile. I reached up to deepen the kiss with Travis, but he pulled away. He looked down, both of us gasping at the full view of his erection. His jeans and boxers were around his ankles. Well, that had worked better than I thought. I stared at his silky skin, my desire growing.

      “How did you do that?” Travis asked.

      “I have ways.”

      He pulled me down for a kiss. “Teach me.”

      I stepped back a little and took his hand and placed it just in front of my chest. I had a front clasp bra on today. “Close your eyes and think about unclasping my bra.”

      Travis did as I said and within a moment, my breasts were freed, spilling out of the bra as the sides draped away. I gave him a smirk before pulling my shirt up and over my head, giving him a full view of his handiwork. His gaze heated. “It worked.”

      I slipped the straps off my shoulders and let the bra fall to the floor. Looking around, I realized that this backroom was getting about as much action as my bedroom was. Maybe we should put a cot back here. Or… Actually, no. I kind of liked it raw and heated like this as if we weren’t planning for it.

      Travis slid his hands up my thighs and up and under my skirt. He groaned when his fingers grazed my silk panties. Lifting, he picked me up easily and moved me toward the desk. He sat me down on the edge, his dick already right there, waiting. His cock grazed my core, and a moan slipped out. I didn’t have time to think about what had happened to my panties. They were suddenly not there but Travis was and who cared at that point.

      I reached around his back and moved his shirt up. I had a fascination with chests. Each of my guys was different, but hot all the same. Travis was all functional strength. He had a body like a farm boy. He worked for it, but not with weights in a gym, but with body weight exercises that made him lithe and muscular like a jungle cat. I needed to see him. His hand slid under my ass and gave me a quick squeeze. “Mmm.”

      He kneaded my bottom like he massaged my shoulders. He did it until I was pliable clay in his grip, and then he pressed a hand to my chest, working me back until my shoulders were propped against the wall. Slithering down, he moved my skirt up to my hips, exposing me in front of him. Pressing my knees apart, he bent even lower. “I want to taste you again. You’re like sugar candy.”

      His tongue darted out and instead of jumping at the contact, I was too relaxed to move. I was completely at his whim. His hands smoothed over my thighs and worked their way in. He dropped to his knees, moving forward and pressing his tongue against me before curling it up over my clit. I wanted to move against him, but I didn’t have the strength. “More, Travis,” I begged since I couldn’t show him.

      He complied. His lips grazed over my slit before he let his tongue roam and explore, always ending at my clit where he would play or nuzzle or rub. His touches were like individual shocks of electricity that went straight to my core. Before long, I was already breathing heavy and on the verge of coming all over him. He slid a finger inside, mixing it up and a new caress swept over me. He worked it in and out while his tongue slid up, teasing my clit. I lifted my hand and set it on the top of his head while I watched him work. It was erotic as fuck. Sensual and dreamy, just letting him do what he wanted, and he could still make me feel like this without any direction from me. He was so in tune with me he knew when I needed more clit work to bring me to the edge, but stopping just before, to make it that much more profound. God, I wished he could enter me and still lick my clit at the same time. That would be amazing.

      His hands worked my ass again, moving me forward into his touch on a rhythm that rocked me ever so closer each time. My orgasm was right there, hovering, and I was ready for it. I laid my head against the wall, and said, “Now, Travis.”

      He complied. He swirled up and around my clit, rolling the tip of his tongue over it again and again until I broke apart in his grip. He swallowed after licking me up, then stepped back, poised in front of me. He pushed inside, locking gazes with me as he did so. “Christ,” he said, his jaw locked. “I don’t know why I’m surprised every time about how good this fucking feels.”

      He rocked into me until the haze from my first climax wore off and I was already headed toward the second. I sat up, put my arms around his shoulders and sealed onto his lips for a scorching kiss. He groaned into me and then lifted before moving us a little further away and stumbling against the wall. He pinned me there, and I gasped. Completely suspended, Travis angled my hips until he moved inside me just as leisurely as he did on the desk. I stared up at him. There was no hint of strain on his face from holding me up, just pure lust and love. I bit my lip as he entered me, my back arching against the wall, stopping me from moving back any further.

      “This skirt is hot as fuck,” Travis said.

      “I’ll wear it again,” I promised. If we were going to have sex standing up again, I’d make sure to wear it more often. I’d wear it every fucking day, actually.

      He moved closer, his pelvic bone massaging my clit and I let out a moan. He smirked, his fingers working their way between us as he rubbed in circles. He knew exactly how to get me off. He quickened his pace, matching his strokes with his touches until there was no end to the pleasure. I flew up high on a cloud and then yelled when he slammed into me, his orgasm overcoming him, which brought on my own. My insides squeezed him, and Travis let out a gasp of surprise as I milked more from him, sending him into another round of shuddering.

      He fell against me and the wall, his head slipping against it as he breathed in heavy. Slowly, he let my feet hit the floor, but we both held onto one another, too scared to see if we could stand up on our own.

      “I was wrong,” I said. “Maybe I like giving interviews.”

      “Me too,” he said, eyes gleaming. “We should schedule breaks intermittently throughout the day, so we can recharge.”

      I slipped my palm over his cheek and moved him down to kiss him on the lips. “I like the sound of that.”

      Travis backed away, rearranging my skirt. He bent over and handed me my lacey panties that he found on the floor by the desk.

      “Hey,” I said. “How’d you even get those off?”

      He wiggled his fingers. “Thanks to your new trick.”

      I was going to have to thank Liam for his ingenuity. We now had an awesome game to play with this new power. No clothes whenever I wanted. That sounded like a hell of a good time.

      The bell went off in the backroom and Travis stiffened.

      “I thought you locked the door.”

      “I did.”

      “Must be one of the guys,” I said, pulling my clothes on. Not that I cared if they saw me naked, or in what state we were in, but it was best not to poke the jealousy beast. Not when I had more interviews to do after lunch.

      Heavy footsteps sounded, and I recognized them right away as Randy’s.

      I pulled my shirt on and was just arranging my hair when he burst through the doorway. “We’ve got a problem.”

      His nose twitched, and he locked gazes with the two of us. Whether he knew what he just missed out on or not that wasn’t his focus right now.

      “Come on,” he said, his face pulling tight. “Close up the shop. We have other concerns right now.”

      A heavy weight settled in my stomach. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. Always.
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      Randy was tight-lipped in the car on the way back to the estate. The only thing he said was that there was a situation we had to handle. A situation to Randy could mean anything, but he wasn’t the type to exaggerate. His feathering jaw was the only inclination I had that there might be a real issue.

      When we were five minutes out, our phones pinged with a text message. It was Liam. “Damnit,” Randy snapped.

      I peeked up at him while I read the text. A name popped out at me. “Dean Reid?” I asked to no one in particular. Travis was too busy reading the text on his own phone. It was Randy who met my eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “Yes. He’s at the estate. He wants our help.”

      “Okay, well, Liam is wondering if we should hide Norah,” Travis told him. “He knows Norah from the unsanctioned trip she took into Boston to try to get the Reids’ book. He doesn’t know if we want him to know she’s ours.”

      I shrugged. “It’s all going to come out anyway with the superiors knowing. Sooner or later, everyone who knows about the Order will know I’m the fifth, so why prolong it?” Besides, I wanted to know what was going on. Why would Dean Reid be coming to the Order for help? That didn’t make any sense. His family was one of the richest witch families in the area. Well, his and Liam’s.

      “Personally, I don’t want her there, but it has nothing to do with the fact that Dean is involved. I’ve heard things about that family and when they want something, they end up getting it. That doesn’t sit well with me when we’re talking about Norah.”

      “I have a mind of my own, Big Guy,” I told him from the backseat. The Reid’s weren’t just going to get me if they wanted me. That was ludicrous.

      “They have a lot of power,” Randy said.

      “So do we.”

      “I’m with Norah,” Travis said after thinking for a moment. “They’re going to find out sooner or later and if we tell him now that Norah went into their house to try to help Liam and for no other reason, it will sound better coming from us. Plus, I hear that Dean is easier to deal with than Mr. Reid.”

      “So I heard too. Owen, the guard, said he was pretty cool. I only talked to him briefly, but I have to believe that he can connect with us. We’re all the same age, so…”

      “Fine,” Randy grumbled. “But somebody stays with Norah the whole time.”

      Travis shook his head. Like I could ever get away from any of them even if I wanted to, and I didn’t. I was fine being all up on any one of them at any given time of day. Travis punched at his phone and soon another text came through to mine and Randy’s—Travis’s response to Liam’s text. We were all coming in.

      “Where’s Gabe?”

      The moment I said it, I already knew the answer. I could tell he was close by the tug in my gut that was quintessentially Gabe. Competitive, athletic, funny, soothing. He was like chocolate pudding on a stormy night.

      “Forget it. He’s there,” I told them, even though they could probably feel him in their bonds too. We were a coven after all. It came with the package.

      Randy turned into the estate, bypassing the open metal gate and rolling up to the house. There was a sleek red Corvette in the driveway. Randy sneered at it, but Travis gazed at it in awe before snapping his jaw shut as if he couldn't care less, carefully avoiding the bright red as we got out of the car and sauntered up to the door.

      When we walked in, I felt my guys there. Their bonds were like elastic tethering me, pulling me in even tighter, but there was something else there, too. It must have been Dean Reid’s magic. It wasn’t a stain, or a bad tinge. He definitely had witch powers that much was evident. His line went back centuries, or so I’d heard. His family was not only the richest in this area, but it was one of the most powerful. Interesting that Dean hadn’t been called to be an Enforcer. He was from here though that wasn’t a prerequisite considering I’d been called all the way from New Orleans. I wondered why the magic called who it did. Was it something inside the witch? Was it who would work well with the others? Was there ever an Order that didn’t get along? Travis, Gabe, Randy, Liam, and I got along well. Very well. Was it like that for the other Orders?

      We walked in and Gabe and Liam stood from the couches first, followed slowly by Dean Reid. His dark blond hair was gelled to perfection, and he wore a crisp polo shirt with khakis, much like the first time I’d seen him. He eyed me as we walked in and I immediately went up to him. I held my hand out. “Norah Darbonne,” I said.

      He gave me a quizzical look.

      “I know that’s not the name I gave you the first time we met, but I wasn’t sure I could trust you and I was trying to help my friend.”

      His lips thinned as he regarded me. “I think my guard and I are going to have to have a talk.”

      “Owen?” I asked, suddenly feeling reluctant about this. “He was harmless, and I didn’t get anything I wanted, anyway. He was just, you know, thinking with his little head. That happens to some of you.”

      Gabe chuckled. “You mean to most of us?”

      Dean’s lips worked into a smile. It was just the icebreaker we needed.

      “There’s a lot of truth to that,” I told him. “Please don’t get Owen in trouble. I used magic on him and as I’m sure you know by now, I’m much stronger than him.”

      “So, you’re a member of the Order… Norah?”

      I nodded.

      “And here I thought you were just a pretty girl?”

      Randy made a noise in the back of his throat that drew Dean’s attention. My spine went rigid. Randy was losing his temper at an intense speed, which seemed a little out of place. A little. From what I’d seen, I didn’t know why Randy was getting so pissed off so easily.

      “You must be Randy Lacone,” Dean said.

      He held out his hand and Randy took it. Their handshake lasted way longer than necessary, and I could see Randy’s knuckles turning white with the effort. I wanted to roll my eyes at the dick measuring contest, but men were going to be men. Finally, they pulled away, each of them trying not to act like whatever firm grip they had on the other hadn’t hurt.

      Travis came forward next. “Travis Shaw. We’ve heard a lot about your family.”

      “Evidently,” Dean said, eyeing me. “Enough to find your way into my house to get something.”

      “That was all me,” I said as I moved to sit next to Gabe. He was the only one who looked inviting at the time. He slid his arm around me and pulled me close. At least Randy wouldn’t have to worry about me not being next to someone at all times. “My friend had a—”

      Dean held up his hand. “I know all about it. Ren told me.” He turned to Liam. “I’m glad to see that you’re fine.”

      Liam only nodded, his gaze narrowing. My heart rate picked up a notch as I saw them eye one another. For whatever reason, it made me uneasy. Liam didn’t look pleased at all, and he was usually one of the most easygoing out of all of them that my Spidey sense tingled.

      Gabe’s hot breath caressed my ear. “It’s okay.”

      I tried to relax in his arms but having someone else in this house was more difficult than I liked to admit. It was a sanctuary for us. It was the place we’d retreated to when we didn’t have anywhere else to go, and it was also the place where we deepened our bonds with one another. Doing magic, strengthening and exploring the others, and of course, there was the physical aspect too. Having someone else come in just felt wrong.

      “We’re all here,” Liam said. “Tell the Order what you need help with.”

      Dean Reid glanced at me. I tried to look open and nonchalant, but I was curious as fuck. What the hell could Dean Reid want our help for? We hadn’t felt anything lately. Did the superiors actually take our ability to seek out bad magic? Or maybe Dean wasn’t here for that reason at all.

      He took a deep breath. He was everything I thought someone would look like when I thought about a kid who was brought up rich. He had confidence, strength, and just a “look”. But there was a hint of vulnerability in his eyes, especially when he started talking. “I come here at risk of exposing a secret my family has had for centuries.”

      Centuries. Okay. That got my attention.

      “Not only that, I come here at risk of exposing something…unseemly…to the people who could do something about it. But please take into account that I come here on my own volition. You were not drawn to me or called to me as your powers are rumored to do.”

      I looked around the room, first noticing Liam. He leaned forward ever so slightly, his eyes merely slits behind his glasses. I could tell he didn’t trust Dean at all, but that he was very interested in what he had to say. Randy was a motionless statue. I wasn’t going to get anything out of him until the threat was gone. He’d open up as soon as Dean left and could relax. Travis, as well, looked nonchalant, but that was basically him. He gave off the “I don’t give a fuck” attitude when it was to your face, but internally, he was processing everything. Gabe and I were the ones that just merely listened, not caring if we portrayed the fact that we were curious because hell, who wouldn’t be? A centuries old secret from one of the oldest families in the area? Was this going to explain how they had books in their possession that dealt with black magic, like the one we were able to get the spell from to take the familiar off Liam? Who just had those kinds of things lying around?

      Dean sat up straighter. “There have always been rumors about my family. None that I’ve heard have ever gotten it exactly right. But there are a few things that from the outside seem odd.”

      “Like how your family makes so much money.” I said. When he turned to look at me, I shrugged. “Owen said something similar when we met.”

      Dean smiled. “Yes, the guards are kept completely in the dark as to what we have. Again, if it was truly bad, you would’ve been called to our house many times.”

      That much was true. No one was immune to the Order magic even if they did have a shit ton of money at their disposal. You couldn’t buy your way out of the pull.

      “Go on,” Travis said. “We’re aware that if our magic wanted us to come to you, it would’ve already happened.”

      Dean nodded. “For over a century now, my family has had a djinn at our disposal.”

      I craned my neck back, surprised. I wasn’t exactly sure what a djinn was, but as the surprise ricocheted around the room from the rest of them, I figured out that it was a novelty.

      Before I could open my mouth to ask, Travis said, “A genie. You called a genie to you?” Disbelief colored his features.

      “Not me,” Dean said, wringing his hands in front of him. “One of my ancestors. He tethered the djinn to us, so that it works exclusively for my family, bringing to us whatever we desire.”

      “Like money?” Gabe asked.

      Dean nodded once.

      “And power?” Liam asked.

      Dean wavered. “It’s a little more difficult than that, but yes, essentially, it works that way, too. Through him we were able to enhance the powers we were born with.”

      While they all asked questions, I was still stuck on the djinn part. There were real life genies to summon that would do our bidding? And if it wasn’t negative why wasn’t every witch calling a djinn to their side? I’d call one right now and get the second car we desperately needed, so we wouldn’t have to share Travis’s.

      Liam noticed the look on my face and held up a finger. He stood from his position on the couch and disappeared up the stairs. Dean looked around, wrinkles marring his forehead, but the rest of us just waited because we knew what he was doing. Well, there were one of two things he was doing. One, getting his laptop, or two, getting one of the Order books.

      I turned when I heard his footsteps on the stairs. Sure enough, he held one of the Order volumes in his hands. He sat on the arm rest next to Gabe and thumbed through the index of a book before opening it to the page I needed. On the top was a picture of a djinn. He was a tan figure who looked like an Indian god, but his face was monster-like. Large, razor-like teeth that came to sharp points just over his bottom gums. The eyes were large with small irises, and the hair was just a plume on top. I made a face. “Is that what your djinn looks like?”

      Liam tilted the book so Dean could lean over to see it. He smirked. “That might be his true appearance, but he comes to us in human form when we call him. He’s dark-skinned, darker than you, Norah. He almost never wears a shirt. He has large arms, a bald head, and an earring. Picture The Rock, kind of.”

      Well, that was easy. I could do that.

      “This is their true form,” Liam explained, pointing at the picture. “They come as humans to us because that is what we desire to see.”

      I looked up at Dean wondering why his family hadn’t chosen some sexy girl instead of The Rock. That didn’t matter though. “And he’s a genie? Who grants wishes like in Aladdin?”

      Dean cracked a smile, but Liam answered my question for what it was, a genuine need for information. “Yes. Except the folklore surrounding genies-slash-djinn now is all wrong. The people who were lucky enough to find a djinn aren’t limited to three wishes. They get a lifetime of wishes.”

      “Even over centuries,” Dean admitted. “Our djinn has been with us for that long. We were able to amass massive amounts of riches and power and get everything we desired.”

      “How come this kind of magic hasn’t called us to them?” I asked, looking at my coven one-by-one.

      Travis spoke up. “They must not be doing anything bad. You know yourself, witchcraft isn’t bad. You can use it for good. Even if it’s self-serving, you’re not going to call attention to yourself. It’s if they start using the djinn for nefarious reasons that we would be called, and then we would have to deal with a nasty genie.”

      “But is it really the djinn’s fault if there’s someone or a whole family controlling it?”

      Travis pierced Dean with a glare. “That’s a fine line I hope we won’t have to deal with.”

      “Me either,” Dean said.

      Getting back to the point, Liam shut the book. “So, your family has a djinn. We know why the Reid’s are so big and powerful now, but what’s the reason for you’re coming here?” he asked. “What help do you need from us?”

      “It’s the djinn,” Dean explained, the nervousness taking over again. “Last week he disappeared for a while. My father nearly had a heart attack.” He gazed straight into Liam’s eyes. “He’s obsessed with the thing. He’s become so reliant on this thing that he doesn’t think he can do anything on his own. He uses the genie for the smallest of things. Over the years, it’s only gotten worse, and I’m getting scared for him. Scared that he’s descending down a road he can’t come back from. Imagine your life if you had everything handed to you and you didn’t have to do anything for yourself. You would revert back to a child with child-like behavior and wants.”

      “Are you here about your dad then?” I asked.

      “Both my dad and the djinn. The djinn is pulling away and we can’t figure out why and my dad is—” He broke off, struggling against a surge of emotion, his calm facade cracked. He cleared his throat. “My dad is deteriorating.”

      “But he’s not doing anything bad?” Travis asked.

      Dean shook his head. “Not yet.”

      Liam tapped the book against his thigh. “I don’t know what you want us to do then. We haven’t dealt with djinn before and we don’t deal with people who haven’t done anything bad. If we don’t get the call, we can’t do anything.”

      Not to mention that we couldn’t do anything right now anyway because we were forbidden from doing anything with the Order. Dean didn’t need to know that though.

      “But you help people,” Dean insisted. “And my family needs help.”

      “Yet, you’ve come here alone,” Gabe said, his voice soft. “Would your father disagree that your family needs help?”

      “Of course, he would. He doesn’t see his slow degradation into wanting nothing but whatever whim he comes up with next. What happens when he gets the fleeting thought of wanting to hurt someone just because they cut him off on the road or—?” He stopped short. “Or something worse. You already know about our library of black magic books and other things that could be seen as negative. My father has been spending a lot of time down there, especially when the djinn left us. I think he got afraid he wouldn’t be able to do everything he wanted, so he went searching for other solutions. He’s so used to calling on the djinn to do his bidding that he doesn’t even have faith in his given magic anymore.”

      “Not to be harsh,” Randy said.

      Oh, Jesus. When he started out things like that, it was meant to be harsh.

      “But it sounds like your dad needs a therapist, not us.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, there really aren’t magical therapists around and since the problem is strictly magical related, I came to the people who are supposed to keep the balance between good and bad.”

      He had a point there.

      “What about meetings with a spiritualist?” I asked. What I really meant was meeting with someone like my Granny. She was all about using your innate talents even if the person wasn’t born with an ounce of magical power. I could hear her words now: ‘People have in them whatever they need. They just need to be able to tap into it.’ “Someone like that might be able to help him.”

      “The thing is, he doesn’t think he needs any help.”

      “Magic is like a drug…” I said, thinking about the poor people from Ren’s magical crack den. They would’ve done anything for just the slightest touch of magic, including giving up their bodies. It made my heart sick…and sad for them. What if I couldn’t use my own magic? I’d like to think I wouldn’t go that low, but the truth was, I’d be devastated. Magic was a part of me, always had been. To miss a big chunk like that…I would suffer.

      “More than you know,” Dean said. “It’s made worse by the djinn because Dad doesn’t even do the magic for himself anymore. The djinn does it all. I don’t even know if he’d be able to pull on his own magic right now.”

      “So, do you want us to get rid of the djinn for you?” Liam asked. “I guess I’m just still trying to decipher what it is that you want from us.”

      Dean’s face paled. “I don’t really know either. When the djinn left, my dad started a downward spiral. I’d thought he finally lost it and he’s recovered some since the djinn came back, but there’s a hint of malice there now, as if he wants the genie to suffer for what he put him through. The djinn won’t even tell him where he went.”

      “That’s odd,” Travis said. “If it’s your family’s wish to know, wouldn’t he have to tell him?”

      Dean nodded. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I came to you guys because it doesn’t seem right. I don’t care that you haven’t gotten the call yet, but something’s not right. My dad has changed, and so has the djinn.” He shivered. “I don’t even like being at home anymore. There’s a veil of shadow everywhere.”

      The guys and I all looked at one another. They were like me, so I knew they all wanted to help, but we were also stuck. We weren’t supposed to be getting involved in any Order business, but that was the least of our worries when it came to this case. What were we supposed to do to help when we didn’t even know what was wrong? Mr. Reid certainly didn’t feel like anything was wrong, so where would we even start?

      Travis stood. “We’re going to need some time to talk about all this, Dean.”

      He stood now too. He shook hands with Travis, holding his hard gaze. “I understand. I’ll wait for your call.”

      The rest of us all stood up now while Travis walked him toward the door. They hadn’t even gotten two paces when Dean turned. “Remember who helped you guys out when you needed it. It wasn’t Ren who had the spell for the familiar, it was me. I’m merely only asking for a little something in return.” Without another glance, he walked away. Travis turned, shrugging at us as he showed Dean out.

      As soon as he left the room, the air in the house shifted. It went back to being my sanctuary again, especially being surrounded by my whole coven, each of the strings tethering us all together tightening when we moved in closer.

      When Travis returned, Gabe finally spoke up. “I don’t like that guy.”

      I bit down on my lip. That wasn’t the problem though, was it? This was about doing what was right and what was wrong, and we always had to try to do what was right, right? That’s what we were here for.
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      It’d been two days since Dean Reid contacted us about his family problem. We hadn’t come to a decision on what to do. Not because we didn’t want to help, but because his problem seemed to be on the outside of our jurisdiction. I certainly wasn’t Granny, so I couldn’t talk about all the spiritual stuff like she did in a way that would convince him to stay in the light. If we could find someone else…or I could sick Granny on him, but in death, Granny had a way of grating on people’s nerves. I could hear her now telling him to “suck it up” and “Boy, you better start doing what’s right or else”. None of that was particularly helpful right now. Mr. Reid needed an intervention, but by whom?

      The djinn? That was a whole different story. He wasn’t doing anything wrong or else we would’ve been called. As Randy put it, we weren’t a one-stop-shop that dealt with everything magical. If I’d thought about it, I could’ve offered one of the all-seeing-eye bracelets I made at the shop to Dean. That might help get his father’s mindset back on track, and I knew for a fact they worked like a charm. Familiar-free I was, and I had nothing but the bracelet to thank for that.

      As we stood at the bar, I checked the wrists on all my guys. My heart pounded in my ears until I realized they were all wearing theirs. I told them never to take it off. Especially Liam. I didn’t know if it was true or not, but I had an inkling that once you had a familiar on you, it was probably easier for others to attach. Not that Salem was swarmed by wandering familiars, but you never knew what would happen.

      The house music shook my ear drums, and the multi-colored strobe lights refracted off the dancing bodies on the dance floor. It’d been Gabe’s great idea to go out tonight. He’d just won his football game earlier in the day and wanted to celebrate. Since we didn’t have to worry about any call screwing up the day for us, we went to Nan’s, the place we all first unofficially met one another. Back then, the house music and the lights didn’t get to me. It made it even more exciting to watch them from across the room as they celebrated Randy’s birthday. Tonight, though, when there were so many other things on my mind, it detracted from my thinking.

      Gabe pushed a bottle of beer closer to me. “You need to get out of your head. Drink this.”

      I shook my head, but he jutted out his lower lip in the cutest pout face I’d ever seen on a Brit before. “You know all you have to do is talk and I melt inside.”

      He scooted closer to me on the booth we all sat in off to the side. His hand came to rest on my thigh. “Love,” he practically purred. The muscles tightened in my stomach and instantly, I was drawn into his every word. He leaned over, his teeth tugged on my earlobe briefly before he whispered, “Please drink with me. I want to get snockered and then have wild monkey sex with you.”

      “Monkey sex?”

      That drew the attention of everyone around us. Randy’s teasing grin made my stomach turn to knots. Travis just shook his head while Liam’s brows furrowed in concentration, more than likely trying to figure out what exactly monkey sex was, same as me.

      “Right,” he said, his accent teasing and alluring all at the same time. “No inhibitions. Just you, me, several of our closest friends.”

      Gabe was up for threesomes. I already knew that. He was always up for the passion of it all. He didn’t care what it was as long as we were all enjoying it, the more erotic the better. Like the time he tried to entice Liam to us when he was entering me from behind.

      My face blushed red. Oh, here we go. I should know better than to start thinking about sex with my guys in public. It made for a difficult night.

      “Perfect,” Gabe said. He pushed the beer toward me again and I slammed it. Smiling, he tugged on my arm and he pulled me toward the dance floor. With his hands on my hips at the outskirt of the floor, he urged me closer until we rubbed against one another, not quite close enough for my liking, but closer than was appropriate for a public setting. “You know what I love about you, Norah Darbonne?”

      I shook my head. With Gabe, I never knew what was going to come out of his mouth. It was best just to ride the wave.

      His eyes twinkled, and I knew he was going to be sincere instead of making some sarcastic comment about my ass or something. “How wild and free you are.” He leaned in closer. “I love that you know what you want, and you go for it. I love that you’re not afraid to tell me or any of the rest of us exactly what you want down to the letter. That you embrace who you are is sexy as fuck.” He paused for a moment, his tongue grazing the outside of my ear. “Oh, and I also love that you’re a kickass witch.”

      His hand trailed down my back, following the line of my spine. Goosebumps spread over my arms as he went. For a moment, I thought about putting a sleep spell over the whole bar, so Gabe and I could get down to business right there right now. His blue eyes danced with mischief as if he was daring me to.

      Another body entered my personal space from behind. I tilted my head back, already knowing I’d see Travis there. His hips pushed mine right into Gabe’s and I groaned. Tilting my chin with his finger, he pressed his lips to mine in a heated, short kiss that only started my engines running for the night.

      Maybe going to a bar and not having to think about anything else was a great idea. I could think of more than a few fun things to do pressed between these two men.

      “I wish you had your skirt on,” Travis said, grinding his pelvis into me.

      My hips pitched forward, sending me right into Gabe’s erection. Damn, these guys know what they were doing when it came to my body. I was with him one hundred percent. With a skirt on, Gabe could just sneak inside me right here. Everyone danced this close. It would be almost impossible to tell as long as I could keep the sounds coming from my mouth under control. I hadn’t been able to do that yet, but there was a first time for everything.

      “What do you think, Gabe?” Travis teased.

      His face softened as I looked up into it. His blue eyes sparked with energy, and magic, and everything that made me attracted to him. “I think we’re extremely lucky.”

      When I pushed back against Travis, he was hard now, too. Peeking over at the booth we’d come from, I’d noticed Randy and Liam had both gone rigid. We all weren’t focused on our problems anymore, it was just the five of us.

      Travis moved his hand around to my stomach and then lower. He got to my jeans and my breath hitched. Daring a look around, no one was even paying attention to us. They were all caught up in their own lives.

      The zipper lowered on my jeans.

      “Travis,” I breathed out.

      He kissed my neck. “It was a neat trick you showed me earlier. Perfect for what I want to do now.”

      The button popped next and Travis’s fingers inched just under my panty line. My legs quivered, and sensing my hesitation, Gabe pulled me closer. “I got you.”

      Travis dared even lower, caressing over my hair and then to my clit. He pressed down, and I made a choked noise in the back of my throat. There were so many people around us. My heart galloped in my chest as if it was going for a long run but didn’t want to start out slow.

      Travis’s teeth teased my neck. “Fuck, you’re wet.”

      “That’s because you’re going to finger me in public,” I breathed out.

      “Yes, I am. And Gabe’s going to kiss you senseless, and Randy and Liam are going to watch.”

      I looked over at them. Their gazes were intense. They knew exactly what we were up to. Randy was barely keeping it under control, and I knew he had to be sporting the biggest boner right now. I stifled a moan by biting down on my lower lip.

      Gabe moved his hips forward, pushing Travis’s finger inside of me. “Oh God,” I said.

      “You should probably start kissing her now,” Travis said, and before Gabe could even get his lips to mine, he started working his finger. He pulled it out, likely moving against Gabe, and then Gabe made another slow movement forward, pushing his hips—and Travis’s finger—into me. It was like they were connected, working in tandem to get me off in front of all these people.

      All these people.

      I looked around, my head falling back a little, but Gabe followed, closing the distance between all of us. I moved my hips against Travis’s finger. Gabe responded, using hip thrusts of his own, which only heightened the feeling. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him to me as Travis slid his finger in and out.

      “Fuck, Norah. I’m going to feel you come right here in front of everybody.”

      My legs quivered at his words. I was so wet; his finger must’ve been dripping. Doing something like this in public was more than a little arousing. I wanted to come in front of all these people, like we were sneaking around in plain daylight—or with lasers glinting off us every once in a while. Same thing.

      Travis pushed his finger inside and then hooked it. I made a soft noise into Gabe’s mouth, but he ate it up. He pulled away just long enough to stare down at me. “That’s right, Baby Girl. Take what we give you.” He ground his hips into Travis’s hand again. His jaw clamped down as a roll of pleasure went through him.

      “Yes,” I said, loving the way his face looked. I didn’t want to just take pleasure, I loved that they were having fun, too.

      “We’re going to need some place private after this,” Gabe ground out.

      Travis moved faster. My head fell back on his shoulder and Gabe kissed my neck, following the curve that led down onto my collar bone. The halter top I had on gave him plenty of access to skin and he took advantage of it. I pressed my lips together as Travis’s moves became more urgent.

      “Pull her legs apart,” Travis ordered.

      Gabe snuck his knee in, pulling first my right leg out, then my left. Travis pushed up on my ass, giving him a better angle. I let out a low moan that Gabe quickly silenced with one of his fierce kisses.

      Travis took most of my weight now as Gabe just moved forward urging us all together. “That’s right, Norah,” he whispered.

      His other hand tracked over my belly and I stiffened. He knew me, and he knew what I wanted. As soon as he touched me there, I was going to come apart. I pulled Gabe closer as my knees went weak. His scorching kisses pushed me higher and higher until Travis’s thumb grazed over my clit.

      I came. Hard, and fast.

      Travis swore as my pussy clenched around his finger. Gabe took every sound I wanted to make and kissed it away, keeping me from sharing with the world what I’d just experienced, but at the same time, prolonging the orgasm until I just shuddered in their hands. We danced to the end of the song, Travis keeping his finger inside until the last notes sounded. Then, he carefully pulled it free, rearranged my panties back up, followed by the zipper.

      “Allow me,” Gabe said. He reached for the button and pushed it through the hole until I was all wrapped up nicely again. Then, he let his hand drift down, pressing over my swollen lips in a promise for more.

      I looked around. No one was the wiser until my eyes laid on Randy and Liam. Their eyes were rounded and the muscles in Randy’s forearms were prominently displayed as he gripped his beer bottle fiercely.

      “Another dance?” Travis asked.

      I tested my own weight, making sure I could carry myself. I was sure I needed a trip to the bathroom to freshen up. “Rain check?” I asked. I turned around and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you for that.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Then, I turned to give Gabe a kiss. “We should dance more often, and not just if that happens. You’ve got some moves.”

      He winked. “You haven’t seen all my good moves yet, Love.”

      I couldn’t imagine what else he had in store, but I was a willing participant.

      I winked back and excused myself to go to the bathroom. Dodging people as I went, I finally got to the back hall. It was one of the dingiest areas in the place, or maybe that was because it was one of the few places that was well lit. Writings littered the wall. Some in sharpie, some in highlighter. Reaching out to touch it, I immediately pulled my hand back. Who knew what kind of gross things were on the wall? If my guys and I could get away with fingering me on the dance floor, I was sure other people did more than that right here against the wall. It was in the back after all. A ways away from everything else.

      I pushed the door to the ladies’ bathroom open. The glaring white light from the fluorescents above made me blink. Stepping into one of the stalls, I was right. I was completely soaked down there, but thankfully, it hadn’t gone through my jeans. I cleaned up as best I could and then walked out. Fixing my hair in the mirror, and rearranging my shirt, I finally felt put together enough to go back out there to face my guys. A fleeting thought about strip clubs entered my mind as I pulled the door open, a paper towel in my hand. I turned to throw it away and when I turned back around, I stopped mid-stride.

      In the dim light of the small hall, a figure stood in front of me. It was no person. At least all of it wasn’t. It had hair over its large thighs and chest. Little tufts that sprouted in some areas more than others. Moving up, his back was a hunched though his shoulders were wide with scarce fur coating them. I swallowed when I met its gaze. A monster. Its teeth glinted in the light. The light flickered overhead, lighting and then relighting the figure, but it was still the same every time. Thick, dark eyebrows lay atop wide, large eyes. The lips were thin over the sharp fangs. He bared his teeth, and I took a step back. Inching closer, my hands came forward in an immediate reaction. “Sleep.”

      It only blinked. Son of a bitch. My magic hadn’t worked.

      It took another silent step forward. I inched along the wall. It hadn’t made an aggressive move toward me, so there wasn’t anything I could do. With my back completely against the wall, I scooted down it until we were face to face. His eyes flashed, and a deep growl came up from its throat.

      Djinn.

      I knew it. He looked almost exactly like the picture Liam showed me from the Order book. Why couldn’t it have come as The Rock? And what the hell was the djinn doing here in the first place? I didn’t call it.

      He let me move around him until I turned, mixing in with the crowd, and even forcibly moving people away from me so I could get to my guys quicker. I was stronger with them. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the djinn slip through the crowd quietly. The people didn’t even notice as he stepped around them, his eyes fixated on me.

      I kept going, not even looking to where I was going until I ran into a hard body. Randy. Thank fuck. I threw my arms around him and he immediately wound his own around mine. “Djinn,” I said, sneaking a peek behind me.

      Randy’s muscles tensed. He looked up. “Shit.”

      Then, the rest of them were there, too. I could feel them come in close, hovering around us like we did best. Stronger together.

      I turned, more confident now that they were all there. We faced off right in the middle of Nan’s. The djinn held back though. It eyed me, then moved outward, taking in the rest of my coven until bam, it just disappeared. The bar moved along beside us as if nothing had happened. My heart was in my throat and I blinked at the spot where he’d just been, but he wasn’t. The djinn was just gone.

      I faced the rest of the guys. “What in the fuck was a djinn doing in here?”

      “The Reid’s?” Liam asked, voicing what I was sure was on all our minds.

      That was the only djinn I knew, but what the hell had it meant by coming here and finding me? What was the point?

      “Fuck if I know,” Randy said. “I knew we shouldn’t have gotten mixed up in the Reid’s shit.”

      “We haven’t though,” Travis said. “We didn’t make a decision yet.”

      “Yeah, when has that ever stopped anything from happening? Let’s just get back home and beyond the wards.”

      We were already walking toward the exit when I said, “If the wards even help. I tried to put him to sleep, but he just blinked at me.”

      “Great,” Travis said sarcastically. “I love it when our magic doesn’t work.”

      A pit opened in my stomach. A djinn. A powerful family, and now my magic was on the fritz again. What in the actual fuck?
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      Randy leaned over me while I sat on the couch. He rubbed the back of my neck in small circles. “You okay?”

      I shivered just thinking about that ugly thing. “I’m fine,” I grumbled, upset at the way I’d handled things back at the bar. I was stronger than that. Who cared if he didn’t react to the sleep spell? I could’ve tried something else. I didn’t have to run to my coven just for protection. I was Norah Darbonne for Christ’s sakes. For all that inner monologue, there was something else though. The djinn had just looked creepy as fuck. He’d looked like the monster reincarnate I’d been convinced was under my bed as a child. The same one that got me so scared, Mom had to come in and lay with me until I’d fallen asleep.

      Another shiver racked me, and Randy pressed his fingertips deeper into my skin. “Talk to me.”

      “It’s just that he was so gross.”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice dropping into a low husk. “He was a nasty looking thing.”

      “I’ve never seen a monster like that before. Dean said his djinn came to him in human form, so is that the Reid’s djinn or not?”

      Randy pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “I don’t know but I plan on finding out.”

      Liam held up a hand. “Before you do that, I feel as if I need to bring up the fact that we’re not allowed to do any Order business. Walter forbid it.”

      “Fuck Walter,” Gabe said.

      I looked up at him, surprised at his outburst.

      He shook his head. “Its bloody nonsense is what it is. We acted in a way we thought was best for our coven and now we’re getting punished for it.”

      “It’s not exactly a punishment,” Travis said. “I think they really don’t know how Norah’s going to affect our magic, so they’re taking precautions.”

      “But we know how she affects our magic. She makes us better, so I’m still on the ‘I don’t give a fuck what Walter says’ plan. The djinn came after Norah, so we have to do something about it.”

      A moment of hesitation ran up my spine while Gabe and Randy nodded at one another.

      Liam looked at me. “Do you think he was after you?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t say that he was. It was evident he was there for me because he showed himself to me first, but he had plenty of opportunity to get to me when we were in that small hallway, but he didn’t. He let me walk right by him and get back to you guys after I tried to put him in the sleep spell. Then again, he kind of growled at me at the same time.”

      “A warning,” Gabe said.

      Liam grabbed a book from the coffee table and tossed it in Gabe’s direction. “Let’s just keep reading up on the djinns. We don’t know enough about them yet to make a decision about what to do.”

      “We know enough about this one. It came there for Norah and it’s not as if he offered to grant her a wish. If he didn’t do that, then he’s not on our side. She didn’t call him to her.”

      They all looked at me as if they expected me to refute that. “Listen, I’ll be the first to admit I thought it was cool to have a genie, but no, I didn’t call one and I wouldn’t even know how to even if I wanted to.”

      “See,” Gabe said.

      Liam just shook his head and looked down at the webpage he’d been reading on his laptop before Gabe’s outburst.

      I gave Gabe a small smile, but he just kept stewing. His face was red, framed by his blond hair he reminded me of an erupting volcano. Why couldn’t we go back to the bar where we were having a good time dancing? Maybe that was part of the reason I’d been scared when the djinn showed up. We thought we were finally getting some time where we wouldn’t have to worry about these types of things then, bam, another paranormal thing happened right in the middle of our good, stress-free time.

      Travis walked over to Liam to look over his shoulder. “What are you finding out?”

      Liam shrugged. “Not much so far, but the best I can tell, djinn aren’t necessarily bad. They’re strictly creatures that follow through on whatever their master wishes.”

      “And their master,” Gabe started, unrelenting. “Somehow wanted to get to Norah. Why else would it have showed up at Nan’s? It’s not like it just happened there by accident and found us. Dean Reid sent it.”

      “But that doesn’t make any sense either,” Randy added. “Why would Dean Reid come ask for our help and then send the djinn to Norah? I don’t know if I buy that, and trust me, I don’t like the Reid’s either.” He flicked his gaze toward Liam for a moment who was too enthralled in reading to even see.

      “We can figure all that stuff out later, but we have to come to a decision on one thing,” Travis said, his fingers curling into the couch cushions. “Are we telling Walter and the superiors about this, or no?”

      “No,” Gabe said immediately.

      My stomach dropped with the intensity of his reaction. I sat up from my own position and went over to him. I unwound his arms he’d curled around his chest when he noticed I was coming over and then sat down facing him, my legs pulled up onto the couch beside us. “Hey,” I said.

      “Don’t try to change my mind.”

      “I’m not,” I told him earnestly, then I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I’m just worried about you.” I tracked my finger along his jaw bone until he looked me in the eye. “Where’s my smiling Gabe?”

      “He’s taking a vacation,” he said, deliberately looking away from me.

      “Well, I need him back. I get why you’re upset, but we have to all come to a conclusion on this.”

      He looked down, an almost challenge in his voice. “You know why I’m upset?”

      I nodded, making sure I had his full attention before I said anything. “Because your Gabe and you’re an Enforcer. Your grandfather was an Enforcer before you and it’s all you ever wanted to be. Well, besides a football champion. You don’t know how not to be a member of the Order and just because you gained your fifth, which you have no control over, Walter comes in here and tells you that you can’t do any of your Order duties until they figure things out.”

      His eyes widened the more I talked, and he started to loosen up.

      “Does that sound about right?”

      He swallowed, then moved forward, his head angling until his lips pressed into mine. They were firm yet soft. Sure, yet pliant. We melded so well together it made my heart sing. I understood his sentiment though. It was nice having someone know you. Someone who really understood you, sometimes even before you knew why you did things yourself. It made you feel far from lonely. I got him and he got me, and he told me all that in the kiss we shared in front of everybody.

      “Good,” Travis said. “Now that Norah’s calmed Gabe down, can we talk about this rationally?”

      Gabe finished the kiss, appreciation and a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Screw you, Mate.”

      I lifted up and gave him a peck on the lips. Then, I turned around on Gabe’s lap and pulled his arms around me while I faced the rest of them. “I say we come to a conclusion the way you always do. A vote.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Travis said. He gave me a wink, and I smiled back at him. “Who thinks we should tell Walter what’s going on?”

      Travis, Liam, and I all raised our hands. A rumble started in Gabe’s chest.

      I turned to him, pulling his head down so I could whisper in his ear. “Just because we tell them doesn’t mean we can’t do anything about it on our own. It’s a courtesy.”

      “What if they send someone else here to deal with it?” he asked, his voice still hard. “Salem’s our territory.”

      “Do you really think they’re going to do that?” I countered. “We didn’t get the call. Nothing really happened. We’re just giving them a heads up.”

      “I vote for Norah’s idea,” Randy said.

      Travis and Liam gave me a disapproving look, but I just smiled back at them. If there was anything I’d learned, it was that you had to make decisions for yourself. Not everyone had your best interests at heart. Gabe and I felt the same about that. If the Order had really wanted to know about us, they would’ve stayed and asked questions about what I did to them, but they didn’t. Which told me they already had their preconceived notions about what a female Enforcer did. The one and only question Walter asked me, inside my own head no less, was what kind of relationship I had with the guys. Why should that matter unless he had proof of something else? They were holding back, so we should be able to too.

      “Fine,” Travis said, “I’ll make the call.” He turned away, his hand already on his cell, but I called his name. He looked over, and I crooked a finger at him. He came forward and Gabe pressed me back against him. My heart stuttered. I was a few seconds away from being in a Travis and Gabe sandwich again.

      I called Travis down. “Closer,” I told him. When he was only several inches away, I leaned up and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you.”

      Gabe’s hips moved up, sending a satisfying thrill through me. I loved that this boy was up for anything. It was hot as fuck. We’d have to do something like that again.

      “Any time,” Travis said, his green eyes blazing.

      Travis spun on his heel and left the room to make the call. As soon as he left, the sexual tension in the room died a few notches. Randy’s jaw locked, but then he moved closer to Liam, taking up Travis’s spot looking over his shoulder. “Is there anything in there that explains why Norah’s magic wouldn’t work?”

      Liam’s head lolled from side to side as if he wasn’t exactly sure, but he had a theory. “Not really,” he said.

      “But what do you think?”

      He looked up over his laptop, then shut the cover and moved it to the table in front of him. “I think maybe that the djinn was sent to us by someone more powerful than you, and so the djinn was there to do whatever its master told him to do, and it didn’t matter that you tried to stop him.”

      “Because he was controlled by a more powerful witch than Norah?” Gabe asked, pulling me closer against his chest.

      Liam nodded.

      “Well, it’s not Dean Reid, then,” Randy said. “Norah could take Dean.”

      “But what about his father?” Gabe asked. “If his family has had control over the djinn for centuries, maybe that would override anything Norah has even if Mr. Reid isn’t more powerful than her. Since Mr. Reid is the one who technically has control over the djinn and not Dean, he could’ve sent it.”

      “For what reason?” I asked. “Mr. Reid doesn’t even know about me.”

      “Maybe he knows Dean came here to ask for help, and he’s trying to scare us off,” Randy said with a slight shrug.

      That was the best working theory yet. “So, you know what this means?” I asked. I waited until they all looked at me. “No matter what Walter tells Travis on the phone, we have to contact Dean to find out what the hell happened. We don’t have a choice because there’s no way I’m going to let a djinn just follow me around all the time and not do anything about it.”
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      Randy blinked at me. “Do you have to wear that?”

      He’d just knocked on my door to see if I was ready. I’d answered in a low V-neck cut shirt that showed major cleavage. The v cut so low it was at least an inch under my breasts before it stopped. “This is how you get guards to open gates for you, so yes.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Are you going to go all caveman on me?” I asked, intrigued.

      He stalked forward and all the breath in my lungs whooshed out. I bit down on my lip to keep from smiling. He could throw me over his shoulder and carry me to the bed. As I thought it, he did exactly that. He plucked me off the ground easily and carried me back inside the room. “You, Norah, are in so much trouble.”

      Heat seized between my legs. “I am?” I asked, sucking in a breath.

      “First,” Randy said, his voice gruff. He let me go, and I bounced onto the bed. He stood over me, his eyes hard. “You let me watch you get off in between Travis and Gabe in a crowded bar.”

      “You loved it.”

      “I’m talking,” he said, drawing closer, inching my legs open.

      “Then, you let Gabe devour you when you’re two feet away from me. Again, I watch.”

      “You can always join.”

      He gave me a menacing look. “Now, you’re going to wear this shirt for someone else, so he can get a full look of you. You know he’s going to be thinking about your tits, what they look like on display, what they feel like in his hands…”

      My nipples hardened at his words. They really wanted to feel Randy’s rough hands on them, torturing them with his skilled movements. I had so little time it was impossible to fill it with everything I wanted to do with my guys. There were too many other things to worry about, like djinns and powerful families, which made it more difficult to do what I really wanted. Right now, it was yanking Randy’s pants down and telling him he’d better enter me or else.

      “What time is it?” I asked, my voice breathy even to my own ears.

      “Time to head out,” he said. He reached out, trailing a finger down my cleavage, then up and under my shirt where my nipple pebbled and waited. He kept going though, glossing over it, barely even a thought to give me what I wanted.

      I groaned in frustration.

      “Sucks, doesn’t it?”

      “Then…?”

      “We don’t have time,” he said simply if not with a bit of revenge. He was talking about the fact that Mr. and Mrs. Reid were headed to a gala tonight, and we saw it as a perfect opportunity to show up at their house, hoping Dean would be home alone. As for me, I was planning on getting past Owen again like I did the first time. It worked once, so it would work again.

      I trailed my own hands down over my breasts, my chest heaving into my palms to fill them until I kept going, lower and lower until I was at the inseam of my jeans. “You know what was best about being at the bar?”

      Randy’s gaze had followed my hands and they were now stuck to where I was. I pressed down, right over top of my clit, my hips reacting on their own accord while Randy’s eyes filled with fire.

      “Feeling like we were free to do anything. No worries, no magic, no djinn. Just me and a couple of my guys acting out of instinct.”

      So, I was bad. I was trying to get him to cave. He’d started it though, so there was no way I was going to apologize. He was the one who instigated it with the rough talk. He was the one who touched first, heightening my senses. I was just going to finish it.

      Randy made a noise in the back of his throat that sounded like a tortured harrumph. I hooked one leg around his, and then grabbed his hand, throwing my weight over top of him until we rolled, and I was in the power position now. That old saying, the bigger they are, the harder they fall? It was true, especially when he didn’t fight me. He could act as tough as he wanted, but he wanted this.

      Once he was flat on his back on the bed, I went to work on his belt. I unclasped it, pulling it out from its restraints and then worked on his jeans next until they were yanked down, his huge cock standing there proudly just waiting for me.

      “Don’t tease me, Norah,” he breathed.

      “It’s like you don’t even know me,” I said, moving forward. I wrapped my lips around his hard cock and sucked. His hips pumped up into my mouth and I took him all in. He was already salty at the tip, and he was on fire, waiting for me. This wouldn’t be a nice, sultry jaunt toward climax. This would be quick and dirty, strictly out of need to feel the other.

      I teased him with my lips for as long as I could stand it. Then, I stood, undoing my own jeans and letting them fall to the floor before kicking them off. My panties were next. I tossed them to the side with my feet and then climbed on top of Randy. It was like climbing on top of a sleeping rock. He grabbed my hips, already pulling me forward and I sank down onto him, making us both cry out. He was big, by far the biggest out of all my guys. Size truly wasn’t everything, it was knowing how to use it, but damn if it didn’t fill me, making me stretch and ache in a glorious way.

      “Fuck, Randy.”

      He grunted, urging my hips to move, and I obliged. I was already slick with want, and the way he filled me, touching all the sensitive areas made it easy to already be on the uphill stretch to orgasm.

      I ground against him, coming down hard. His eyes sparked. “Again.”

      “Fuck,” I breathed again. There was nothing like seeing him just as aroused as I was. I reached up under his shirt, feeling his massive muscles. His strength, his power, lent an irresistible urge to make him come for me. That I could give this guy anything was amazing. I could make him go to his knees in want, cry out in ecstasy. Little old me and this gorgeous specimen of a man. He was so hard inside me. His hips came up to meet mine until he hit the backside of my wall time and time again.

      He reached up, tearing my shirt open so he could see my breasts instead of just the cleavage. I was bare, exposed in a beautiful way as I rode him. “Make them bounce,” he ordered.

      My thighs squeezed together as I made my motions more pronounced, forcing my hips up and then down furiously until they did just as he asked.

      “That’s right. Fuck me. Show me what I’ve been missing.”

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs. I went to turn, but he grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him.

      “Don’t you even dare. Fuck me good.”

      The footsteps stopped, and I pictured any one of the guys in the doorway watching us. I slammed own on top of him, throwing my head back to let out a cry.

      “Again.”

      Fuck yes. He was so hard, so perfect. I felt my breasts bob as I came down again, harder and faster, doing exactly what he wanted, exactly what we both needed. The last one sent my world spinning. “Oh, Randy,” I started. “I’m going to come.”

      “Again,” he ordered. “Squeeze me tight.”

      I pulled my muscles in until I sank on top of him again, losing the fight against the oncoming orgasm. It ripped through me in a delicious pleasure, and I made sure he knew it too, calling out his name.

      He took my hips, angling them while pumping up a few short times until he, too, ground into me, his cock constricting and then spurting what he had inside me. I closed my eyes, loving the feeling of being fulfilled like that. When I opened my eyes, I smiled down at him. “You should punish me more often.”

      “I might have to if you don’t straighten out.”

      I moved over top of him and he groaned. God yes, I could so go for a round two.

      Someone cleared their throat behind us and I turned. Travis stood in the doorway, leaning against the doorjamb with his hands crossed over his chest. He looked sexy enough to eat. “The rest of the guys are already in the car.”

      “We’re coming,” I told him.

      “So I heard.”

      “Don’t be jealous,” Randy said.

      “It was my fault,” I told Travis. “There was a low-cut shirt involved. Randy couldn’t stand it.”

      “I bet,” he said, smirking. “Are the rest of the guys going to be able to handle it?”

      “She just needed to know that she was ours because she wore it for Owen.”

      “Owen?” Travis asked, his forehead wrinkling.

      “The guard,” Randy explained.

      Travis’s jaw locked down just as I’d seen Randy’s do.

      “It’s nothing,” I told him, thrilled that they were a little jealous. “It’s just how you get things done around men who think with their little heads.”

      “Men don’t think with their little heads,” Travis said. “Boys do.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there. If Owen was a true man, I wouldn’t have been able to seduce him in that way unless he was mine. He thought he could have me just because of what I wore. A true man would know the difference between a woman wearing a shirt like that for herself and wearing a shirt like that to get attention from her man.

      I backed off Randy and turned, letting Travis take his fill of me. “You’re right.” I found my clothes on the floor and got dressed, pulling my shirt back into place so Travis could see what the fuss was about. “What do you think?”

      “I think you look hot as fuck. I don’t mind you wearing a shirt like that as long as one of us gets to take it off you at the end of the night.”

      A smile peeled my lips apart. “Have I mentioned lately how much I love you guys?”

      Travis started to walk toward me, but his phone rang in his back pocket. His jaw set even though he took one last look at me. “We better get going. We don’t want to miss the opportunity to talk with Dean in private.” When I pouted, he silenced the phone and kissed me on the forehead. “I know. Hopefully soon, we’ll be able to get things back to normal.”

      “You guys never had girlfriends when it was just Order business, did you?” I asked.

      Travis rubbed his jaw. “Jax did. He was the only one of us with a serious girlfriend.”

      I swallowed, unsure of what to say next. Obviously, it had worked out for them because Jennie knew about the Order. If she hadn’t, she might’ve wondered why her boyfriend was always running off to do things.

      A completely dressed Randy came up behind me and put his arms around my waist. “It will all be good when things calm down. You’ll see.”

      Randy knew exactly what he was doing. I never felt safer when I was wrapped in his huge python arms that swallowed me up.
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      We parked just down the road from the Reid’s grand estate. The Spanish looking mansion was set apart from the houses surrounding it, not only in construction, but in grandness too. It was by far the biggest on the street and there was also something else about it. Maybe it was the magic that surrounded it, something only noticeable by those who were like us. We got out of the Jeep and then the guys hung back as I approached the gate by myself. We thought it would be easier to get their attention if I went first, especially if it was Owen on duty again. It was about the same time of night, so it wouldn’t be a shock.

      Instead of walking nonchalantly by like last time, I went right up to the iron gate and wrapped my hand around the cylindrical bars. A shaped moved out of the corner of my eye and I turned, “Owen?” I whispered.

      He moved forward, coming into the dusky light of the streetlamp that reached only so far. “Hi,” he said, a smile reaching his ears. “I wasn’t sure if I would see you again.”

      “Yeah, sorry we had to leave it like that.” I truly was, too. Yes, I wanted to use Owen to get in to see Dean, but he was actually a pretty nice guy. I hated he’d gotten caught in what we were trying to do last time. “You didn’t get in much trouble, did you?”

      Owen shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “Good,” I said, a little relieved. “Listen, is Dean home? I need to talk to him.”

      Owen’s face fell. He was probably used to getting overlooked by someone who had more money and more power than him.

      “It’s about something important,” I said. “He actually came to my friends and I for help and we didn’t know of another way to contact him without his family around.”

      Owen moved closer. “You’re right about that. Mr. and Mrs. Reid are out at another party and yes, Dean’s home. He’s asked to not be disturbed though.”

      Randy moved in behind me, his patience wearing thin. I sighed when I felt him next to me. If he’d just let me do my thing, but no, he had to come butt in. “We need to see Dean Reid.”

      I looked at Owen with a pleading look even though he lost all his friendly attitude and now looked much more like the guard who was guarding an important house with important people inside.

      “Like I said,” trying again. “He asked us for help. Could you just tell him that we’re here and let him make the decision?”

      Randy made a growling noise in the back of this throat, but I reached behind me and pushed him away, telling him to let me deal with it.

      “Who’s he?”

      “A friend,” I said, being intentionally vague.

      The rest of them came out of the shadows now. I could imagine what this looked like to Owen. Me in the front with four men flanking me. His eyes rounded, then he turned to me, his expression changed from one of openness to incredulity. “Who are they?”

      Liam stepped forward, his hands coming up by mine on the iron bars. “We’re members of the Order. Please tell Dean we’re here to see him.”

      “The Order? Of the Akasha?”

      “Yes, that Order,” Travis said dryly.

      “He really did ask us for help,” I said, trying to get Owen’s attention back to me. “We’re not here to do anything bad. Really. He’s not in trouble. Just call him and tell him we’re here to see him. Please.”

      Owen’s shoulders sagged. “Just, hold on.”

      He turned away, taking his cell phone out of his pocket. Randy sized up the iron gate in front of us, but I touched his arm and shook my head. That wouldn’t be necessary. Dean would see us. There was no reason for him not to.

      Owen had a brief conversation with someone on the other end of the line. When he turned around again, he unlocked the gate and pulled it open. “Dean said he’ll be waiting for you by the front door.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. The only other one to say it was Gabe and he said it almost haughtily that it wasn’t anything anyone would’ve considered sincere.

      We strode forward and as one, descended upon the front door. Dean pulled it open for us. He was still dressed in complete snobby fashion. Today he wore a black polo shirt over gray dress pants. A black belt with a silver buckle completed the ensemble and his dirty blond hair was still styled to perfection without a single hair out of place even though it had to be close to midnight. Was this guy constantly in this state? I was lucky if I ran a brush through my hair in the morning and the only reason I did was because it would be a crazy nest only a few hours later and I’d have to suffer through a detangling the likes normal people had never seen. It was awful.

      We walked through the elaborate foyer and then Dean led us into a sitting room with leather couches. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the high fashion brown leather. “I’m assuming you’ve come here because you made a decision?”

      Gabe held his hand out, stopping us all. He had that look on his face again from earlier. “We’re here because the djinn showed itself to Norah. So, there’s only one question we have for you. Did you tell it to do that to scare us into helping you? Because if that’s the case, you can just go fuck yourself and your riches and your power and—”

      “—your sweet Corvette,” Travis finished.

      Seriously?

      Dean’s face fell. “You saw our djinn?”

      “I don’t technically know if it was your djinn. He didn’t come to me as you explained. He wasn’t a dark-skinned man with a bald head. In fact, he wasn’t human at all. He looked like the picture from the book Liam had.”

      Dean blinked. He backed up until the backs of his knees hit a leather chair and then he sat, looking relieved to be doing so. “We haven’t seen the djinn. In fact, I kind of thought maybe you guys had done something like I asked.”

      “So, you didn’t send it to Norah?” Randy asked.

      Dean shook his head.

      “What about your father?” Liam asked right after as if we were in a police interrogation room.

      He shook his head again. “He doesn’t even know about Norah, so there’d be no way he would send it to her. Besides, he uses the djinn for power and money and prestige. What would sending the djinn to Norah do? Trust me, he’s all about that right now and there’s absolutely no other reason why he would use the djinn.”

      The guys and I all looked at one another. Dean certainly seemed sincere. “Has this ever happened before?” Liam asked. “Your djinn acting on its own.”

      “No way,” Dean said. “He’s tethered to us. He does what we say, and I’m telling you we didn’t sick him on Norah. I want your help. Why would I send it to frighten her?”

      “He didn’t frighten me,” I snapped. Okay, maybe I was a little sensitive to the fact that he kind of did frighten me. Whatever.

      “Pardon me,” Dean said, and he actually bowed his head.

      Who freaking did that?

      “Let’s get one thing straight,” Randy said while the rest of us tried to work the problem out in our heads. “I don’t like you, Dean Reid. I don’t like what your family does, and I certainly don’t like the idea that you’ve had a djinn doing your family’s bidding your whole life. But,” he said, emphasizing the word. “There’s no other djinn we know of and if it is acting on its own accord, we’re going to need your help to figure out why it showed itself to Norah.”

      A tingle started in the back of my neck. If it was just coming for me, that sounded awfully familiar. “Dupre.”

      “Dupre’s dead,” Gabe said. “It’s not him.”

      We all knew that, but that wasn’t technically my point. “If it’s not Dupre, it’s got to be who he was working for. That’s the only other reason why I would be targeted.”

      “You’ve been targeted in the past?” Dean asked.

      “Yep,” I said, plopping down into one of his big leather couches. “Someone has it out for me…bad.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why my family djinn would be involved in this. It’s only supposed to do what we tell it to do.”

      “And there’s no way around that?” Liam asked.

      Dean shrugged. “Not that I’m aware. I don’t even have complete control of it until my father passes, so…”

      “And you’re sure this couldn’t be about your father?” Gabe asked. “You don’t think he knows about Norah, but what if he does?”

      “I guess I don’t know,” Dean answered. “She’d have to have something he wanted. And he gets what he wants, trust me. It’s why we have the djinn.”

      Me? Having something a man like Mr. Reid wanted? What did I have that anyone could want? I literally moved here with nothing but the essentials. I didn’t even have enough clothes. I didn’t even have enough dollars to rub together to have a nice place back in New Orleans. The only things I had now were because of my coven.

      “I don’t have anything,” I said. “I literally have nothing. I’ve never been wealthy.” I almost laughed thinking about the little cabin I grew up in with Granny.

      “Wealth can come in other forms, too,” Dean said. “Don’t pretend you’re not a powerful witch. I could feel the imprint of you just when I was walking up to the Pryor Estate yesterday. Your purple magic was like a glow over everything.”

      “Why would you be telling us this, Dean? Are you saying your father does want Norah?”

      “I don’t know if it’s him or it’s not, but he has to be stopped.” Dean stood now. “I told you that the other day, he’s going to drive himself insane. My ancestors have always been able to reign it in, but not my father lately. His greed, his wants, are becoming venomous and he’ll stop at nothing to get them. If he goes dark, there’s no bringing him back. That ruins our family for more than just him. For all of us.”
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      I couldn’t shake the feeling I kept having about this guy. First, he walks up to my parents’ house like he’d been there before. Got past the wards that we knew worked because they went off when the superiors came in. Then, just knocked on the door like nothing. I wasn’t sure if anyone else had noticed this, but I certainly had. It meant he’d been allowed in the house before and thought of as a friend.

      He knew something about my parents. It would make sense because the Pryor’s, my birth parents, were rich and powerful just like the Reid’s.

      Norah tugged on my arm as Dean led us into his basement. I’d talked him into letting us look inside because there was nothing in the Order books except generalities about the djinn. We needed more information and where better to find it than a family who’d had one at their disposal for centuries.

      “Hey,” she said, to get my attention again. “Is there something going on?”

      I tried to ease the tension out of my shoulders. I didn’t know why I cared to know more about my family. They’d abandoned me. They’d let me go when they’d had more than enough of everything to take care of me, so why should I care? But there was always this tug there to try to figure out why. I knew deep down that it wouldn’t do anything to satisfy me, but I wanted to know. I rubbed my forehead and the cute crease between Norah’s eyes deepened. “I’ve just got this feeling that Dean knows a lot about my parents.”

      Her eyes rounded a bit. “And you want to know more?”

      “It’s stupid,” I told her, relaying what the nagging voice in my head kept saying.

      She shrugged. “Not necessarily. You want to know why your parents gave you up because it’s obvious they weren’t starving or unfit or any of the other reasons you made up in your head as a kid.”

      “It still feels like a slight toward my foster parents. They did everything for me.”

      She bit her lip, thinking. “I know it’s not the same, but after my mom passed, I kind of resented Granny a bit. I should’ve been thrilled that she was up to the task to take me in, but I was too busy being angry at her because she was just so…weird.” She cracked a smile. “Anyway, I can understand it. No matter what happened afterward, you’re going to have this feeling that your true parents should’ve been the ones taking care of you. It didn’t matter how good you had it. I mean, I know why my mom couldn’t, but for you, that’s left in the open. You should ask him.”

      “We have way more important things to worry about than that right now.”

      “I could give two shits if we were facing down a reincarnated Dupre right now, I still think you deserve answers to your questions, Liam. Ask him.”

      Dean opened the door, and I saw Norah make a face. This must’ve been the door she wasn’t able to open when she came here last time. It was the only thing separating her from getting answers about how to get the familiar off me, and in essence, to save me from myself.

      I held back and watched as the parties split up. Travis and Gabe trailed their fingers over old volumes. In another time, I would’ve been impressed with the number of books in this room, but I was too preoccupied. Randy crossed his arms in front of his chest and after giving me a small smile, Norah walked over to him. She was always making sure we were okay, and sometimes we weren’t. She’d clamped onto that emotion from me just now. Noticing Dean was by himself in the corner of the room, I walked up to him. I was never one for being sociable, so I said the first thing that came to my head. “Did you know my parents?”

      Dean started a little, but then turned coolly toward me. He was a little younger than me, but the way he held himself made him feel older, wiser. I hated feeling I was lesser than him. It was just a fault of mine in my own head, but I couldn’t help feeling that way, regardless. He had power and prestige. My self-doubt was in an uproar.

      “I was wondering if you were ever going to ask me that.”

      “Well…?”

      “I did,” he said. His eyes got this far away look. Through the coven bond, I could feel the rest of their attention on me even though they were giving me space. Randy’s was heightened, but Norah’s was calm and cool as if she was talking him down on the outside as well as the inside. “Your parents were best friends with my parents. I’m surprised you don’t remember me at all. We used to play together when we were younger. Then again…”

      “I had my mind wiped.”

      He nodded.

      “If we used to play together, how come when I came back to Salem, you didn’t try to make contact with me?”

      “You came back as a member of the Order and in case you haven’t been keeping up, my family has a djinn, bordering on the line of good versus bad. So, no, I wasn’t going to reach out to you. I knew you wouldn’t remember me, anyway.”

      “Okay…”

      He looked at me as if he didn’t know what else I wanted him to say and I didn’t know either. I wanted a reason, I guessed. I wanted their excuse for giving me up, for not bringing me up in the world they grew up in.

      “I don’t know what it’s like for you,” Dean said, his face switching to sincere. “What do you want to know, Liam?”

      Again, I asked without thinking first. “Is that my real name? Liam?”

      Norah made a sharp intake of breath, but through the bond, I felt that Randy was there for her. I’d never expressed that before. I wasn’t even sure Liam was my given name. How could I not know that?

      Dean nodded, and a wealth of relief wafted through me. “Your parents named you Liam Pryor. Is it changed now?”

      “I’m Liam Castries. I took my foster parents’ last name.” Without skipping a beat, I asked the next question that came to mind. “Why’d they give me up?”

      His face reddened, and he looked unsure.

      It only spurred me to talk even more. “I don’t think you have any idea what it feels like not to know something so basic as that. It was evident they had the means to bring me up. There had to have been some reason for them to place me up for adoption. I just need to know.”

      Dean held his hands up. He looked around me and I knew what he would see. My coven. Everyone had stopped and was looking at us, waiting for his answer.

      He shook his head, his hand coming up to wipe across his forehead. “This is important to what we’ve got going on now, and before you start berating me with questions, I can tell you I don’t know. Okay?”

      “You don’t know what?” I urged.

      His face pinched, and he lost several shades of his normal color. “We all know there are several prominent families in the area. Mine is one of them. The Pryors were another. The Pryors gained their power and wealth the same way my family did.”

      My eyebrows furrowed as I tried to understand his explanation. The same way his family did…

      “A djinn,” he said simply. “The Pryors had control of a djinn.”

      “The fuck?” Norah breathed behind us.

      Yeah. My sentiments exactly.
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      I knew this would fucking happen. This was why I was relieved Liam wasn’t around when the Reid’s were brought into this the first time. Not that I was happy he had a familiar on him and was fighting for himself over the evil festering inside him, but this…I knew what it was like to have your past dredged up like some unwanted haunting memory. Since I was from Salem, I knew about the Pryor’s and the Reid’s. I knew getting them involved would somehow bring up what had happened to Liam in his past, and sometimes those things were better left forgotten.

      Norah’s muscles were locked tight, and I reached up to massage them out. I felt her need to go to Liam as the same want surged inside me. He blinked as he took in the information. He’d been rapid firing questions at Dean but no longer. Now he was deep in thought, searching for memories that were no longer there because his real parents had his memory wiped right before they adopted him out to the Castries. There was nothing there, but Liam always thought he would come up with something.

      Finally, he turned his chin to look Dean in the eye again. To think that they used to be friends. Liam was nothing like Dean and I couldn’t help but be glad that he got out of that social circle when he did. He never would’ve talked to me if he hadn’t. “So, they had a djinn. You grew up with your parents and they had a djinn.”

      I looked at Dean expectantly, making sure to keep my touch on Norah’s shoulders just as calm and sure as it had been even though I was fuming inside. I wished one of the other guys would take over for a second. I needed to blow off some steam and Dean may just get the worst of it.

      “Again, I just want to reiterate that I don’t know, okay?”

      “Stop fucking saying that and tell us,” I snapped.

      Gabe moved in beside me, gently nudging me out of the way. I looked at him gratefully as he took over the spot behind Norah, holding her in place and caressing her shoulders.

      Dean glared at me, but I had no fucks to give. None. The spoiled brat just needed to come out with it. We were talking about someone’s life he’d been kept ignorant of. He looked back at Liam. “The djinn they had started…misbehaving? That’s probably not a great word for it, but it went dark. It started acting on its own accord, doing whatever it wanted, or at least that’s what Mr. Pryor kept saying.”

      My hands turned to fists. Sounded familiar. “And you didn’t think this was relevant to what’s going on with your family djinn? Why the fuck didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      Liam turned to me. “It’s okay, Randy.”

      “The fuck it is. He’s intentionally keeping stuff from us.”

      “I’m not,” Dean seethed, finally losing some of his cool exterior. One of the perfectly gelled strands of hair fell over his forehead. “I just didn’t think Liam would want to find out about that this way.”

      “I like information,” Liam said. “The more the better. I can handle it.”

      Dean shook his head. “It’s not about the djinn going bad. That’s not what I don’t want to tell you, it’s what the djinn did. You know your parents died, right? But you don’t know why or how. There’s been rumors, but that’s all you’ve heard. Well, I know what happened, and I didn’t think you just wanted me springing it on you when we were talking about my family djinn. I’m not trying to hide anything from anybody,” he said, eyeing me. “I’m just trying to be conscientious of your feelings.”

      I gulped as the tension in the air thickened. Travis and I moved in on Liam. I lost sight of Norah and Gabe, but things were coming to a climax. This was what Liam had wanted to know ever since he got to Salem and found out about his parents.

      “What happened?” Liam said softly.

      “It was the djinn,” Dean said. “The djinn turned on your parents. They wiped your memory and put you up for adoption so you wouldn’t be involved in any of it. They tried to fight it, but it didn’t work.”

      “The djinn,” Liam said, realization dawning on him. “The djinn killed my parents.”

      Dean nodded.

      “They gave me to the Castries to keep me safe?”

      Dean nodded again, and Liam’s shoulders sagged. Norah made a choked sound in the back of her throat, but Liam was wavering. I went up behind him and put my hands under his arms, holding him to me. I looked down at his pale face, my heart going out to him. For so long, he’d hated his parents.

      I looked up at Dean myself, who averted his eyes. “You’re sure?”

      “One-hundred percent. My father was very good friends with Mr. Pryor. He knew what was happening.”

      Liam stiffened, finally getting his bearings and stepped out of my arms. His face was stoic, calm. “Do you think that’s what’s happening here? Maybe the djinn is turning on your family like the other djinn did to the Pryor’s.”

      Norah moved forward. “Liam, we don’t have to do this now.” She slid her hand into his and they interlaced their fingers.

      Dean’s gaze dropped down to their hands, a wrinkle creeping up between his eyes.

      “I’m fine,” Liam said. “We need to figure this out.”

      “Not right now we don’t,” Norah urged. “There’s no djinn here. We can go back to the house and the djinn won’t be able to get through the wards there either.”

      “I’m sorry,” Dean ventured. His mouth worked. “To be the one to tell you, I mean. I know you don’t remember me, Liam, but I remember you.”

      For once, the fucker looked sincere, not his pasted on holier-than-thou asshole eating bullshit.

      Liam swallowed, and I saw Norah grasp his hand tighter. “Can you just point me in the direction of one of your books about the djinn? If you don’t mind, I’ll take it home and read it.”

      Dean scanned the shelves and then pulled out a leather-bound book that looked ancient even to Order standards. He handed it to Liam, not relinquishing control right away until Liam looked up at him. Then, he said, “Keep in touch.”

      “We’ll definitely be keeping in touch,” I rumbled. “If you hear anything about your djinn, let us know right away.”

      Dean tilted his chin in the air. “Same goes for you, I hope.”

      “Let’s hope it’s not really stalking me,” Norah said. “Then again, we don’t know which djinn it is now. Whatever happened to the Pryors’ djinn?”

      Dean shrugged. “Hadn’t been heard from since. When the owner passes and there’s no one else to give ownership to, they’re allowed to leave the family until someone else finds them.”

      I put a hand on Liam’s shoulder and he turned away, Norah in tow. We left the basement room and walked up the steps and out of the house without even saying goodbye to Dean. Owen was at the gate and he gave Norah a once over that I couldn’t even get mad at him for. Call it shock or something else, but I wasn’t in the mood to kick his ass.

      She waved at him and we made it back to the Jeep. Travis slid into the driver’s seat and I got into the passenger’s side. When all the doors shut, I said, “I think—”

      “One thing,” Liam said, cutting me off. “I don’t want to talk about my parents. When I’m ready, I’ll come to you guys.”

      I turned. He slunk back into his seat and Norah curled into him with Gabe laying a hand on her thigh as she did so. If I wasn’t so big, I’d crawl back in there next to them all.
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      Liam.

      Holy shit, Liam

      It started with kisses on my neck, then he reached up to touch my breasts. It was dark in the car, but everyone else was there. Right there. Gabe knew what was going on. He got fidgety, pulling his pants out and rearranging himself, but when Liam’s hand ventured to my crotch, my breath caught. That’s when Randy turned. His eyes focused on me as Liam passed his fingers over my inseam until I was breathing heavy. This was like in the club, but better because no one else was around but my guys.

      He kissed my ear, then whispered. “I want you. You’re one of the few things in my life that’s real. I need to feel that right now.”

      I made a low groan, and the car swerved.

      “I guess we know how it felt for them in the club,” Gabe said, once again fidgeting next to us in the car. Gabe wasn’t one not to jump right in and help, but maybe he sensed what Liam needed, and he needed me.

      He held his hand over my jeans and they popped open like he’d showed me this morning. I was beginning to like that trick more and more. His hand swept inside the deep cut of my shirt and closed around my breast. “Holy shit,” I moaned. His other hand ran over my panties. His breath caught when he felt the dampness. Of course I was. We were doing this in front of everyone. It was hot. I knew I should be getting him to talk about what he’d just found out, but when he started with things like this, I just lost control of myself. I ran my hands over his jeans, pulling his button from the hole and then tearing the zipper down the old-fashioned way. Randy growled deep in his throat. I looked back, already poising to move. “I hope you guys don’t mind if I just slip Liam inside of me for a little while.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Travis said. The Jeep sped up.

      I turned, and another hand was on my ass. Randy. He helped me pull my jeans and panties down and then kept the touch on me until I was too far away. With barely any room, I wiggled Liam’s jeans down until I could just see his cock. He lifted his hips, and we moved them down further. I straddled him, and Liam pulled the sides of my shirt away until my breasts were bare. He took one nipple in his mouth and Gabe sighed, his hand coming up to touch himself over his pants.

      Liam lifted his hips. His hard cock jut out and I angled him toward me until I sank down on top of him. “Oh, fuck me, Yes,” I breathed.

      He felt so amazing inside me, hard and reckless.

      “Can you take her shirt off?” Gabe asked, his voice breathy. I looked over to find his dick in his fist, watching us. I zeroed in on it and sank down onto Liam again. Gabe matched his movements with mine, stroking his dick the way it would feel if I were on him instead.

      Liam palmed my breasts, forcing them up into view and continued to wrap his lips around one then the other.

      Gabe made a strangled noise and it wasn’t until then that Liam pulled my shirt off.

      “Fuck,” Gabe said, his movements jerkier on his dick. “Watching you get fucked is almost as hot as being the one fucking you.”

      “I hate you all,” Travis said.

      I leaned over Liam, pressing my lips to his as I continued to roll my hips into his. “It’s Liam’s fault.”

      Liam shook his head, his hips coming up to slam into mine. “It’s yours for making everything better.”

      We gazed at one another. His beautiful brown eyes were large and open. I leaned forward, whispering in his ear. “I love the feel of you inside me.”

      His hands surrounded my hips, pulling me down.

      “Yes,” Gabe said. “Give it to her.”

      I loved having an audience. Shit. So hot.

      I ground my pelvis against his, making Liam hiss at the pleasure.

      I moaned, and the rest of the car moaned in response.

      “You’re torturing us,” Randy said.

      “Fuck, sorry,” I said, moaning once more as I rolled my hips into Liam. “He just feels so good.”

      “Liam. Fuck, man. Please?” Travis said.

      Liam groaned, his hand coming up to rest on my clit. I pushed him away. “I don’t need it.” I rested my forehead against his, grinding our hips against one another repeatedly until the inside of the Jeep filled with our mixed moans.

      I knew the moment Gabe lost it. He cried out, his other hand coming up to catch his cum.

      I started to shake, the pleasure overcoming me. Liam was right there, his hand working its way up my back, pulling me in closer with each stroke. “Fuck, Norah. Yes.”

      I moaned in response. “I’m almost there.”

      “Thank fuck,” Randy said.

      I barely even heard him. I rode Liam’s cock, it’s hardness hitting all the sensitive spots until I tipped my hips forward and flew right over the edge like a bird stretching out its wings. I screamed, and Liam pulled me close, his short and furious strokes driving me higher and higher until he stilled, his cock seated deep inside me before it constricted and relaxed several times.

      “Oh my God,” Liam said.

      The Jeep pulled to a stop and we all just sat there, breathless. Spent, I leaned against Liam while trying to control my breathing.

      “Are we home?” Gabe asked. “I’m going to need a napkin.”

      I chuckled at first, then burst out a laugh. “Things got a bit messy, did they?”

      He glared at me as Randy opened the glove compartment and then handed back a stack of napkins left over from some fast food service restaurant. “Your fault.”

      “I couldn’t help myself.”

      “As much as I’d like to be pissed,” Randy said, his eyebrow raising. “I think we’re all pretty lucky that you just can’t help yourself sometimes, so I’ll take that as an excuse.”

      “I’m going to have blue balls for a week,” Travis groaned.

      I leaned away from Liam and we smiled at one another. “Thank you for that,” I told him.

      “I’m the one who needed it.”

      It was my turn to raise my eyebrow. “In case we’re all not clear, I need it. Like, all the time. You guys try having four boyfriends and not being obsessed with sex.”

      Randy was the first to open the car door. Gabe cleaned himself up as best he could and then hid his package away behind his pants again. With little to no room inside the Jeep, Liam opened the door and I backed away from him and out the door, standing out in the night air with no clothes on. Travis put his arm around me, tugging me close.  “You are…a force.”

      I smiled up at him, then stood on my tiptoes and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll get your clothes, Norah,” Liam said, “Go ahead inside.”

      I looked up at Randy and he nodded. I still didn’t want Liam anywhere by himself since the familiar and definitely not right now after figuring out what had actually happened to his birth parents. I stared up at the house, a smile gracing my lips.

      “What is it?” Travis asked as we walked toward the house.

      “I’d always felt kind of bad for loving this house when Liam hated it. Now we just found out that Liam’s parents weren’t all that bad. It’s kind of…nice to think that they were just trying to protect him.”

      Travis sneaked a glance over his shoulder. “I agree. Look behind you.”

      I peeked over our shoulders. Liam stood in the moonlight, staring up at the estate. He didn’t show much emotion on his face, but this was the first time I’d actually seen him look at the place for longer than a second. There may have even been a hint of pride twinkling in his eyes somewhere.

      Good for him. I knew it was a lot to deal with, but maybe he could feel more settled. After all, Liam was all about having the information, and he’d just found out a major chunk of missing information he’d never had. Even though he was still processing it, the part of his brain that loved facts was probably all giddy with knowledge. No wonder why he’d felt feisty in the car. I looked away and turned to Travis again. “Sorry about your blue balls.”

      He shrugged. “I was just teasing.”

      “Only because you know I’ll eventually take care of it for you.”

      “Are you offering?”

      I pushed up on my tiptoes again and kissed his cheek before streaking naked into the house, giggling like a little girl. It was weird how I could find so much happiness in things when there were other, bigger obstacles that lay ahead of us. But, if we were only caught up in what was wrong, how were we ever going to live? Life was more than just bad magic and djinns and murdered parents. If it weren’t, there would be nothing to keep going for, nothing to live for.

      Whenever I looked around at who I had around me, whether we were facing down Dupre—or some other bad guy—or not, I couldn’t help but feel grateful. I was blessed. There was just no other way around it, and a stalking djinn wasn’t going to ruin it for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning came. Most of the guys were still asleep when I decided to roll out of bed, take a shower, and get out on the road. It dawned on me that I’d never been to where Randy worked before. I’d been to one of Gabe’s games, saw SSU where Travis, Liam, and Gabe still went as they finished their last semester, but I’d never gone to the gym and I’d only seen his tattoo parlor from afar.

      So, I left the rest of the guys a note and took the Jeep to follow after Randy an hour or so after he left. The gym stood just on the outskirts of Historic Salem in a row of businesses with the same brick facade. Spotting it, I went around the block a few times before I noticed a small parking lot that said, ‘Gym Parking Only’ and pulled into that. I grabbed my bag and water bottle and hopped out of the seat before pushing the door closed and making the short trek down the sidewalk to the main entrance. Randy’s bike was parked in the first spot and I ran my fingers over it as I walked past.

      The interior was far different from the exterior. There was no brick or anything else inside that could’ve been construed as historical. It had a modern feel, sleek lines and a lot of light. Immediately, the air pricked at my skin. A juice bar and a half moon shaped welcome desk were the first to catch my eye with the facing opaque glass. The cardio equipment was on the right and the weights and everything else was on the left. Just beyond the desk, a set of wrought iron stairs led up to a loft. When I followed the lines upward with my eyes, I saw a yoga studio complete with a class going on at that exact moment.

      The girl behind the desk smiled at me as I took everything in. “Hi there.”

      “Good morning,” I said, still choking on how early it was, and on a Saturday no less. “I’d like a guest pass for the day, please.”

      She rang me up, telling me where the locker rooms were, and I smiled politely, but immediately went over into the weight section to look for Randy.

      I caught his thick arms first and then had to do a double take to make sure it was him. He was instructing an elderly lady on a strength machine. I smiled, watching him interact with her. It seemed like they had a good rapport going on. She even smiled up at him, so it didn’t feel like intruding when I walked up to them.

      This time it was Randy’s turn to do the betake. “Norah?” He smiled big, then glanced at his client. “Mrs. Sawyer, this is Norah.”

      She gave a small intake of breath, her gaze starting at my face and traveling down to my toes. “My dear, she’s exactly like you described.”

      The woman stood up from the machine shakily with Randy’s help and then stretched her hand out to me.

      “Nice to meet you,” I told her, giving Randy a look. He’d never mentioned he talked about me to his clients. My heart melted inside.

      Randy helped her back down and then instructed her to do one more set of the same weight before turning back to me. He looked down at my bag and then turned a quizzical expression to me. “What are you doing?”

      “I thought I’d come see you at your work today.”

      This big hulk of a man blushed. Not even joking. It made my heart soar knowing I could do that to him. He leaned down and pressed a short kiss to my forehead. “And you actually brought stuff to work out in?”

      “Well, yeah, I’m not just going to follow you around like a creeper,” I said, winking at him.

      “You can creep me any time you want.”

      He gave my hand a quick squeeze and then turned back toward Mrs. Sawyer to check on her. “I have to go back to help her, but I’ll find you when we’re done.”

      “Go ahead,” I said, pretending as if I knew my way around a gym. “I’ll be fine.”

      I decided to stay in the same area. The free weights I wasn’t so sure about, but I could figure out the weight machines. If Mrs. Sawyer could do it, I could too. I walked up to a leg curl machine and tried to lift my legs. “Jesus,” I grumbled. I looked over, checking to see what the weight was at because it was evidently set up for someone Randy’s size and not me. I took the pin out of the seventy-pound weight and moved it to the beginning. When my legs flew up in the air with barely any resistance at all, I moved it down a couple until I found a weight that was a little challenging, but something I could handle. Then, I looked over at Randy coaching Mrs. Sawyer and counted how many reps he had her do and then did the same. After moving through the reps five times, I changed to a different machine. This one was for my shoulders. I noticed that there was an instruction sticker on this one, so I read it briefly before sitting down and turning to a lower weight automatically. I tried to move my hands closer together, but they wouldn’t go. Yikes, I’d overestimated my abilities. I moved the pin up and did the same amount of reps I did on the leg machine before trying a different one.

      This went on for about a half hour until Randy was finally free. He came up to me while I was staring at a leg press machine. He grinned, going through the motions of how to work it and then told me to lie down and he would change the weight for me. With him there, he knew exactly what to do. He didn’t need to keep changing the weight around and after getting three sets under my belt, he helped me up and right into his arms. He held me to his solid chest, his breath tickling my earlobes. After a few moments of silence, he said, “This was a surprise.”

      I shrugged, trying not to make it a big deal. Though, anytime he wanted to hold me like this in public would be fine by me. “Now I know where to find you in the mornings, so if I ever need you…”

      “You know I’m at your beck and call, anyway.” He smiled down. “Did you talk to Liam this morning?”

      I shook my head, my lips curling up at the thought. When I’d left, Liam’s face was smooshed into a pillow. “Are you kidding? They were all still asleep when I decided to get up.”

      His strong touch sagged a little. “I was just wondering if he’d said anything about his parents yet. He hasn’t talked to me about it at all.”

      I rubbed his muscular biceps before putting my hands around his neck. “He seems to be doing just fine.”

      “I know,” his forehead wrinkled anyway as if his words and his mind were at odds. Looking at Randy, no one would know he had such a soft heart, but he did. The tattoos and strong muscles, and of course his nipple piercing, told a different story from the outside looking in.

      “I’ll see if he’ll talk to me about it, okay?” I promised him.

      He smiled down, sneaking in another kiss.

      I wound my arms tighter around him. “Are you supposed to be kissing gym members? I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “Definitely not,” he said, sneaking a peek around to see if anyone was watching us. It was a good thing we were hidden between two big machines.

      “Ooh, rebel,” I teased, stepping closer. “And you’ve told Mrs. Sawyer about me?”

      He grinned. “She’s the nicest client I have. She asked me one day why I’d been smiling so much and the only reason I could think of was you.”

      I lifted onto my tiptoes and kissed him again, this time giving everyone who might be watching a show. I couldn’t just let that hang between us without showing him how much what he said meant. I was the reason for his happiness. Essentially.

      He stepped away right after. “We probably should stop. I might actually get in trouble.”

      I looked around, checking to see if anyone was watching. A few people had entered the weight area, so I let him go. “I have to leave anyway to open up the shop. The bathroom is…?”

      Randy pointed me in the right direction and then told me to meet him by the juice counter before I left.

      I moved away from him, wishing he could come to the shop with me. It would be nice to have some company and since I’d taken the Jeep, there was no way for one of the other guys to come unless they wanted to take an Uber in or something.

      Compared to the gym portion of the building, the bathroom wasn’t quite as bright. I changed into different clothes, watching the light above the stall I’d chosen flicker in and out. A rush of cold swept over me and I shivered, looking for the vent for the air conditioner that must’ve just kicked on. I pulled my shirt into place and lifted my bag onto my shoulder before walking out of the changing room.

      Stopping short, my sneakers squealed against the tile. I gasped in a breath.

      It was the eyes I noticed first. They stared at me from across the bathroom. Large and round, they were unearthly. Too much white that led to fangs and tufts of animal hair. I grabbed the side of the dressing room door, bracing myself. The djinn tucked its head and stomped toward me, its human feet eating away at the distance between us. “Stop!” I yelled. I’d already known I couldn’t put a sleeping spell on him, but maybe this would work instead.

      He kept coming.

      My heart flew up through my throat and beat away a mad rhythm that turned my stomach. I focused on the bottle of hand soap on the sink and sent it flying at the djinn’s head. It soared through the air and hit him right in the temple. He staggered for a moment, then growled, coming at me again, this time with more ferocity. I slipped out of the way, backing up a few steps until I pressed against something solid and cold. The djinn swiped at me, but his clawed hands went right through me.

      He looked down, a growl ripping through his throat. I hurried up and shimmied away until I fell through the door leading to the gym and landed on my ass. I scrambled away, doing a whacked-out version of the crab crawl until my palm landed on someone’s sneaker. I kept my gaze on the door and didn’t move it. It stayed shut. Thankfully. Before I could even relax, a woman’s voice broke in. “Are you okay?”

      I let out a short squeak and then stood, pulling my bag back up on my shoulder. She was a middle-aged woman, the type that went to the gym in full makeup and looked just as perfect as they did leaving as they did when coming in. “Excuse me,” I said, pushing past her. Moving forward, I scanned the gym for Randy until I saw him standing by the juice bar exactly where he said he’d be. I ran up to him, pulling on his sleeve. He turned with a big grin on his face, but it fell the moment he saw my expression. “We need to talk.”

      He told the woman at the counter he was taking a short break and then followed me outside. “What happened?” he asked, pulling me to a stop. A piece of hair tracked across my face and he pulled at it.

      “The djinn.”

      His eyes widened. “In there?”

      I nodded.

      He took my shoulders and forced me back against the side of the gym, then he took off at a dead run, slamming right through the doors. I let out a breath and bent over, trying to take the fresh air in as quick as I could. While I waited, I ran through what had happened several times wondering if I could’ve done anything different to take it out. Or, if I’d somehow done something to call it to me. A few minutes later, Randy came back out, strolling leisurely this time. “Not a sign of it.”

      “It tried to touch me,” I told him, adamant now. “It swiped at me with these enormous black claws, but they just went right through me. He looked confused afterward as if he didn’t understand why that happened. Then, I fell back against the bathroom door and sprawled out on my ass.”

      “He didn’t follow you after that?”

      I shook my head, my temper rising. Why couldn’t I go anywhere without something happening? “What the hell, Randy? The club? Now here?”

      “You call the rest of the guys. I’m calling Dean Reid.”

      “Dean? How’d you get his number?”

      He gave me an ‘Are you kidding?’ look. “You think I walked out of that place the other day without getting that prick’s number?” He turned away while the phone rang in his ear. When someone picked up, he said, “Yeah, it’s Randy. Where’s your djinn right now? It just showed itself to Norah again.” He paused. “Yeah, no shit.” There was another pause again. Randy’s shoulders bunched, an impressive display in his gym tank top. “You have no idea? I swear to God, Reid, if this is your family doing this to Norah I’m going to break every fucking bone in your body the old-fashioned way. I won’t need magic to kick your fucking ass.” Then, he yanked the phone away from his ear and hung up.

      “Well, that was diplomatic,” I said.

      “I hate that fucking guy.”

      “You hate everyone who’s not the five of us.”

      Randy shrugged, completely accepting my observation with one caveat. “I like Mrs. Sawyer.”

      “Fine. You like Mrs. Sawyer, too, but Dean’s done nothing but try to help us.”

      “Only because it helps his ass too.”

      “Aren’t we also doing the same thing?”

      Randy’s dark eyes locked onto mine. The smell of maple swirled between us and at our feet, the sidewalk began to crack.

      “Chill,” I warned him. Our magic was getting stronger. In Randy’s case, it seemed to heighten when he was mad.

      He shook his head. “You’re not going to the shop today. What did the others say?”

      “I didn’t have time to call them,” I grumbled. “You were on the phone with Dean for like two seconds.”

      His chest rumbled, and I reached for him. He slid his hand into mine and we both relaxed.

      “I’ll go back to the estate, okay?” I offered. I supposed I didn’t have to open the shop today. It was a good thing Liam put up all the money to start the shop, so I didn’t have to worry about paying back a bank who wouldn’t like it that I wasn’t open for business to recoup the money I’d borrowed.

      He eyed the parking lot around the corner. “By yourself?”

      “Well, yeah, you’re working, and I’ll be fine until I get there.”

      “Norah,” Randy said, his lips thinning. “The thing tried to hurt you this time.”

      “But he couldn’t,” I reminded him. “I doubt he’ll figure out how by the time I get to Ipswich.”

      He relaxed a little at that. I could tell he hated the plan, but he also knew I was going to get my way.

      “I’ll have Liam call Dean when I get to the house and see if he can’t smooth things over from your miserable ass.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up, taking pride in the fact that he was a miserable ass. “Just let me know what happens, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I gave him a quick kiss and then hurried to the car, images of the frightening djinn hovering just beyond my eyes. If he’d come to me in the shape of the blue genie like Aladdin, that wouldn’t have been so bad. I could handle that. Or The Rock picture Dean had painted for us. I would be down with that. Not this disgusting thing though. His look sent shivers up my spine.
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      Driving through Salem was a blur. When I got past the city limits and onto the highway, I pressed the gas pedal down a little further. Being visited by a djinn in the close confines of the Jeep was not my idea of a good time whether he could touch me or not. Sooner or later, he’d figure out how to touch me and since my magic didn’t seem to work on him, I’d be screwed.

      “Damn, Norah Girl. I know I did not teach you to drive like that.”

      I let out a short cry of surprise and then glanced over at the passenger seat where Granny sat, her arms over her chest and staring at the speedometer in disapproval. “What the hell, Granny? You can’t just pop in on me like that.”

      “One, don’t swear, and two, I swear to God, Child, if you do not stop calling me Granny, I’m going to make all of your guys limp for a week.”

      My mouth dropped. One, that she even knew about guys being limp skeeved me out and surprised me at the same time, but even worse, two: that was brutal. That cut deep. “Grandma!” I yelled, not sure what I wanted to comment on, but wanted it known I did not like where this conversation was headed. At all.

      She smiled big and then winked. “That’s what I thought. You keep that mouth under control and listen to me now, you hear?”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling.

      When she knew I wasn’t going to interrupt her, she said, “I see you’ve got a djinn on your tail.”

      How in the world did she know these things? “Are you following me around? Are you watching my life like it’s a TV show or something?” Because if she was that was…weird. What would my life be categorized or rated? Well, that was simple. Rated R for sure because of all the sex, but…hmm, who in their right mind would watch this kind of fuckery go down and get enjoyment out of it?

      “I see things, Dear,” Granny stated, bringing my attention back to the present. “And yes, don’t for one second think I don’t have a tracker spell on you like I did when I was alive. Those things don’t just go away in death.”

      “You’re tracking me?”

      “Then and now. How do you think I found out that instead of going to prom, you went to the local pub down the street and got sick on Schnapps?”

      My mouth dropped, remembering that clearly. Or, not so clearly, since my brain was in an alcohol haze. “I thought the owner of the bar called and told you.”

      “Oh, he did. But I knew before then. I was just watching you have too much to drink and laughing and laughing. That was more fun than any of those evening sitcoms. The more you drank, the sicker you looked.” She laughed like I’d been her own personal comedy show. I guessed she was the type of person that would find my life humorous.

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “You’re not supposed to laugh at your grandchild like that. That’s evil.”

      She huffed, rolling her eyes as if I was being too sensitive. “Will you just listen to me about this djinn? We don’t have time to bring up the past.”

      I clenched onto the steering wheel tighter. I missed Granny so much when she was gone, but when she was here, she grated on my nerves something fierce. It was a good thing she was family.

      “Djinns are no ordinary paranormal creatures,” she started. “They don’t have a mind of their own, they’re constantly under control of their owners. Do you know who is controlling this djinn?”

      I rubbed my forehead, still tracking the road in front of me making sure I didn’t veer off into the forests on either side. “We think we do, but—”

      “But nothing, they’re the ones sicking it on you, Norah Girl. When you find that out, you’ve got who’s causing you all this trouble.”

      “The Order hasn’t gotten any feelings though.”

      Granny looked offended. “Are you seriously going to trust cramps more than you’re going to trust me? I’ve been around a lot longer than you’re menstrual cycle, Girl. I wouldn’t think I’d have to explain that to you. Whoever this is has control of the djinn and they’re sending it to you. That, I know.”

      Dean’s father then, I presumed Dean seemed so sincere that I really didn’t think it was him. Plus, he was a friend of Liam’s. He was worried about his dad. We didn’t know if his dad even knew about me, but evidently, he did. Something was going on. “I’ll take care of it,” I told Granny.

      She nodded once and smiled. “Good girl. I wouldn’t mess around with it. The sooner the better.”

      I rolled my eyes but kept back the retort that wanted to spring from my lips. “Thanks, Gran—”

      She made a sound in the back of her throat and I cut myself off. I certainly wasn’t going to test the whole making my guys limp for a week thing. That would be pure torture. I wasn’t sure if she could pull it off, but there was no sense in finding out.

      “Thank you,” I said again, this time much more committed and sincere.

      Granny reached out, her hand filtering through my hair. She couldn’t touch me, but I felt her intention. “Be happy, Norah Girl. One of these days, you’ll have a normal life. Until then, I’ll always be looking out for you.”

      I bit down on my lip to evade the sudden onslaught of feelings, but when I turned away from the road to say something back to her, she’d disappeared. I leaned back against the seat, all fight leaving me.

      The only good news was that Granny’s visit had made the drive go by quicker and I was close to the estate now still djinn-free. Without her in the car, I pressed the gas pedal down even further and floored it. I had to tell the rest of the coven this new information, so we could work on it together.

      The world flew past and the sunlight streaming in through the windshield glinted off my all-seeing-eye bracelet. I eyed it, a thought taking shape. Could that have been the reason the djinn couldn’t get through to me? I wasn’t quite sure why, but my intuition told me no. It wasn’t the bracelet at all. It was something else entirely. What I did know that whoever was trying to get me would figure it out. I had to be prepared before that happened.
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      Liam was outside checking the wards when I pulled up. As soon as he saw me, he ran to the Jeep to help me out of the car, doing a once-over like I was a porcelain doll. “I’m fine,” I assured him.

      “I know. Randy told me, but I’m just checking. Did anything else happen on the way here?”

      I shut the door and grumbled. “Only that Granny came to visit to tell me that someone must be telling the djinn to do these things because it would absolutely not be doing anything on its own. That’s not how djinn’s work. Also, we probably shouldn’t call her Granny anymore.”

      Liam stared at me with a furrowed brow.

      “Trust me.”

      He shook his head. “Let’s just get you inside. We walked in and Gabe and Travis were right there, waiting. Liam gave them the quick update about what Granny had said.

      Travis immediately spoke us, suggesting that we go see Dean. “If he’s playing us…”

      “Randy called him,” I said.

      “We know, but that doesn’t mean he’s not playing us. Even if it’s not him, it’s probably his father.”

      That’s exactly what I’d thought, but I still had my reservations about it. Something about it just didn’t add up. “It couldn’t hurt to have another talk with him,” I finally said.

      Travis pulled out his cell phone and touched a number on his screen. He held it to his ear, but all it did was ring and ring. He ended the call and tried again. “Fucking wonderful,” he said, ending the call again. “Now Dean’s not picking up. It won’t even go to voicemail.”

      My insides churned. I stood from the stool, my heart racing. There was a possibility the djinn did something to Dean. Look what a djinn had done to Liam’s parents. I looked over at him, gaging his reaction, but his face was passive. “We have to go to the Reid’s house to find out what’s going on.”

      Without speaking, Liam pulled on my arm and we were out the door just about as fast as we came in. Travis hopped in the driver’s seat with Liam in the passenger’s side, calling Randy to tell him to meet us over at the Reid’s.

      I watched the way Liam’s jaw tensed and relaxed as if he were grinding away at his own teeth. After a moment, he turned to Travis, “What exactly did Walter say again?”

      Travis rubbed his jaw. “He said not to get involved and that we should only tell them when we got the pull.”

      “Which makes it sound like we should get the pull still.”

      Travis shrugged. “It did to me, but…semantics. Who knows what they did?”

      I looked inside myself, searching for the area that led me to black magic. I felt that it was right there, hovering at the surface, but it just wasn’t getting triggered. Why would a rogue djinn not be triggering it?

      “We should probably tell them it’s showing itself to me now. Then, we won’t have to lie about what we’re doing,” I mentioned.

      “Couldn’t hurt,” Travis said. “I still don’t know though. They’re pretty adamant about us not doing anything.”

      “Which is ridiculous because if I have a djinn coming after me, and djinns are known to do—” I flicked my gaze to Liam. “—unkindly things to people, then we’re going to do something about it. It’s not like we’re just going to sit back and wait until the djinn does something to me.”

      Travis pushed down harder on the gas the more we talked. We made it to Boston in record time. Traffic wasn’t half as bad on a Saturday, but it was still a major U.S. city, so it wasn’t a cake walk either. Finally, we pulled up to the mansion and got out. Randy was already waiting there, his bike propped up by the kickstand while he leaned on the bike, looking every bit the badass he was. The churning in my gut calmed a little, or maybe that was because we were all together again.

      He kicked away from the bike when he saw us and we all met up just outside the gate. “I knew I didn’t like that prick,” Randy said. “He ghosted on us.”

      I looked from him to Liam, thinking Randy’s dislike had something to do with Liam having a surprise old friend and Randy not knowing how to take that information. He was so used to Liam not having anybody but him. Then, Dean tipped the status quo and he was anxiously waiting to see where he would fall into all this. “The djinn could be going after him, too,” I explained to Randy.

      “We won’t know anything until we go up there and ask,” Gabe said. He grabbed at the iron gates and shook them, hollering out for the guard. A different one came up to the gate this time. Gabe spoke to him, telling him we wanted to see Dean Reid and if he wasn’t available, Mr. Reid would do.

      He seemed hesitant to do anything, but then Randy stepped into view and the guard changed his tune. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said, pulling the radio off his belt and walking away.

      “Tell him we’re from the Order,” Travis called out after him.

      The guy looked over his shoulder, his forehead creasing.

      “He’ll understand,” Travis said.

      The guard shrugged and continued to walk away from us. Within a couple minutes, he made his way back. He unlocked the gate and let us in, telling us that Dean wasn’t in, but that Mr. Reid was happy to see us.

      Unlike when we’d come here to see Dean, an actual servant stood in the main doorway as we walked up to the entrance. He bowed and then showed us through the house to a dark sitting room. A middle-aged gentleman with a suit on stood near a table against the wall with crystal decanters, each one sporting a different hue of brown liquid. He turned when the servant showed us in. He was all smiles. Before the servant left, Mr. Reid asked him to close the door behind him.

      A slight wave of shock went through the servant though he said nothing. Once we were all in the room by ourselves, Mr. Reid turned fully toward us. Upon closer inspection, his upper lip and forehead had dots of sweat and he was pale with a high blush over his cheekbones that didn’t look normal.

      Liam stepped forward. “Where’s Dean?”

      Mr. Reid held an exquisite cup to his lips, his hand shaking slightly. “I don’t know.” He tried to smile, but then just gave up. “I assume that’s why you’re here.”

      “We know you’re having problems with your family djinn,” Liam said. “We need to know where it is and where Dean is as soon as possible.”

      “I wish I could tell you.” He swallowed long and hard, his gaze retreating to the other side of the room where no one else sat, a far-off expression on his face.

      “Listen,” Randy said, screwing all pretense. “That djinn has been following one of us around, and since we know you’re the only one who controls it—”

      Mr. Reid looked up, startled. “B-but, I’m not. Not for the past couple weeks, anyway.”

      “Bullshit,” Randy said, his arms bulging.

      Liam held his hand up to calm Randy down, but all it did was infuriate him even more. He swore, the sound ricocheting off the walls in the room.

      “It’s true,” Mr. Reid said. “I’m not.”

      Liam came forward. Mr. Reid’s face blanched even more, his eyes growing wide with each step he took toward him. “We need to know about this djinn if we’re going to help.”

      “You’re—?”

      “Yes,” Liam said, cutting him off. This wasn’t the time for any reunions. “The djinn, Mr. Reid? How does it work?”

      Mr. Reid leaned over, putting his glass on the small table in front of him. I crossed my hands over my chest, waiting for him to continue while still keeping my guard up. He ran a hand through his hair and started with his story. “My family, among others, found out about djinns a long, long time ago. Around that same time, we also found out that witches could control them to get what they wanted. Some people called it lazy witchcraft, but it worked well for those of us that had one.”

      “Who all had one?” Liam asked.

      “Your family,” he said. “The Pryor’s. There were also the Goode’s, the Hawthorne’s, and the Peabody’s.”

      Shit. I recognized just about every one of those names from Salem’s history. It was impossible not to know this stuff if you spent any time in Historic Salem.

      “For hundreds of years, the djinn worked very well for all of us. Nathaniel Hawthorne became an impeccable, famous writer. The Peabody’s became so wealthy and respected that they named a town after them. But, little by little, their worlds started to go under. Subsequent families disassociated themselves from the line who had the djinn, the Hawthorne’s even dropping the ‘e’ in their name until you see it used as Hawthorn today. Decades and centuries passed, each of the founding families falling into obscurity, sometimes in harsh ways like death, sometimes in ruin. Finally, it was just the Reid’s and the Pryor’s who had a djinn. Since you know about the djinn, I don’t know how much information I need to go into there.” He took a deep breath. “Then, the Pryor’s djinn started to…go bad.” He shrugged. “There’s just no other word for it. So, when the Pryor’s…died.”

      “Were murdered,” Liam said, interrupting.

      Mr. Reid just nodded. “Afterward, it was just us who had a djinn left.”

      “And how is it that you were able to keep your djinn from ‘going bad’?” Travis asked. “Weren’t you the least bit afraid of what would happen after you saw what happened to the Pryor’s? Did you ever think about giving it up?”

      Mr. Reid’s face went scarlet. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted because of that djinn. That’s not something that you just give up.”

      “Even if it would save your own life? Your family’s lives?” Randy demanded.

      “We placed it under safeguards,” Mr. Reid spat. “It worked for years until now.”

      “Now fate’s probably caught up with you,” Randy said. “You know what I think? I think this is karma we’re dealing with here. You can’t just use something to get whatever you want out of it, lock it up, and then expect it not to do anything in return. You’ve treated it like it’s your slave.”

      “It’s what djinns do.” Mr. Reid stood, his hands making fists. “We didn’t do anything to it that it already didn’t naturally do.”

      “And are they naturally supposed to be chained to one family for centuries?” Travis asked, calmer than Randy, but with the same displeasure staining his words.

      “Well—”

      “They’re right,” I said, stepping forward. “You probably pissed it off. Where do you think your son is, Mr. Reid?”

      He ran a shaking hand through his hair. “We got in a fight. He said he had to see where the djinn was, that it was our responsibility, but it had gone missing again. I just want him back!”

      “Your son or the djinn?” Randy barked, looking down his nose at the pathetic father in front of us. Dean was right. His father had an unhealthy attachment to this thing.

      “Both!” Mr. Reid snarled. He bent low, picking up his drink again and throwing the rest of it back.

      What a freaking whackjob. He was putting the djinn and his son on the same level. He was obsessed with this thing just like Dean said he was. “You didn’t tell the djinn to go after me?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      Thank fuck for that. I didn’t need anyone this self-absorbed in my inner circle. “If the Reid’s are the only ones who have control over their family djinn, why would it be doing whatever it wants?”

      “The only thing I can think of is that it’s some sort of curse,” he said, his voice dripping with desperation. He moved forward, his face had fallen. “It’s just like what happened with the other families. We’re being punished.”

      “You should’ve thought about that before you made the djinn stay here to do your bidding.”

      “It’s what it does!” Mr. Reid shot back. “I will not apologize for that. Ever.”

      Randy just shook his head, the muscles bulging in his forearms as he no doubt thought about putting his fist through Mr. Reid’s head. He couldn’t stand any type of abuse whatsoever. Physical abuse, abuse of power, and mental abuse. What Mr. Reid did seemed to tick all those boxes.

      “When Dean, or the djinn, comes back,” Travis said, his leader voice on. “You have to ask it what it does when it leaves and why it’s doing it now?”

      Mr. Reid’s forehead crumpled. “It doesn’t work like that. The djinn doesn’t talk. It just does what we say.”

      “Apparently, that’s not the case,” Liam said.

      But he could barely be heard over Randy’s bellow. “Then you’re going to fucking tell it not to come after Norah anymore.”

      Liam moved forward after Mr. Reid and Randy had a glaring match that could’ve made it into the Olympics. “We’re trying to help,” Liam explained. “When you see or hear from the djinn or Dean again, we need to know about it.” He took a card from his back pocket and dropped it on the table in front of Mr. Reid. “And, if you can get it to stop popping up on Norah, that would be great.”

      “I don’t know if I can,” Mr. Reid said, his voice hollow and stricken. “It hasn’t done anything I’ve wanted in a while. I’ve been lost.”

      “But you’ve said it’s only been doing this for the last two weeks?” I questioned. That didn’t seem like too long of a time.

      Mr. Reid only nodded. “Yes. Two weeks. It’s been terrible.”

      Lord, have mercy. Dean was right. His father was going overboard on this. He looked exactly like the type of guy who would lose it and just do whatever he wanted. I could see why Dean came to us in the first place and now here he was, caught in the middle of all this because his father, and all his ancestors, were too greedy.

      I suddenly had a new appreciation for Granny. At least she instilled good things into me, telling me that being a witch was about helping others, not being able to get exactly what I wanted whenever I wanted it. She told me I still had to work for things, and that was probably the best thing she ever could’ve done for me.

      Liam motioned toward the card. “Just let us know,” he reminded him.

      We showed ourselves out. There was no use in talking to Mr. Reid anymore, he was just a shell of a man, too consumed in his own desires to see that his son could be in danger right now. He was more interested in getting his precious wish-giver back.
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      As soon as we entered the house, Travis put his hands up and stopped in his tracks. I ran right into his backside. Not that I cared about that, it was a fine backside, but it was the shift in his demeanor that worried me. The look on his face heightened my senses. “Smell that?” he finally asked.

      I sniffed. A very light scent of nastiness met my nostrils. It wasn’t overbearing, just a light haze. In fact, I was impressed he even picked it up. To me, it just smelled like someone had left something in the refrigerator for too long.

      “The wards?” Randy asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “They were still in place,” I told them. “I felt them when we came up.”

      Liam pulled out his cell phone. He touched an app on it. We all stood around him. On his screen, a picture of the outside of the house showed up. He then hit a rewind button.

      “Cameras?” I asked.

      “The house isn’t just set up for magical protection,” Liam said. “I had the security system revamped when we decided to move here instead of stay at the apartment. It’s just a precaution.”

      I didn’t care that he’d done that. It was a smart move. I was just embarrassed I hadn’t even noticed.

      He looked up, his gaze softening. “You were at the shop when I had them come in.”

      That made me feel a little better. I supposed.

      “There,” Randy said.

      Liam stopped the video and then played it back. We couldn’t see what had penetrated the wards, only that they vibrated silently when something came through it. “Let me switch to another camera.”

      He moved to the inside of the house and then set it for a couple seconds after the penetration of the wards. One second, there was nothing there, but the next, the djinn was clear as day, caught by our security cameras. The same tufts of gnarled hair and fangs looked up into the camera. He wasn’t even trying to keep his presence a secret. “How is that possible?” I asked.

      Liam shrugged. “It must have something to do with their powers. If their owner wishes them to do something, it might take over anything else, even things people have set in place to stop them from doing whatever it is they want it to do.”

      “So, if the owner said specifically to break into our house?” Randy asked.

      “Exactly. No wards or any spells could’ve stopped it because it’s just doing what it’s told to do.”

      “That’s scary,” Gabe said.

      I agreed. But it made sense too. Maybe that was why my magic wouldn’t work against it either. The more I thought about it, the more I didn’t like the sound of these djinns at all. If they were put into the hands of the wrong person, things could escalate quickly. Though Mr. Reid was a greedy asshole, at least he hadn’t made the slippery trek into black magic yet. With a djinn on his side, who knew what he could do?

      Through the video feed, we followed the djinn around the house until we noticed it took the book back that we borrowed from Dean’s family library. It also went up to my room and came out holding onto one of the shirts I’d worn the other day.

      A shiver went up my spine as we watched it walk out of the house with both those things. “My shirt? What the hell for?”

      Liam turned his phone off and slipped it back into his pocket. “I’m sure someone has a reason.”

      This djinn was truly like an actual stalker. Someone was breaking into my house and stealing my shit. Not to mention following me around to places I went. To top it all off, this one couldn’t be detoured with magic, not when it was being controlled by someone.

      “We can’t stay here,” Travis said.

      Liam threaded his fingers through mine. “The safest place is The Order. Order magic has to be even more powerful than the djinn’s.”

      I swallowed. Displaced again. When would this stop?

      Travis took my other hand and led me up the stairs to my room. He stood there as I grabbed a bag and put a few things into it. I may not have had much back home, but at least I was able to sleep in peace. I was able to live in my house without threat. I turned, feeling down, but saw Travis standing there just looking at me. My heart immediately expanded. Yes, this wasn’t the best of times. We’d look back at all this and shudder, but when we got through this, we’d be so happy that we were all still together as one. That’s what I had to keep in mind.

      “What?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “You were looking at me…funny.”

      I grinned. “I was just thinking about how all sorts of crazy this is.”

      He moved forward, his thumb brushing my cheek as he wrapped his fingers around the back of my neck. “The crazy is worth it as long as we all still have each other. It’s not going to be like this forever, Norah. If you really want to stay here, we—”

      “It’s not that. Not really. I love it here, but I’m not about to sacrifice any of you just so we can sleep in a nice house. Our safety is more important than anything else. We’re just going to have to work harder and faster to find out what’s up with this djinn so we can kick its ass and send it packing.”

      The corner of his mouth tipped up. “You always have a way of saying things.”

      I pulled the bag up onto my shoulder. “A blessing, I guess.”

      He held his hand out, and we left my room and went into his. He dumped his college bag out, textbooks and paper falling onto his comforter and then started stuffing it with clothes. There were so many things we had to put on hold when things got like this. Jobs, school, relationships… It would all be worth it as long as everything worked out in the end, but what if it didn’t? What if this was the time that something bad happened? A memory of the familiar-controlled Liam popped into my head and I shuddered. I didn’t want anything like that happening again.

      Travis and I walked back down the steps and huddled in the entryway. Randy was already down there and soon, Gabe and Liam joined us. The ride back into Salem to Headquarters was somber. No one really spoke, and I wondered if they were all thinking the same things I was thinking in my head. Thank goodness we had each other. Going through this without my coven would’ve driven me batty already.

      The Jeep rocked as we made our way down the back road. When we finally pulled to a stop, we got out. The magic pricked the hair on my arms and led me right toward the entryway. I hoped they were right that the Order magic was more powerful than the djinn’s. No doubt both were old. From what we’d been able to find out about the djinn, they’d been around for a long time and in many cultures. Each people had their own name for them, yet here we were in Salem where families decided to take their future into their own hands. I couldn’t really fault them for that, but when things started to go downhill, why keep the djinn? Why even risk it?

      From watching Mr. Reid, I knew what the answer would be. They were so caught up in their own greed they didn’t want to get rid of the one thing that was giving them all they ever wanted. I hoped if anything like that came to me, I would have the mind enough to realize that the one thing I wanted was hurting me and was hurting everyone around me too.

      A hand moved across my shoulders and I was pulled back into a solid body. I laid my head against Gabe’s shoulders and he kissed my temple as the door opened in front of us. We walked down the stone steps. Around the cavernous room, fire lit in the torches, sending an eerie glow over everything.

      “Okay,” Travis said as we all moved inside. “When we don’t have to leave this room, we’re here. And if we do have to leave, someone else goes with. Especially you, Norah. The djinn doesn’t seem to be preoccupied with us. There were plenty of times it could have come to us, but it chose to come to you instead. There has to be something there.”

      “If it’s not the Reid’s dicking around, it’s whoever this Jay person is,” Randy said, throwing his bag down near his stone seat.

      “The problem with that,” Gabe said, “Is that we have no idea who Jay is or what he wants with Norah. At least Dupre was pretty up front about what he wanted.”

      I would never make a freaking voodoo doll again. Seriously. Who knew such a little thing would cause so much drama?

      “I don’t know if you guys have noticed, but there’s a very real problem with this place.” I waited until they were all looking at me. “There're no showers, no running water, in fact. There’s no internet and no TV.”

      “But most of all no ocean view?” Liam asked, his lip curling up, understanding that I was just trying to infuse a bit of humor into such a sucky situation.

      “Yes, that too. I don’t know what the original Order was thinking. We should most definitely rebuild Headquarters closer to the ocean. I mean, this is ridiculous.”

      “Priorities,” Gabe said, smirking.

      “Exactly. I want my view and the sound of the ocean.”

      It only took a few minutes in the space before Randy got stir crazy. Liam was looking at old texts while the rest of us tried to find something to do, but he just couldn’t take it. Finally, after pacing for several minutes, he said, “I have to get to work at the parlor.”

      Travis stood. “You take someone with you.”

      “Fine,” Randy sighed. “Who wants to see me put tattoos on people?”

      I was about ready to stand when everyone looked at me and shook their head. “Not a good idea for you, Love,” Gabe said. “I’ll go.”

      I grumbled but sat down, anyway. The last thing Randy needed was the djinn showing up when he was putting a tattoo on someone. Yikes. That could go very wrong. We were talking about needles here, and permanent ink.

      Randy and Gabe left soon after. Liam still had his nose stuck in a book and Travis just gave me a small smile before laying down and staring up at the ceiling. From my perch on the stone bench, I walked over to Liam and sat down next to him. “How’ve you been?” I asked.

      He looked up at me, his eyebrows furrowing. “What do you mean?”

      “You know, with finding out about all the big names in Salem, your family being one of them… You must have some thoughts about that.”

      “I do,” he said.

      He pushed his glasses up his nose and didn’t say anything. I felt like I was going to crawl right out of my skin. “And?”

      “I’m surprised,” he said finally. “I spent so long thinking they didn’t love me and that was the reason why they gave me up. I’m still not sure if that’s true. I mean, why give me up? Why not drop the djinn and then leave Salem with me? Make a run for it?”

      I ground the toe of my shoe into the stone beneath us. “You’ve seen Mr. Reid. I guess that’s what getting all you ever wanted does to you.”

      “It kind of scares me,” he said, dropping his voice low. “That maybe I could be like that, too. I’m happy that I know what happened, and that it wasn’t just because my parents didn’t care about me. I’d already come to terms with that but to be proven wrong—sort of—is nice. But that said, I’m glad I wasn’t just a hindrance they decided to get rid of. I’m sad for my family, in a way, too. That they stooped to getting a djinn to bring about all they ever wanted was low. I mean, we’re magic, Norah. We can do pretty much whatever we want unless we’re trying to harm someone. What more could we ask for? We’re blessed in so many ways over and above those with no magical abilities whatsoever. I don’t know,” he said, still thinking out the scenario in his head. “I just hope I never end up like that. I don’t want to be the person who keeps striving for something, and everything I have is never good enough. It’s tough because I think I have that in me. Sometimes I’m not satisfied with just an answer, I have to figure out everything behind it and then some. What if my obsession was power and money and not just being good at something? I could turn out like them.”

      I shook my head. “Not even remotely possible, Liam. You are so far from them it’s not even funny.”

      “No, I’m not. I can see it. I can see that I’m hardwired toward the same thing. Just luckily, I’m not obsessed with power or anything else, yet.” He scooted closer. “That familiar…he brought out my deepest desires in me. You heard him say those things. About not wanting to just be Liam anymore, the smart one. About wanting other things… I never would’ve said it, but he got those thoughts from deep inside of me. If they weren’t in there to begin with, he never would’ve been able to use them against me.”

      I reached up to move his chin to face me. “Look at me. All of us have things inside they’re not so proud of. It’s whether we can keep that thing inside us under control is what really matters. You have yours under control, and you’ll never be like your parents. You wouldn’t give us up just so you could get something. I know it.”

      “I’d like to say I wouldn’t, but I don’t know. What if it was your life on the line?”

      “Don’t think like that. I can take care of myself.”

      “I’m just saying…” He took another stab at it. “When you start to love things so much, you would do anything for them. With that comes a bunch more complications about what you’re willing to do and what you’re willing to sacrifice.”

      “That’s not going to happen to us.”

      “It already did,” he said, face matter-of-fact. “Look what you guys did for me when we were in the other headquarters. You wouldn’t hurt me, even when I had that thing on me. If that’s not falling into the same trap as Mr. Reid, I don’t know what is…”
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      I’d been staring at the ceiling for far too long when the cavern started to shake. I turned my head just slightly and saw Randy and Gabe returning, fast food bags in hand. I leaned up on one arm, staring at the bags and trying not to drool. “You guys are lifesavers.”

      “I can’t believe you guys can eat this shit,” Randy snarled.

      I gave him a warning look. I’d been cooped up inside fucking headquarters all day, so if I wanted to have a fucking greasy ass cheeseburger that would go straight to my thighs, he could eat a dick. Yep. That’s how bored/angry/emotional—did I say bored? B. O. R. E. D. Bored.

      He stepped forward, giving me a slight grin as he dropped the bags at our feet. I stared up at him, incredulous once more. “You better not have spilled fries all over the place.”

      “I was supposed to buy fries?”

      My eyes widened, and I glared at him with what I hoped was the ferocity of a thousand suns. When he still looked unperturbed, I glanced at Gabe. Gabe gave a quick nod, and I instantly relaxed. They were lucky. Right now, I would probably blast them with some of my cool ass purple magic just to see what would happen. It would definitely liven the place up a bit.

      We’d found nothing more useful on djinns than what Mr. Reid had already told us. They were so rare that the Order didn’t have great information on their kind. Liam was already writing up his thoughts to add to the journals. He was also muttering about doing something called a field report and sending it to the superiors after all this was said and done. When I asked him what that was about, he said it was something they did where they gave their observations on every case to their superiors. They were helpful especially in cases like this where we dealt with something that was not so normal.

      This damn djinn. I swear to God, it was going down.

      “In other news,” Randy said, still completely ignoring my shock of horror about the supposed lack of fries. “Dean Reid called me.”

      Liam looked up and blinked. His nose had been stuck in books all day that he probably saw words scrolling across Randy as he spoke. “He did?”

      “Yeah, I tried to call you guys, but cell phone reception in this hole isn’t so great. He says he’s okay and that he was just out trying to find the djinn.”

      Travis scooted forward and grabbed at a bag as soon as I got my cheeseburger and fries in front of me. “Do you believe him?”

      Randy shrugged. “He seemed sincere. He said he and his father got in a fight again. His father was being fucking greedy again and he wanted to do something about it, so he left the house in search of the djinn. He said he used some of the ways his father taught him to call the djinn. Even though it wouldn’t come to him, he thought he could get a fix on where the djinn was only it didn’t work.”

      “No shit,” Travis muttered.

      “Did you tell him what the djinn did to us?”

      “Yes, even though I hate telling that fucker anything. I told him the djinn showed itself to Norah again, almost taking a swipe at her and then it showed up at our house and stole the book he gave us and one of Norah’s sweaters. He’s at a loss and he doesn’t think it’s his dad either. He wouldn’t care about those things. He said his father would ask to win the lottery or for more money in his hedge fund but wouldn’t give a shit about Norah’s sweater.”

      “There has to be a reason for the sweater,” I agreed. “What kind of spells use a person’s personal objects?”

      “Locator spells, for one,” Liam said. We all looked at him and he shrugged. “It would make sense why the djinn would want one since he keeps showing up wherever Norah is. Maybe he wanted to be able to track her down more easily.”

      “Or whoever is controlling it wants him to be able to track her down more easily,” Travis said.

      “Or wants to be able track her down himself,” Gabe suggested. He took a bite out of a chicken nugget, then stopped chewing. His lip curled up in disgust. “Bugger. This is rubbery. Anyone want these? I think I’d rather have a burger.”

      “They’re rubbery because it’s all artificial,” Randy said. “You’re literally poisoning your bodies by eating that shit.”

      “Poison doesn’t taste this good,” I said, taking a big bite and gnawing it down.

      “I’ll give you something that tastes good,” Randy offered.

      Gabe sputtered out an objection. “I suddenly have no more appetite.”

      “I never thought I’d say this,” Liam said, “But I miss my parents’ house. This floor is hard, and the lighting in here sucks for reading.”

      “When all this is over,” I said, looking around at our primitive surroundings, “…we should probably modernize this place a little in case something like this happens again.”

      “You want to modernize headquarters?” Travis asked, his eyebrows moving up.

      I closed my eyes, picturing my ideal space. “I’m thinking electricity. Maybe a refrigerator.”

      “A hot tub,” Gabe suggested.

      I burst out a laugh. “I don’t think it would go with the decor, but maybe we could get a hot tub at the house…” I said, turning toward Liam.

      Liam shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      “Norah in a bathing suit all the time?” Travis put out there. “We’ll never get any work done again.”

      “I’ll call around as soon as this is over,” Liam said, eyeing me with a special twinkle in his eye. “I also want to get another car. We need more than one because sharing the Jeep is getting old.”

      “Yeah,” I added. “Especially when you’re stuck underground for hours because someone has to go to work.”

      Randy moved forward. “Aww, were you lonely?”

      “Hey,” Travis said, “We were here.”

      “I wasn’t lonely. I was bored out of my mind.”

      We talked the rest of the evening. Since we had no outside light, we could only tell what time it was by our watches and cell phones. We came up with ideas about what to do to headquarters and what we could do to the Pryor Estate once we could live there again. Dreams of the future helped fill the time. In every single picture, I had all four of them around me. All four of them in our supposed new hot tub. All four of them in the hammock that Gabe suggested. Travis brought up a dock and jet skis and I could see us out there bouncing over waves and laughing. It was nice to dream. Even if it never happened, it got us through that evening when there was literally nothing else to do. It helped me focus on the future instead of how bad my back ached from laying on the unforgiving stone.

      Eventually, Gabe came over and used some of his extra clothes he packed as a makeshift mattress for us both. It reduced some of the hard impact. The last thing I remembered before drifting off to sleep was Liam talking about the kind of car we should get. With a smile on my face, I cuddled down into Gabe’s frame and dreamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at the front desk at my shop, Travis behind me, his hands on my shoulders. We’d taken turns giving one another massages since we’d woken up with creaky, aching bodies. I’d slept more than I thought, but that still didn’t make up for the pain I felt after pulling myself up off the hard surface that morning. “I say before we head back tonight, we grab a few air mattresses.”

      Travis circled his thumbs into my spine and I stiffened into his touch before relaxing again. “Amen,” he said.

      He was on first watch over me since he didn’t have any classes until later in the day. Gabe and Liam were at class now while Randy was at the gym. He was probably the only one who’d been able to take a shower this morning and I was immensely jealous. Gabe may have had the opportunity too since he was an athlete. He could probably go into the locker rooms and do his thing. Me? I’d went into the back room and splashed water on my face and arms, trying to make myself act alive even if I barely passed for the living at the moment.

      “My turn,” Travis said.

      I got up, and we switched positions. Travis got on the stool and I stood behind him, working my fingers into his tired, aching bones. He moaned every time I hit a good spot, so I stayed there working out the kinks until they subsided and I moved on to another part. We were due to have more interviews today but not until a little later. Business was slow for a Monday. We’d only rang up four sales by the time the afternoon hit. Within the next half an hour, Travis would be switching out with Liam, so he could go to his class.

      My hands drifted lower onto Travis’s back. He stood up straight, giving me ample ground to work with. My fingers curled around his hips and he let out a soft groan. This was different from the others. This wasn’t like a painful one he knew would feel good as soon as I sank my fingers into his skin, this one started out feeling good from the start. A smile quirked my lips as my fingers dug in harder, inching closer around his hips to the front. From the side, I saw the muscle working in his jaw as he clamped his mouth shut. He turned, giving me a wry look, but I took it another step further like I usually did. I moved my hands down the v of his hips and out over his thighs.

      “Norah,” he ground out.

      “Yes?” I asked innocently.

      “You know what you’re doing.”

      “I know.”

      “We’re in your shop. A customer could come in.”

      “I know,” I said, my heart trilling a little. “But we’re hidden behind the counter.”

      His legs started to drop open, and I inched closer, almost to the goal spot I had in mind. Travis stiffened, and I caught my lip between my teeth. Unfortunately, the bell rang above the door just then. With a gasp, I pulled my hands back, my heart in my throat.

      Travis let out a sigh, his face about twenty different shades of red, but when we saw who’d come in, we were all business. “Dean?”

      The ever posh, rich witch strode into the store as if he owned the place. He wore a turquoise colored polo shirt over khaki shorts with a pair of boat shoes that looked trendy enough to make him look like he was trying too hard. He looked around the store, giving a casual glance over all the stuff before finding us behind the counter and coming closer. “Is it just you guys?” he asked.

      We nodded.

      He stared at my hands around Travis’s hips, his face pinching. He’d seen me with my hands on all of them lately. I was sure he had questions but because he was brought up with manners, he didn’t ask. That was fine with me. I didn’t feel as if I had to explain my lifestyle choices to anyone, especially Dean Reid.

      “Liam’s not here?” he asked.

      “Not for a little while,” I told him. “Why? What’s up?”

      His face smoothed out a little. “Just curious.”

      I eyed him a little longer this time. He’d told Liam the truth about his parents and how they were childhood friends. I wondered if he wanted to be his friend again, if he wanted to pick things up now that they weren’t in the sandbox anymore or if he was just as content with the way things turned out. If they were as close as he made Liam believe, I couldn’t imagine he’d want to forget it all. They had so much in common. It might even be good for Liam to have him as a friend. He’d be able to understand more about what happened to him and who his parents were.

      “So, what happened yesterday?” Travis asked.

      Dean ran a hand through his hair and for the first time, I realized it wasn’t gelled to perfection like it normally was. He was also pale with shadows under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept very well the night before. Welcome to the club, I wanted to say. Looked like we were both having a harsh day of it. At least he probably slept on a nice, soft mattress in a kickass room that was probably decked out in whatever he wanted.

      “Crazy stuff,” Dean said. “I was able to track the djinn a little, but he kept avoiding me. Kept blipping out and showing up somewhere completely different. It was like a game of cat and mouse. He’d lead me somewhere and then leave. I’d pick up the trail once more, only to lose him again.”

      “Well, Randy told you some of the places he went, right?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I wonder if that’s when I lost him, when he was messing around with you.” He looked at me in earnest. “I really wish I knew what was going on.”

      Travis looked at me and I gave him a slight nod. During our massage sessions, we’d been tossing around ideas and we couldn’t get Jay out of our head. He was the only person that made any sense, even more so now that the djinn had taken a piece of my clothing. If he’d truly done it so he could have easy access via a locator spell, well, who else could it be?

      “Here’s the thing,” Travis said. “We have an idea of who it could be.”

      “Yeah?” Dean asked. He stepped forward, eager to hear what he had to say.

      “If it’s not your father, there’s only one other person that we know of that wants Norah. We don’t know why this person wants Norah, which makes it even more difficult to trace though.”

      “I thought you guys defeated the guy who wanted Norah. Isn’t that what I was helping Ren with?”

      “Yes, and no,” Travis said. “We did take care of him,” he said, careful about what information he gave Dean. “But he wasn’t the one calling the shots. Dupre had someone else above him and we think he’s the one that might be behind all of this now.”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense.” Dean shook his head. “My family is the only one that’s supposed to have control over the djinn. How does that come into play?”

      “That’s one of the mysteries, but it has to be linked,” Travis said. “Have you ever heard of a guy named Jay?”

      “No,” Dean said right away. He stood straighter and looked down at the counter. “I haven’t heard that name.”

      “He was working with Dupre.”

      The air in the room thickened. A tingle of awareness started at the base of my spine and worked its way up. It wasn’t until the tail of the familiar peeked out of Dean’s collar that it dawned on me why.

      I gasped, but it was too late.

      Travis stood, moving in front of me, but it wasn’t me Dean was going for. His hand shot forward, full of magic that was hidden behind the counter. Travis careened backwards, knocking into me until we fell as a heap on the floor.

      I winced when I made contact with the tile. That did not feel good on top of all the other aches I had going on that day. I peeked down, noticing Travis’s head on my stomach. I took his shoulders and shook them before whispering, “Travis, Travis.”

      He didn’t move. My stomach lurched. “Travis!”

      Footsteps sauntered around the counter. Looking up into Dean’s face gave me déjà vu. I didn’t know how I didn’t recognize it before. The pale face, the lost eyes. It was like staring at Liam when he had the serpent familiar on him. I pushed at Travis to get my body free. “You know who Jay is, don’t you?”

      A wicked glint started in Dean’s eyes. “Just met him myself. It turns out the djinn was leading me…right to Jay.” Dean wiggled his fingers in the air and then stared at them. “This power is pretty cool.”

      He glared back down, and I threw myself in front of Travis’s unmoving body. Instead of feeling a sharp pain, I felt my shoulders being pulled back by an unseen force and my hands moving together behind my back. I tried to pull my wrists apart, but to no avail. They were fused together. Hard, forceful hands clasped down on my shoulder and he pulled me to my feet. Travis’s head fell off my thigh and fell onto the floor at my feet.

      I stared down at Travis’s unmoving body. “You better not have hurt him.”

      I kicked out, hoping to hit Dean where it would catch him off guard, so I could try to make a run for it, but instantly, my ankles were fused together and I started to tip over. Without having the use of my arms to brace my fall, Dean caught me just before I head-butted the counter.

      “That would’ve hurt,” he said.

      “Fuck you.”

      He pulled me close to him, so close his nose and lips were the only things I saw. “I got to ask,” he said, his false voice dripping with curiosity. “Are you sleeping with all of them? Do they know you’re sleeping with all of them? I’m just curious as fuck because I’d love to get in on a little of that action.”

      I screwed up my facial features to seem impartial. This wasn’t Dean Reid. I wasn’t saying the guy wasn’t cocky or full of himself, but he truly wouldn’t be saying these things if it weren’t for the familiar on him. It was the same thing that happened to Liam. Liam did and said things he never would have if it weren’t for the familiar. Dean—the real Dean—had done nothing but help the Order. It was just hard to remember that when my hands and feet were magically tied, and his creepy hands were feeling up my backside under the pretense of helping me walk from the store.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Oh, I agree. Actually, I don’t. I want to jump your bones and I’m used to getting my way.”

      “Don’t,” I said, my voice hard, almost pleading with Dean. If he was still in there somewhere, maybe he could help keep himself under control… unless I completely misjudged him.

      His jaw ticked, and he swallowed hard. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to walk out of the store before the others get here and then you’re going to get into my car. I’m going to take you to Jay.” I struggled against him and he pulled back on my arm, my shoulder cracking in pain. “You’re going to do that because if you don’t, I’m going to come back here and finish off Travis. You know I can, too. You’ve seen the familiar at work before.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling for the magic in my palms, hoping I could do something to incapacitate Dean so that Travis and I could get the hell out of here and back to headquarters where we’d be protected by ancient, powerful magic.

      Dean burst out into a laugh loud and hard. “Do you think I placed regular magical restraints on you? No. These take all the power you just tried to pull from you and put them back into the restraints itself. Thanks for making them even more powerful. Now, are we ready to leave this store?” He checked his watch. “I imagine the others will be on their way. I believe Liam gets out of class in about five minutes.”

      I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

      “My good friend came back to Salem and you don’t think I keep tabs on him?”

      Part of me knew that to engage with him would be stupid because it was mostly the familiar talking, but I also couldn’t help myself. “You know his schedule? Why didn’t you ever try to talk to him?”

      He pulled at my arms and I shuffled toward the front door. He loosened the leg restraints a little, so I could take regular strides but still felt the pull limiting my range of motion. I had enough just to walk without tripping and falling on my face.

      “I thought I’d made that clear before. My family is on the downhill slope to bad. How in the hell was Liam, who’d come back as a member of the Order, ever going to be my friend? It wasn’t going to happen. My dad had pretty much assured that.”

      I swallowed, suddenly feeling bad for Dean. If familiar-controlled-Dean was telling the truth, he cared about Liam more than he let on.

      “Don’t make a sound once we step outside. You know no one can help you. They’re just normal.” He pushed me out the door and then pulled it closed behind us. I took one more look inside, trying to see Travis. He still hadn’t moved, his feet peeking out from behind the counter exactly as they were when we fell.

      Dean angled me down toward the good restaurants where the historical part of Salem suddenly turned into the commercial part. There was a bank down there and offices. It was also in the opposite direction Gabe and Liam would be coming from. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Like I’m going to tell you. For all I know, you have some freaky way to tell them.”

      “If I can, don’t you think I can end up telling them anyway, whether you tell me now or when we just show up there?”

      He didn’t answer. He kept his face straight ahead. We passed vacationing families on the street and others in suits and dresses for their work day. We even passed other people on the street I could tell were a part of Salem’s witch businesses. Some wore capes or goth makeup. They looked like the quintessential centerpiece to Salem, but none of them knew what was going on here. The reality that was so close. To them, we were just two people walking down the street next to them. He was right about them being useless. I tried to pull on my magic again, but the wrist restraints only cinched tighter. He was right about that too. I was stuck, and he knew it.

      The only thing I could do was hope that when Liam and Gabe got there, they could wake Travis up and find out who had taken me. If there was a way to share where I was going, I didn’t know it. Even if there was, I had no idea where I was headed yet. Not that it mattered. When Dean walked me toward his fancy sports car, he pulled open the passenger side door and helped me sit. After that, he snapped his fingers in front of my face and the world went dark.

      I was alone and going to Jay. The only good thing about it was that I might be able to find out what he wanted with me now. Even though he was stronger, we might be able to take him out like we had with Dupre.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.
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      “Fuck.”

      My eyes blinked open. A hand came down hard on my shoulders and shook me. I’d remembered vaguely Norah doing that right before... Norah! My eyes flew open, but instead of seeing her sweet brown eyes, I stared up into Liam’s terrified face.

      I sat up fast, my head spinning. I closed my eyes to try to stop it from happening, but the world tilted and even though my eyes were shut, I felt as if I was in a kaleidoscope. Colors shifted, and the world moved in front of me like it was an earthquake and I was barely holding onto the edge. “Where is she?” I was finally able to get out.

      Liam sat hard on the floor beside me. “I was hoping you would know something about that.”

      I racked my brain trying to think of the last thing I remembered. We were talking to Dean. I got a chest ache and then everything went black. But no, there was more. “Shit. The familiar.”

      Liam’s eyes widened, and true terror swept over him. He knew firsthand what it was like to come up against that thing. “What about it?”

      “The familiar is on Dean.”

      He sucked in a breath. “And he took Norah?”

      With a major case of cotton mouth, I tried to swallow. I looked away from Liam as he took out his cell phone. I was supposed to be watching her. How did I let this happen? Now she was with someone who had the familiar and we didn’t know where she was. Because of me.

      I must have let some or all of that out because Liam spoke up. “It’s not your fault.”

      Fuck that. It was completely my fault. I should’ve been just as paranoid as Randy and not trusted anybody. He sure as fuck didn’t trust Dean, but I had.

      “I’m calling Randy. You call Gabe.”

      My stomach did a mad somersault. Now someone else would know what I let happen. I pulled my cell from my pocket. The screen was cracked. I must’ve landed on it. Thankfully, the thing still worked, it was just a little hard to see. Liam’s conversation with Randy was going about as good as could be expected. He was a raving lunatic when things like this happened. The guy could turn into an ogre in three seconds flat, which was good for us most of the time, but it only served to deepen my guilt. Norah was taken because of me.

      “Hello? Travis?” Gabe asked, a little forcefully. I wasn’t sure how many times he’d tried to answer the phone when my mind was occupied elsewhere.

      “Norah,” I said, my voice cracking.

      There was a pause. “What about her?”

      As soon as I said the words, hot, thick guilt soured my stomach. “Dean came into the shop. He has the familiar on him and now he has Norah.”

      He didn’t ask how I could let that happen, but I knew they were all thinking it.

      “He hit me with some magic,” I said immediately as if that would explain everything away.

      “I got to go, Coach,” I heard Gabe say. His coach yelled multiple protests, but Gabe ignored him. “I’ll be on the South lawn. Pick me up.”

      He ended the call, and I slowly pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at Liam. He helped me to my feet, and I shifted a little, uncomfortable. My chest still hurt like a bitch. I brought my hand up and rubbed there. “Are you going to be okay?” Liam asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “Let’s just get the fuck out there and find her.”

      He walked to the door, and I followed him as steady as I could. When he got there and turned around, I was only halfway through the store, so he slowed up. “We can’t just start searching for her without a good place to start. We’re heading to the Reid’s again and I don’t care if we have to raid the fucking place, we’re looking through his stash of books and we’re also going to get Reid to fucking call that djinn, so we can figure out where she is.”

      All of that sounded like a damn good idea.

      When I got to the door, Liam put a hand on my shoulder and urged me forward. He kept it there as we went for the Jeep. We got a few glances from confused people as we walked down the sidewalk, providing me with proof that I looked a lot worse than I felt, and I felt shitty.

      He helped me into the passenger seat and then sent a text out to Randy. “Telling him to meet us at the South Lawn of SSU. We’ll go in the Jeep from there.”

      I nodded, resting my head against the seatbelt. He turned the keys in the ignition and pulled out into traffic, making a few cars beep in the process. It didn’t faze him, he just kept on about his business, weaving through traffic as if we were in an Indy 500 race and we needed to get to the finish line first. We kind of did, didn’t we? Norah was at stake here.

      Because of me.

      “Is there anything else you remember?” Liam asked.

      My head had started to throb, so I put my fingers on my temples as I thought. “We were asking Dean if he knew about Jay. I think that was the last thing we said before he hit me in the chest with some powerful ass magic. I had no idea Dean was that powerful.”

      “Remember,” Liam said. “It’s not all him. Some of it is the familiar. Trust me. That thing is powerful, and old, and evil.”

      Wonderful. “Can you pick up the speed?”

      A motorcycle roared past us then. It was Randy. He was able to flit through the traffic faster than we were. Liam tried maneuvering the Jeep through the gaps in traffic Randy left like we were as small as the motorcycle, but it didn’t work as well. Too many minutes later, we ended up at the campus in front of Gabe. Randy had already parked his bike, so they both jumped into the backseat, not even Randy bothering to waste time to ask for one of the front seats.

      As soon as their doors closed, Liam pulled out into traffic again, telling them the plan he had. Gabe leaned forward. “You okay, Mate. You look like shit.”

      I rubbed at my chest again even though my head was feeling clearer the more time went by. “I’ll be okay.”

      I peeked behind me to find Randy wound up tighter than a coiled spring. He had the worst temper out of all of us, and the fastest instinct to fight. It was a sign of how he’d grown up, the shit he’d had to endure ingrained that into him. Maybe if I’d been more careful, more cautious of other people…

      “If that fucker doesn’t work with us, I can’t promise you guys anything,” Randy said.

      I knew the feeling. I was usually the first one to think of Jax and how things could start to escalate quickly, taking us in the exact opposite direction we wanted to go in, but I was right there with him this time. Norah had been my responsibility at the time and now she wasn’t here.

      “Did you try calling Dean?” Liam asked.

      “You really think he’s going to answer?”

      Liam shrugged, looking at Randy in the rearview mirror. “The familiar is cocky. He might just answer and if he does, we might get some clues as to where he’s taken Norah.”

      Randy didn’t need more convincing than that. He pulled his phone out and called Dean. The phone rang and rang. Just before the voicemail switched on, a voice came through the other line. “Yes?”

      My heart flew up through my chest, and I turned around in my seat to stare at Randy. He had the phone on speaker and we were now all just staring at the screen as if it was our lifeline. “We know you have her.”

      “Well, I didn’t try to hide it.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Can’t tell you that yet. Trust me, it will all come out in good time.”

      “Let us talk to her.”

      “Mmm. No.”

      Randy growled in his throat, but Dean only laughed. Though, it was more like the familiar controlling Dean’s body laughing. I hadn’t heard him sound as sinister as that before. He’d actually been cool with us. He was the reason we’d found out how to take the familiar off Liam in the first place. “If you tell us, we’ll help you get that familiar off you, Dean. We know how to do it. Remember, you gave us the spell? We can get it off you. Please. Tell us.”

      The line was silent, and my stomach squeezed thinking maybe I had gotten through to the real Dean.

      “I can’t do that,” Dean’s voice said. “You see, despite all my worry about my father and his greed taking over him, part of it was just jealousy. I really like all this power. My father was so power hungry that he hardly ever shared it with me, but now I have all the power I want at my disposal.”

      “And Jay did that, right? You also know how that turned out for the last person Jay used to do his bidding.”

      “That is true,” Dean said. “I guess I’m going to have to risk it. Trust me, you guys will be here sooner than you think. Perhaps not as soon as you want to be, but—”

      “Is Norah okay?” Randy interrupted. “Let us talk to her.”

      “She can’t talk right now.”

      A sharp pain formed in my stomach. If they’d done anything to hurt her…

      “Why?” Randy growled out.

      “Well, she’s just sleeping. Don’t get too hyped up, Lacone. I couldn’t have her awake and sending you guys a message somehow. You guys are a coven, and I’m not sure how that all works yet. I suspect I’ll find out sooner or later though.”

      A creak sounded on the other end as well as an echoing slam. The phone call ended right there. “Dean?” Randy asked. When there wasn’t an answer, he said it again. He made the screen wake up and noticed that the call had ended. Swearing, he forced the phone back into his pocket. “Son of a bitch.”

      “We still have other things to do,” Liam said. “We’re not SOL.”

      “Luck has nothing to do with it,” I said. “If we’re going to win this, we’re going to have to do it with magic.”

      The long drive into Boston seemed even longer with the traffic we were up against. When we finally pulled up in front of the Reid’s house, we didn’t wait a second longer to jump from the Jeep and run to the gate. During the drive, I’d recovered enough that I’d felt almost normal as I approached the iron bars and shook them. Owen, the guard Norah had dealt with, stepped forward again. He quickly scanned our group, his eyes lighting with recognition. Seeing that Norah wasn’t there though, he frowned.

      “We need to talk to Mr. Reid,” Liam said.

      “Mr. Reid doesn’t want any visitors.”

      “Listen,” Liam snapped. “You know that girl who was with us before? She’s in trouble. We want to help her, but if we don’t get to talk to Mr. Reid right now, we’re wasting fucking time. We need to see him right now.”

      Owen’s eyes rounded. “H-he’s not here.”

      “Fuck!” Randy screamed.

      Even Owen jumped back.

      “Let us in,” I said steadily. “We’ve already met with Dean and Mr. Reid. We’re not here to hurt them or to take anything from them, we’re just here to find out information we need to save Norah.”

      “If we don’t hurry, something might happen to her,” Liam said. He steeled his voice. I knew he was saying it for affect, but it also could’ve been true. Besides all that, it was probably the best excuse we could’ve used with Owen. The guy was totally smitten with her.

      He opened the gate. We didn’t wait for it to swing open, we just ran forward, jumping up on the Reid’s front steps and hurtling through the door. A girl in the kitchen screeched as we all ran forward.

      “We’re not here for you,” Liam said. She had magic coming off her. She wasn’t quite as strong as her father and brother, but she had some magic—Reid magic. “We need you to open the secret door downstairs.”

      She opened her mouth as she backed up against the refrigerator.

      “We know you have a secret room in the basement. Your brother has already taken us down there.”

      Owen followed in after us, giving the girl a quick nod.

      Her shoulders deflated. “My father’s going to kill me.”

      “He probably won’t,” Gabe said. He immediately caught her attention. It was the fucking accent. It was always the accent. He gave her a smile. “If it makes you feel any better, you can tell him we threatened you, but I really don’t think that will be necessary. We’re friends.”

      “I’ve never heard of you,” she said, even though she was already walking toward the basement door.

      “We’re the Order,” Liam said.

      She turned, her eyes widening. Gabe chuckled. “The Order of the Akasha? And no, we’re not here for your family, it’s just that we think your family has something we need. Oh, and your brother’s in trouble, too. If you don’t let us down into that room, something might happen to him.”

      That spurred her even more than Gabe’s accent. “Dean?” she asked in a frightened voice. When we nodded, she pulled the basement door open and ran down the steps. At the bottom of the stairs, she turned toward the door. It opened right up for her. What with that Reid blood and everything, it didn’t give her a hard time like it did us. We never would’ve been able to get into it without her.

      “Thank you,” Gabe said. She nodded and stood off to the side as Liam rushed in first with Randy and I following quickly after. Once we were inside, Gabe asked her if she knew where her father was and if she could call him and tell him we were there and that we needed him.

      She told him her cell phone was on the counter upstairs and that she’d do it right away.

      Afterward, he sauntered right in and I wanted to smack the smirk off his face even though it was always uncanny. That accent did everything for him.

      “We’re looking for anything to do with djinns,” Liam said. “Start with the books that look like they’re old and dark. You can feel the difference if you concentrate. We need to figure out how to call the djinn because then the djinn can lead us to wherever Norah is. He’s wrapped up in this somehow, most likely Jay was trying to take the power from him and out of the Reid’s hands. Maybe he thought he needed more power because we were able to defeat Dupre? I don’t know. I haven’t quite figured it all out yet, but I know we’re headed in the right direction. There has to be something in here that tells us how we can call the djinn even if he doesn’t want to come.”

      “Maybe the original calling?” Gabe asked.

      Liam looked up from what he was doing. “Shit. I didn’t think of that. Good idea. If Mr. Reid can call the djinn using the original spell, he might have to come no matter what. Shit, Gabe. That was genius.”

      I looked at all the books in the room. Who knew where the hell that spell was, but since it was the only thing we had to go on until Mr. Reid returned home, we had to run with it. At least we had a direction now and weren’t just flying by the seat of our pants. A good thing, too, because Norah was missing, and none of us were able to concentrate as well when we knew she was in danger.

      I hoped to God she was okay. And if she wasn’t, there’d be hell to pay.
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      I inhaled. The stale smell of God knew what met my nostrils. I was lying on a bed of prickers, sharp points sticking into my arms. Blinking awake, I coughed immediately, the smell of whatever was around me making my eyes water and my nose tickle. Pushing myself up, I looked around. Wood. Straw. And yep, what smelled like the ripe old smell of manure even though it looked like no one had come into this barn in years.

      Thick, circular beams stretched out across the roof overhead while the planks of wood that made up the barn walls let in tiny shafts of orange light from the sunset outside. In front of me was a wide-open space with a barn door pushed back on its rolling track, letting in the sights of trees and waist-high grass parted by an old driveway. Jay wasn’t intent on keeping me locked away then. Of course, he wasn’t. That wasn’t what this was about.

      “Good,” a voice said. I jumped and looked to my right where I believed the voice had come from. In the distance, a shadow moved that was of human build. It wasn’t a shadow at all though. It was a person. “You’re awake.”

      I cleared my throat, making sure I could talk with authority before I even attempted anything else. My hands were still bound behind my back in whatever magic familiar-controlled-Dean had used to stifle my own powers. “Jay, I take it? So nice to meet you finally.”

      The guy chuckled. “I knew you’d be like this. Funny, quirky, maybe even a bit of a bitch…”

      I shrugged at that. I had been known to do and say some bitchy things, but I wasn’t so sure he should be calling me out on that since he’d basically kidnapped me. If that wasn’t a bitch move, I didn’t know what was. “I guess it suits me.”

      The shadow moved forward. I peered into the darkness trying to make out the figure. After all, who wouldn’t be curious to find out the face of the person who’d been trying to ruin their life for the past month or so? This guy was the one behind fucking Dupre and the crazy shit he did. Dupre wasn’t the mastermind of most of that stuff. He was the type to use a voodoo doll, hiding in the shadows to take care of business. That wasn’t Jay’s style at all. Interesting he had stayed silent for so long.

      “I see you’re trying to get a glimpse of me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Don’t worry. You don’t know me.”

      A harsh laugh whipped out of me. “Don’t know you? So, why is it that you’ve been trying to get me for so long? If I don’t know you why even bother?” I stifled a gasp. Mr. Reid. It had to have been him in the shadows behind all of this. He had control of the djinn, and he didn’t know me. However, that still didn’t answer the question as to why he would be doing this.

      “It has nothing to do with you, really. You just got caught in the crossfire. Hey, how’s that coven treating you?”

      The shadow shifted to lean against a rotting piece of wall. The musty hay smell in this place was overpowering. Every time he moved, it kicked up a whole different layer inside the space. “Why do you care?”

      He chuckled long and hard. “Oh, I care.”

      I pulled myself up into more of a sitting position and checked the area behind me. One of those thick circular logs was at my back so I leaned against it. “You know what’s not cool?” I ventured. “When someone takes you, presumably to hurt you, but they don’t even tell you why.”

      “You know what’s also not cool? When your friends completely desert you and then you have nothing.” His voice cracked out like a whip. “Nothing,” he seethed. “They took everything from me.”

      This wasn’t about me. I didn’t know anyone enough to make them so angry. This sounded deep-rooted, and painful.

      “Still don’t know who I am?” he breathed. “That’s…. Actually, I shouldn’t be surprised. They have you now so…”

      I stared into the shadows, narrowing my gaze to try to see through the wall of darkness, but none of it worked. If I’d had access to my magic, I could’ve made a light or something else, but I didn’t dare to try to pull on my magic again with what happened last time. All it did was make the restraints tighter and stronger.

      Gazing around the interior of the barn again, I looked for anything that might help me escape. These restraints weren’t going to come off, but if I could somehow get Jay out of the picture, I could run off. I didn’t know where I was, but it was better than just staying with this mentally unhinged guy.

      He laughed darkly again, pulling my attention back to him. He said ‘they’ had me, whoever that was. Since he was intent on talking, I should keep him talking. If he was talking, he wasn’t hurting me and that was one of my main goals for the moment. “Who has me?” I asked.

      “The Order.”

      I stood up straighter then. “What about them?”

      “You’re their fifth.”

      “So?”

      The shadow from the corner of the room came charging out at me. He stopped mere inches from my face, crouched down to my level. “So, I was their fifth,” he spat.

      He was my age, dark hair. He had a good build and a handsome face. My stomach tugged as if I should know this guy, and I guess I did. I’d heard stories about him. Jax. The one who’d been stripped of powers because of what he did while a member of the Order. ‘Harm none’ was their motto, and he certainly hadn’t done that.

      But the feeling in my stomach wasn’t just because I knew his story, it was a pull I recognized. No, it wasn’t as strong as my connections with the other guys, but it was there all the same. His furious mask softened a little as if he noticed it at the same time I did.

      “Jax,” I said, confirming for him that I knew who he was. I wanted to roll my eyes and tell him how clever it was that he called himself Jay, but also slap myself in the forehead. We’d really missed out on that stupid clue.

      “At least you know who I am.”

      My first thought was of Travis and how he’d shunned me at first because of his relationship with the guy in front of me. They’d been best friends for years. Grew up together, hung out with one another, became members of the Order together. Despite all the evil things he’d done, the guy in front of me wasn’t all bad. Or, at least he hadn’t always been. “Travis is going to have a hard time with this.”

      Jax’s eyes turned black. Not just from the poor lighting or because of some inner emotional turmoil, but they turned legit black like a curtain coming down over them. A shiver ran up my spine and my first instinct was to move away, but there was a post at my back and the fact that my hands were tied together with magical restraints. Faced with pure evil and I couldn’t go anywhere.

      “I think you’ll understand when I say I don’t give a good Goddamn if Travis isn’t going to take this very well. He knew me best.”

      “Knew you being the operative words. Then again, I wasn’t there. I shouldn’t say anything, but from what I heard, you’d changed, Jax.”

      “They put the mark on me. They let them strip me.”

      “Did they have another option?”

      “There’s always an option!” he screamed.

      He sat back on the hay. He was only a mere three feet from me and the anguish inside him blasted off in waves. It was hard not to get pulled into it. On one hand, I felt like I knew him. Even my stomach was tugging me toward him, but on the other hand, he’d done awful things and it didn’t matter if they had a history with him. He was what he was now, not what he was before.

      “What’s your plan here?” I asked, my voice soft. “What was all this about?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and then brought his knee up to drape an arm over it. “I want them to feel alone. I want to do to them what they did to me.”

      “What Travis did to you nearly killed him.”

      He snarled, his lip pulling up into a sneer. “Why do you say that? Because he hesitated to jump you unlike the rest of them? I hate to break it to you but that’s just Travis. He loves girls, don’t get me wrong, but he’s always had this thing about not getting involved while he’s a member of the Order. He can’t bring them into this world, so he didn’t usually bother.”

      I shook my head. He was wrong. Travis wasn’t in a good place because of what happened to him in the recent past, including what had happened to Jax. It had nothing to do with wanting me or not wanting me.

      As I watched him, his eyes returned to their normal dark color, the black sheet dissipating. I had some ideas about what that meant, but I was hoping I was wrong.

      “So, let’s make this clear,” I said, trying to figure him out. “You found Dupre because he wanted to get back at me for selling him a useless voodoo doll. Congratulations by the way, he was a winner. Now since he’s gone, you actually have to come out of hiding yourself to do it.”

      “Dupre was always just supposed to bring you to me, and you’re right, he was a dumbass. I needed to find someone with half a brain, so when a little birdie told me the Reid’s had access to a djinn and were also smart and powerful, I didn’t need to look any further. Mission accomplished. And look, Dean did just what I asked him to do and in far less time than Dupre.”

      “Only because he had the familiar on him.”

      Jax smirked. “And because he had your trust.”

      I ground my teeth together. “But that had nothing to do with you, did it? Dean didn’t always have the familiar on him. He approached us when he was just himself. I’d already trusted him by the time you got the familiar on him. Maybe I should’ve been more like Randy.”

      “Aww, Randy. I miss him,” he said without feeling. “I think you’ve damn near broke him though. He’s not near as much fun as he was when you weren’t around. I could always count on him to go out and have fun with, but you’ve got him trained now.”

      “I didn’t train him,” I snapped. There was nothing I hated more than a woman being thought of as a reason for why a guy changed. We were all individuals. Randy could do what he wanted.

      “So, how do you account for his suddenly being so tame?”

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      He tapped his chin. “I might do that, but we have other, more important things to discuss when they get here. I don’t think I’ll be getting to that discussion point right away. As soon as they figure out where we are that’s when the fun will begin.”

      “And how are they going to figure out where we are?”

      “Trust me, I’ve left a trail of breadcrumbs. Also, don’t underestimate their feelings for you. It seems like they’ll go through anything to get to you while they didn’t even reach out after what happened to me. They lied to the Order for you. I guess that was just too much to ask for me.”

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” I said slowly. “Maybe it’s because of you they decided to change things up.”

      He shook his head. “No, you got it wrong. It’s because you’re more important. I mean, I can’t blame them. I wasn’t banging all of them.”

      Great. Another person to give me their commentary on my love life. “Right. You had Jennie.”

      He reacted so fast I couldn’t even prep myself. His palm came down hard on my cheek. My head rattled inside, and I tasted blood in my mouth.

      He’d slapped me. A big old bitch slap to the face. What a dick.

      “Don’t bring her up.”

      I turned back to him slowly, my jaw clenched. It seemed I’d hit a sore spot. I’d have to save that information for later when I got out of these restraints somehow. I really didn’t feel like getting the shit kicked out of me when I couldn’t fight back, but when these magical cuffs were off, so were all the bets.

      Jax looked down. He pushed a button on his watch and the face glowed. “I wonder how long it will take them to figure it out.”

      Not soon enough for me. Jax was unhinged. At some points, I could see the person he was, but not all the time. To be brutally honest with myself, I could understand his anger, his pain. What if the Order came back to us and said I couldn’t be a member of the coven, or worse, that in order for me not to be a part of them, I was getting stripped?

      What if the guys did to me what they did to Jax? I didn’t want to be just their memory. With as close as covens were, I understood Jax’s raw feelings, but there was still that conversation I had with Travis that lurked in the back of my head that proved him wrong. The coven had tried to reach out to Jax. He’d just never returned it. Whatever his reason, he was blaming the guys for something they couldn’t have done anything about. I think. I guessed Travis didn’t have to mark him, but Travis would probably mark me. Marking wasn’t the bad part. It was up to what was inside the individual witch that mattered.

      Jax’s true disposition stripped him. I knew that much about Akasha magic. Even if he’d done something just a little bad, he may have been punished but not necessarily stripped of his powers. It’s when the witch went all the way bad that their powers were taken away. That wasn’t, and could never be, Travis, Liam, Randy or Gabe’s fault. That was on Jax alone. His true self shined through during the Akasha ceremony, and the rest of his coven wouldn’t have been able to do anything about that.
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      There were just so many books. I normally wouldn’t complain, but these texts were so old and not as helpfully put together as the Order texts. Most of them comprised of journal-style writings with spells intermixed, which was impossible to check through easily without skimming entire pages of text. It was taking so long. Too long. I kept checking my watch as if that could tell me what was happening to Norah at that exact same time. Unfortunately, the longer we stayed here trying to figure out what to do, the worse it was for her.

      I shuddered to think about what happened the last time Norah was taken by Dupre. One of his guards had tried to assault her. And now that Dean had the familiar, he wasn’t going to be himself. I knew that much from personal experience. All his worst thoughts and ideas would be acted on. From what I’d learned from having the familiar on me, we all had potential to do evil or bad things, but most of us didn’t think twice about it. But when there was something on you that heightened all those things inside, you started to become aware of them. When you became aware of them, you wondered what it might be like to act on them. When you did that, you were a goner. I imagined it to be like what Mr. Reid felt by having control of the djinn. When he first gained control, maybe it wasn’t such a big deal as it was now. He asked it for a few things, and he got them. But in my experience, those few things could snow ball until you were doing things that crossed the line before you even knew it.

      Greed was a terrible thing. It was a flaw all of us had inside ourselves that manifested in different ways. We all had the potential to get caught up in it. If someone was given a hundred dollars, wouldn’t they wish for more money because they knew how good that one hundred dollars felt? That was the thing with greed. To be prosperous in whatever way you desired made you feel good. Maybe it was money, maybe it was power, or maybe it was physical things. Those things fired off your brain cells to make you happy, and for some, it made it easy to trip over the line of right into wrong. Even when you thought you were doing something good, you could be doing something wrong.

      Randy elbowed me. “You stopped turning pages. Why did you stop turning pages?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t found anything yet. I was just thinking.”

      “There’s nothing here,” Gabe spoke up. “It’s time to start thinking of another plan. We’re wasting time.”

      The sweet sound of an electronic melody met my ears and they perked up. Mr. Reid’s daughter had stayed upstairs, but we’d been waiting on an update as to where her father was and if he was going to get his ass here to help us. Dean’s life was also at stake and if they needed more reminding of that, I’d do it. My face burned, and I scratched my neck while looking at the steps that led upstairs. I didn’t know Dean all that well. At least, my current self didn’t know Dean well, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested to try to get to know him more. He’d been there when I was younger, at a time when we were just starting to grow. I’d had that life ripped away from me, so yes, I was interested in that piece he played back then. If we’d stayed in touch and just grew apart, there wouldn’t have been a curiosity like there was now. What happened to me when I was young was unnatural. I’d been fighting against it my whole life. Things were just getting into place now, but I was still interested in the past.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs above and Mr. Reid’s daughter called down. “He’s on his way.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Randy said, slamming the book closed he had in his lap. “He better hurry his ass up. We’ve been down here for at least half an hour already. We need to figure out where Norah is now!”

      The smell of maple syrup filtered through the room. Gabe was the first to speak up. “Chill, Big Guy,” he said, taking a page out of Norah’s book and trying to calm him down before he even got started, but there was one problem with that: Gabe wasn’t Norah.

      Randy whipped his head toward Gabe and took a deep breath to prepare for what I was sure was going to be a litany when I kicked him in the sneaker. He looked back at me and I shook my head. We were all upset. We were all scared. There was no reason to make it worse. We just had to trust in Norah. She was a good witch. In fact, she was badass. We had to trust that she could get herself through whatever Jay threw at her before we got there. She’d done it before and she could do it again.

      Travis stood from his position. He’d had his nose stuck in the book he’d pulled out for a very long time. He shuffled over to me, nearly knocking into one of the posh chairs that was littered around the room before he finally got to me and lifted his eyes from the page. “What do you make of this?”

      I pulled the book from his hands and turned it around so I could read. He pointed to the spot on the page and I read the brief paragraph. I doubted it was the original spell to call the djinn, but it was our only shot at this point.

      The door slammed above. “Daddy!” the daughter yelled out, a hint of desperation in her voice cracking through.

      Gabe rolled his eyes hard. He’d been nice to get her to do what we asked, but she wasn’t our Norah.

      “The Order is here. I let them into the basement room.”

      Mr. Reid didn’t respond. Feet pounded on the steps until he came to a stop in front of us. We all stood and took in his disheveled appearance. His tie was undone, and part of his shirt was pulled out of his pants. “Where’s Dean?”

      “Sit down,” Randy ordered.

      Mr. Reid did so. His fingers curled around the arm rests as Owen stood just behind him. Travis delved into the story as soon as he sat. “We need to know where the djinn is.” He took the book he’d just handed me and gave it to Mr. Reid. “Is this the spell your ancestors used to get the djinn the first time?”

      Mr. Reid looked up at him with a lost look on his face.

      “Dean is with the djinn,” I answered his unspoken question. “He’s in danger. He has a familiar on him. You know what that is, right?”

      “A familiar? How is that possible?” Mr. Reid asked.

      My fingers brushed up against the bracelet that Norah made me. The guys all had similar bracelets on. She thought these were our best defense against the familiar, and who knew, maybe she was right. They were extremely powerful bracelets. Every time I concentrated on it, I could feel the magic of the voodoo people surrounding me.

      “There’s someone out there that’s used Dean to get to Norah. He placed the familiar on your son, thereby gaining control over him. Because Norah knows Dean, he was able to get her. We need to find the djinn so that we can find Norah and Dean.”

      Travis shook the book in front of the man’s face again, making him look down after my crude explanation of what was going on. There was far more to it than that, but we didn’t have time to sit down and have a lengthy discussion now. He only needed to know the particulars.

      “Trust me, the less time Dean has the familiar on him the better,” I said, trying to encourage a prompt reply. “We already know the spell to get it off, we just need to find him.”

      Randy and I exchanged a look. Sure, Dean wasn’t going to be our number one priority, but that didn’t need to be said.

      Mr. Reid looked down and scanned the pages. “It was similar.”

      “Will this work?” Travis asked.

      “Or is there something else we can do?” I tacked on. “Dean said something before about being able to trace the djinn. Can you do that?”

      “We usually don’t have to,” Mr. Reid explained. “We kept him down in this room for the longest time.”

      “The spell,” Randy spat. “Can we use it?”

      I closed my eyes. The ferocity of Randy’s words even chilled me. He was losing what little patience he already had. He and I were completely different people, but up until Norah came, I’d never found someone I’d connected with more. That still amazed me sometimes.

      “Y-yes,” Mr. Reid stuttered.

      “Great,” Travis said. “Do you usually do spells in this room, or another room? We’re going to need your help with this, so we need your spell area.”

      “Upstairs,” Mr. Reid said. He stood from the chair, his legs shaky. We followed him up and walked by Mr. Reid’s daughter. She looked at Gabe, but he was on a mission now. We followed him into a room in the back. With one wall all windows, we could see the expansive back lawn from here.

      Around us, the place reeked of a fiery smell I couldn’t quite place, kind of woodsy and smoky at the same time. This was where they did their magic. It left its mark on it after years and years of use.

      Mr. Reid stood in for Norah. He was a poor substitute, but the spell still worked. After calling on the five points of the pentagram, we did the spell from the book Travis found. Even with my eyes closed, I could feel the presence of the djinn.

      Travis gasped as the picture in our minds expanded.

      He broke the spell. Every one of us turned to look at him. “You know where that is?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      His face was white. Not even pale but lacking so much color he looked like death.

      “I don’t know what it means.”

      “We don’t have to know what it means right now,” I reminded him. “We just have to get there and make sure Norah is okay.”

      “And Dean,” Mr. Reid said.

      Yeah, yeah.

      We all filed out of the room and raced toward the front door. For an older gentleman, Mr. Reid was able to keep up. When we got to the Jeep, we all realized he was right there and we weren’t sure what to do. It had always just been us going out on Order cases. Did we really want to get a normal witch involved?

      He seemed to understand our hesitation. With his face drawn, he asked, “What kind of father would I be if I didn’t come with you to try to help my son?” He then looked right at me. “Please, Liam. I don’t want to make the same mistake your parents did. I want to help.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      “Me too,” Owen said.

      I looked at the rest of the guys and pretty much every one of them didn’t want to take them with us, but who were we to tell them no? “Travis, give them the place. You can try to keep up, or you can just meet us there.”

      Travis gave me a look but did as I said. He rattled off directions of where the barn was and then we all hopped in the Jeep, leaving Mr. Reid and Owen to run toward their own car. We weren’t waiting for them either. They could show up or not that wasn’t our concern. Our only concern now was helping Norah…and yes, helping Dean, too.

      As Travis sped away from the house, a thousand thoughts filtered through my brain. “Listen, guys,” I said. “I think we should call the Order.”

      “Are you seriously thinking about making sure we do what the Order told us to do at this moment?” Randy asked.

      I glared at the back of his head. “Not so we can do what they told us to do, but because we don’t know anything about this Jay. We might need their help. That’s what I was thinking.”

      Travis peeked at me from the rearview mirror. “He has a point. We have no idea what we’re walking into here. Jay has Norah and we don’t know a damn thing about him. We also haven’t gotten any pulls, which makes this all the more tricky.”

      Gabe gritted his teeth. “I hate the idea of calling them in. What if they turn this around on us somehow?”

      Even though Gabe loved being a member of the Order, there had also been a healthy amount of distrust for some time. I wasn’t sure what all that was about.

      “I say we bring it to a vote,” Travis said. “Who thinks we should call Walter?”

      I raised my hand along with Travis and Randy. Gabe kept his down.

      Looking over at him, I patted his shoulder. “I’ll do it, okay? I’ll tell them the familiar is back and that somehow, they’ve taken Norah. I won’t make it about the Order at all.”

      Not sure if I pacified him or not, he looked out the window while I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I pressed Walter’s name, my stomach twisting into knots. Let’s hope we could trust the Order. That’s all I wanted from them.
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      The sunset was completely gone now. Nothing but the little light the moon offered filtered through the slits in the planks that made up the barn walls. Jax had lit a lantern and put it on a hook. The ring of light filtered through the area just surrounding us, but it was the other spots in the barn that looked like they were straight out of a horror movie. It was so black it was a wall of darkness. From the shades of sun from before, I knew there were other rooms, other crannies in this place, but from what I saw now, I’d never know. It was pitch black beyond where the light touched.

      Granny always told me it was stupid to be scared of the dark, but it was another thing all together to be scared of the dark when we were talking about the dark inside people. She said the only things lingering out in the dark were people’s true human nature and that was far scarier than any boogeyman my mind could create. Now that I was sitting here in this place and not a scared child, I could see her point. I almost didn’t want the guys to find me. I could already imagine Travis’s face when he saw Jax and I knew it would break my heart wide open. What Jax had inside of him was more frightening than what lingered just beyond my eye’s reach in this decrepit barn.

      “So, which one’s your favorite?” Jax asked.

      I tilted my head to the side and stared at him. “My favorite?”

      “Yeah, I know you’re with them all, but you have to have a favorite.”

      I shook my head. “Actually, I don’t.”

      His brows furrowed and then straightened as if he didn’t believe me.

      I took a deep breath and tried to explain it to him. If we were going to be stuck in here together while they tried to figure out where I was, we might as well talk. Maybe by talking I could make him see that the guys weren’t bad and that he’d made a terrible decision in trying to do this. “They’re all so different, they can’t be compared. I love different parts of them. Like with Liam, he’s so gentle, yet ridiculously smart and strong. I like that he’s a juxtaposition in and of itself. With Randy, he’s the epitome of strength, yet he has that teddy bear side to him. I think he would hurt someone to try to protect me, but only because he cares that much.”

      Jax scratched his chin. He was intent on what I was saying even though he was trying not to act like it.

      “With Gabe, I love that he’s so lovable. It’s impossible not to smile around him. He’s always happy and just calm in a storm. He makes me relax even when things like this are happening.”

      “And Travis?” Jax broke in. It was obvious that was who he was really interested in.

      “Travis, I think, has a little of all that when he’s not trying to hide how good of a person he is. He’s a straight up asshole when he wants to be, but he also has a lot of depth even though he doesn’t like to show it. I like that he can tell you how it is and not care. It comes in handy sometimes.” I looked up at Jax. His face had changed, but I couldn’t quite guess the emotion coming through. “What about you? What did you like about all of them?”

      His lips formed a thin line. “No, we’re not doing that.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I’m not going to sit here and talk to you about what I liked about them when I clearly plan on making them all suffer later. Trust me, they deserve to suffer. Think about everything you just told me and then imagine how that would feel when they turn on you. How betrayed are you going to feel? Trust me, it was a huge slap to the nuts.”

      “You did some things you couldn’t take back, Jax. Let’s not forget that either. It wasn’t like you guys just had a fight and you decided not to talk anymore like petty high school bullshit. This was something far different from that, but you’ve conveniently left that part out of the conversation.”

      “What about friendship though?” Jax asked. “Isn’t part of that being forgiven when you make mistakes?”

      “You think it was just a mistake?” I looked around the barn pointedly. “You’re certainly not calling this a mistake.”

      “You don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, I don’t get it because you’re wrong,” I told him. “You’re so completely wrong. You’re blaming them for everything that’s happened, but it was you who set things in motion, not them.”

      “They could’ve had my back.”

      “And you could’ve had theirs.”

      His jaw ticked. “You want to talk about that? You want to talk about having their backs? Who do you think was there when Travis’s parents were having their huge fights, huh? Did you know his parents almost divorced several times, and I was the one there for him to listen to him complain about it all? Who was the first person Randy brought Liam to after he met him? And Gabe? He came to me first, too. His pull brought him right to me, but they’ve conveniently forgotten about that.”

      “I don’t think they’ve forgotten about that at all,” I said pointedly. There was no use in arguing about this with him though. He was the type who couldn’t look at his own actions objectively to see how they’d brought him to who he was today. He thought he was doing right, even Travis had told me that, but he wasn’t. He was so caught up in doing what he thought was right that he forgot to look in from the outside and realize that in the bigger picture, he really wasn’t doing the right thing at all. Far from it. “What are you going to do when they get here?”

      Jax shrugged. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. I think seeing their faces when they realize I’m the one who got you will tide me over for a little while. It will be enough payback just to see the sheer panic, and then the realization that I was the one who did this to them.”

      A sound came from the barn door opening and I skittered back against the post. A shadow moved closer and my heart went up through my throat. I didn’t sense the pull of my coven. This was someone else entirely. The figure came closer, but it didn’t startle Jax. His head lolled to the side as he watched the person approach. “Dean, what is it?” he finally asked.

      I breathed in deep. Not that Dean wasn’t a threat with the familiar on him, but he was still in there somehow. There was a possibility I could get through to him.

      “They’re getting closer, I think,” Dean answered. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re almost here.”

      “Dean,” I said, smiling up at him. He moved into the light and I bit down on my lip. He looked ten times worse than he did at the store. I swallowed down the bile rising from my throat. “I promise we’re going to help you, okay? Hang in there.”

      Dean sneered at me, but I knew that was just the familiar’s reaction. Liam had seemed to be able to control it somewhat in its beginning stages. Maybe Dean could do the same.

      “But maybe they won’t help him,” Jax said. He pulled himself to his feet. “You see, that’s what happens with this coven. One minute you think you’re set for life, and then the next, you’re on your knees in front of them, stripped bare and they couldn’t give a shit about you anymore.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. “They do care. We care,” I said, staring at Dean.

      “Have you ever heard of the adage ‘actions speak louder than words’? Maybe they should read up on that. If they’re as good as you keep trying to have me believe, I wouldn’t be in this situation.”

      I looked at Dean again, disregarding Jax’s speech. “We’re here for you,” I told him.

      Dean’s jaw clenched.

      Out of the shadows, the djinn came running out with its bared fangs, stopping mere inches from my face. I let out a scream and Jax laughed. “Good, we’re all here. I’d love witnesses to see how this is all going to go down.”

      The djinn backed off, but he’d already done the damage. My heart was already in my throat. It beat so fast it’d be a long time before it returned to its normal rhythm. “What’s with the djinn, anyway?” I asked Jax, eyeing it.

      “Don’t tell me Liam didn’t do his research? I can only imagine he did, so you’re probably asking for specifics to me. Djinns are one of the most powerful creatures of our world, and it just so happens they have to do whatever you ask of them, no questions asked.”

      “But you didn’t have control of the djinn, the Reid family did.”

      Jax grinned. “Why do you think I took control of Dean? I have control of Dean, he has control of the djinn. It’s working out really well in my favor, isn’t it? I mean, you’re here. The big bad Order is on their way.”

      As if on cue, headlights illuminated the forest in the distance. I pulled against my cuffs, but there was no use. They were on so tight. I was useless. I couldn’t do anything to stop what was going to happen next. “Don’t hurt them,” I pleaded, looking up at Jax.

      “But that’s what I want to do, Norah. I want to hurt them like they hurt me.”

      A cold sweat broke out across my forehead as the headlights turned. The bright light shined in my eyes and I grimaced. I was sure I was in full view for them now. Jax retreated into the shadows once again, but Dean and the djinn were right there. It was like Jax planned it to happen exactly like this.

      The doors opened and a chorus of “Norah’s” rang out.

      A part of me sighed in relief, but the other part of me knew there was nothing but a rough road ahead. Travis, most of all. He would easily fall victim to Jax’s bullshit. He already hated himself for what he did and if Jax was going to get this opportunity to make Travis feel like he was the worst scum of the earth, it might just break him even further.

      Dean walked back to me. “Don’t move,” he said.

      Like I had a choice. There was nothing I could do. All of this was going to play out and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.

      They came closer. Because they were backlit by the headlights, it was difficult for me to see them at first, but one-by-one, they came into view. I nodded toward Dean. “He has the familiar on him.”

      “I told them,” Travis said. His gaze darted around the shadows. “Is Jay here?”

      “Yes,” I said, my throat sticking. “Um, guys, there’s something—”

      “Oh, don’t give it away yet, Norah,” Jay said from the shadows.

      I found Travis. His face was a mask of confusion as if he was trying to draw a line between two dots, but there were a bunch of obstacles in his way. Travis shook his head, his eyebrows furrowing even more as the line got longer and longer and even more difficult to travail. Despite that, he was piecing it all together. “The barn,” Travis whispered.

      “Yes, the barn,” came Jax’s voice.

      The rest of the guys shifted from foot to foot. I wasn’t sure how they were putting it together, maybe just by the sound of Jax’s voice, but Jax was right about one thing. They were all going to realize sooner or later, and already their faces were morphing.

      Jax’s shadow moved. On instinct, they all crowded around me, completely pushing Dean out of the way as if he didn’t matter.

      “No,” Travis said, shaking his head, his voice teetering on hollow.

      “Afraid so,” Jax countered. His voice turned hard as he walked forward. He came into the lantern light and a dark mark twisted all our bonds, making my stomach roil. “It’s me.”

      I took a quick peek at Travis and wished I hadn’t. At first, he smiled at the sight of his long-lost friend, but then as realization set in, he became more and more distraught until he just looked lost in a sea of darkness.

      Now we just had to bring him back.
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      It was hard to focus on any one thought.

      Jax. My best friend. My coven mate.

      Then the sickening realization that he was Jay. That he was the one who’d orchestrated this whole thing. He’d found and vilified Dupre from just your average asshole to someone who would do his bidding—and his bidding just happened to be fucking with Norah.

      I wrestled with the opposing images hitting me. Jax and I goofing off in this very barn. The witches who were drained.

      Jax and I riding our bikes when we were younger, laughing into the wind. Liam and the familiar.

      Jax and I hanging out at the local pizza joint to check out girls. The scary-lost look on his face at this moment. As if I was the reason for all his troubles.

      “Why?”

      He grinned, his lip curling up into an evil smirk. “You cast me aside.”

      Norah, even with her hands tied behind her back and straw sticking out of her hair spoke up. “You did it to yourself.”

      I shook my head, trying to make sense of it all. “You hurt Liam.” That was one action I couldn’t reconcile. He’d hurt one of us.

      Jax laughed. “He wasn’t hurt. He was better than his true self. I know what Diana does to people. She’s been my friend for a very long time.”

      Liam frowned. “You named your serpent familiar Diana?”

      At that moment, Dean walked around us and back into view. The serpent’s tail peeked out underneath his collar almost as if she was sunning herself on his collarbone, lying in her master’s praise.

      Liam stepped away from him, his throat working as he stared at the serpent tattoo.

      “Oh, come on,” Jax said. “I know you liked having that familiar on you. I know exactly how she made you feel: Strong, impenetrable, courageous. It’s like being on drugs without the side effects.”

      “Side effects,” Norah sneered.

      Jax’s eyes narrowed at her and the hair rose on my arms. Despite his outward appearance, there was nothing about him that reminded me of Jax. Nothing.

      Liam pushed his glasses up his nose, keeping a wary eye on Dean. “I beg to differ.”

      “Well, that’s surprising,” Jax said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. “I wanted her to jump on Travis, so I guess we’re both disappointed with how things worked out.”

      A shiver ran up my spine imagining what it would’ve been like if the familiar had attached itself to me. Would I be like Jax now? We were cut from the same cloth.

      “This isn’t you,” I said, not even meaning to speak out loud.

      “I guess that’s what happens when your coven abandons you and you lose all hope of ever doing magic again. I had to find my fix, Travis. You of all people should know that. I had to make different arrangements. You may have taken my Natural powers, but I soon found another way to gain back my abilities and even enhance them. I’ve never been more powerful.”

      His eyes were teeming with it. It made my stomach twist.

      “You could—” Jax started.

      “Don’t even,” Norah said. “None of us are jumping on your black magic bandwagon so just simmer down. Let’s get this over with, huh? He’s brought you all here because he can’t take responsibility for his own actions. He thinks it’s your fault that he ended up all by himself with no friends.”

      “Mate,” Gabe started, stepping forward. “You knew the rules.”

      “Of course, you would say that,” Jax said. “You’re just as bad as Liam if not worse. I got so sick of your high and mighty talk about how your grandfather was also a member of the Order and so you knew what it was like. You guys need to realize that being an Enforcer isn’t the end all be all of life. There are a lot more fun things to do.”

      Randy squeezed past me and laid a hand on Norah’s shoulder. Jax immediately turned his attention toward them. “Don’t try to help her.”

      “If you think for one second you’re doing anything to her, Jax, I don’t give a fuck what kind of history we have, you’re going down.”

      “Not surprised to hear that come from you. Take down or be taken down. That’s how it’s always been with you.”

      “I can’t believe you were behind this the whole time,” I said, still trying to process everything. “The whole time.”

      Jax stood up straight and beamed as if he’d won an award. That wasn’t how I’d meant it to come across. It wasn’t praise. It was shock. How could someone I’d known my whole life do something like this?

      His face fell when he looked at me. “You guys needed to see what it felt like to lose everything. Your new fifth was the only way to do that. I planned all this while you waited. Like you, I just never thought it would be Norah. She must be, what? The first female Enforcer. Can that even happen?”

      “Obviously,” Norah said.

      Jax smirked, laughing at her sarcasm. “It’s sad because I kind of like her.”

      My jaw tensed. I crunched down on my teeth as he leered at her. “Jax,” I said, hoping to reach the guy he once was and not this unrecognizable person in front of me. “You’ve got to stop this. The superiors are on their way. You have time now to just leave and we’ll forget this even happened. This isn’t you. Norah didn’t do anything. Let her go and get out of here before Walter and the rest of his Order gets here.”

      Jax’s eyes widened at that information, but he kept his calm. “No can do, bro. I have to see this through.”

      “You’re not an evil person.”

      “Then why did the Akasha strip me, huh?” he asked, his eyes flaring and his voice rising. “Why did it deem me that way? If I am that, why not act like it, right? It starts with her. She’s my stand-in anyway, right? She’s the one who replaced me.”

      A sweeping cold permeated my brain, and I swiped my hand across my forehead, swaying a little. He’d just reiterated exactly what I thought when Norah first came. Wow. I really could be an asshole, couldn’t I?

      “The Akasha brought her to us. She had nothing to do with what happened to you.”

      “But you guys did.”

      “I did,” I finally said, my voice bouncing around the interior of the barn. “I did it, okay? Do you want me to say I’m sorry? I can’t take it back. No matter how much I’ve wanted to, I can’t.”

      “Travis,” Liam said, turning toward me. “You did the right thing. Jax is the one who went AWOL on us.”

      Ignoring Liam, Jax said, “I don’t want you to say you’re sorry. I want you to feel the same pain of being lost and alone.”

      “But why?” Norah asked. Randy had brought her to her feet. She was standing there, her shoulders squared back with authority even though she was all tied up.

      “Because they deserve it. They did it to me, so I do it to them.”

      “You did it to yourself!” Randy bellowed. “We weren’t the ones who told you to torture your professor. We weren’t the ones who told you to take cases into your own hands and punish those without a formal hearing. That was all you.”

      “I was helping,” Jax said, his teeth gritted.

      “We’re not getting anywhere with this,” Liam interrupted. “He’s not going to change, Travis. He is who he is now.”

      I looked over at him. He was completely right, but I was lost as to what to do. Our superiors would be here soon and who knew what would happen. I turned toward Jax again. “Go. Please.”

      He shook his head slowly, then Norah cried out. She dropped to her knees, her arms fidgeting. She hissed through her teeth, letting out a low growl. “The ties.”

      Then, all hell broke loose.

      Randy gathered his magic and sent it flying at Jax’s feet. The earth trembled beneath us but Jax only laughed while Norah cried out again.

      “Worse,” she said. “That made it worse.”

      Randy stopped and Jax’s thunderous chuckle reverberated. “The more magic you use to save her, the more she’ll get hurt. She already knows this because she tried to get out of her binds once before, didn’t you, Sweetheart?”

      “Stop this!”

      Jax glanced at me, his eyes hard. “I would’ve, but I just can’t. You guys keep saying I brought it on myself. That I was the one who made those poor decisions to get me stripped. Okay. What if I give you that? Let me ask you a question. If Norah did the same thing, would you have marked her?” He was silent for a beat. “I can see the truth in all of you. You love her. You’re more bound by the coven magic than we ever were. So yeah, maybe I am feeling petty. The truth is, you wouldn’t do the same to her and now that she’s here, you wouldn’t do the same to one another if one of you decided to turn evil. Case in point? When Liam had the familiar on him. None of you told the Order. None of you. You handled it as a coven.”

      My gut sank faster than a drop on a massive roller coaster. He was right. I couldn’t imagine doing anything like that to Norah, or to Liam, Gabe, and Randy.

      But we’d done it to him.
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      What everyone failed to realize in that blip of a heartbreaking second after Jax’s woe is me speech was that none of us would do what he did. We all understood the consequences. We knew what we could and could not do and none of us would put the others at risk to do something like that. Ever.

      I nudged Randy with my hip. He looked down at me and I inclined my head toward Dean. We needed to get the familiar off him and take care of Jax. The superiors were coming and that was a good thing.

      While Travis said something to Jax, I lowered my voice to Randy. “He said you can’t help me with your magic, but you guys can help Dean or…” I motioned toward Jax. “…take him out. Do something. Just do it with the intention of hurting Dean, not for saving me.”

      None of this perpetual conversation with Jax was good for anyone. We were just spinning around in circles with no end in sight. Jax was upset at how he’d been treated but wasn’t willing to take responsibility for anything. The only person that would fall for that was Travis.

      Before I could make sense of what was happening, Randy sent a blow to the ground at Jax’s feet. It knocked him on his ass. Then Randy yelled to Liam to get Dean. Travis just stood there. I could see it in his eyes that the world around him was imploding again, but there wasn’t time for any of us to dwell on it.

      The air in the barn changed. Power crackled around us and Dean cried out as the familiar on his neck started to move violently, almost coming off his skin without fully making the jump. The hair stood on my arms at the familiar feeling of power. The superiors were here.

      Jax sat up, shaking straw out of his hair as Walter and his coven descended on us.

      Walter turned to take in the scene in front of him, looking unaffected when he noticed it was an old Order member. “Jax.”

      Jax roared. He sprang to his feet and sent a dark magic blast at Walter’s chest. Walter blocked it, sending it flying into an unhinged plank of wood just barely hanging on the wall. The plank not only disintegrated, but there was now a huge hole in the side wall.

      It didn’t faze Jax. He kept coming after them, sending magic after magic at Walter and his coven. My skin tingled at the epic fight revolving around us. Randy pushed me back into the corner, shielding me with his body. I wished I could get these damn magical cuffs off. I hated not doing anything, but worse, not being able to defend myself if I needed it.

      Jax threw his hand out and Dean let out a roar of pain as the familiar jumped off him and right into Jax’s palm. It turned to ink on his arm and slithered up under his shirt.

      Walter gasped. “He owns the demonic familiar.”

      He and his coven took up a defensive stance during that short moment. Dean fell to his knees and Liam pulled back on him, bringing him over next to Randy and I, out of the way of the fight.

      Walter and his coven closed their eyes. The surge of magic in the barn escalated by about a few hundred decibels and then energy crackled in their palms. Travis’s eyes widened. “No!”

      The superiors let the whip of magic out. It went flying, straight toward Jax.

      All of us saw it too late. We didn’t realize Travis would take a step forward. That he would turn that step into a run. That he would then throw himself into the path of that magic that made my eyes hurt.

      It hit him in the shoulder and he immediately slumped to the barn floor.

      “Travis!”

      I shoved Randy out of the way and sprang forward. I ran and dropped to my knees in front of him. With my hands tied behind my back, all I could do was bend at the waist. His hair was standing on end and he was pale again. His face was unmoving. I dragged my attention down. His shirt was singed where the magic ball hit. I stared at his chest, waiting for it to move, but it didn’t. I leaned down, my heart in my throat, and placed my head on his chest, praying for any type of movement. I wasn’t sure what Walter and his coven had thrown but it wasn’t something to be messed with.

      I stared up at the elder coven, my eyes wide with fear. “What did you do?”

      They weren’t even looking at me. Their gazes darted around the barn. They shouted orders at one another and then dispersed. I only had to look inside myself to realize that Jax was gone. I could no longer feel him in my stomach like I had earlier. Travis had stepped in and allowed Jax to get away.

      I stared down and nudged his body with my knee. “Travis? Come on, wake up. Please, wake up.” I stared up. Liam, Randy and Gabe stood over me. “Do something,” I pleaded.

      Liam was the first to wake up. He fell to his knees right beside me and checked Travis’s pulse on his neck. A sickening few seconds went by until Liam’s eyes closed in relief. “He’s alive.”

      All fight left me. I careened on top of him, my head laying on his chest where I blissfully felt it move underneath me. Maybe I’d just been too scared before to feel it or maybe he was just now breathing, I wasn’t sure. Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. Travis was okay. He was stupid, even brave, but okay.

      Walter stuck his head back in the barn. “You three with me,” he said, pointing at Gabe, Liam, and Randy. “You, stay with her,” he instructed Dean.

      Randy tensed, but he did as he was told. The rest of them followed, looking back at me and then at Travis. Walter ground out instructions at the mouth of the barn as Dean crawled over to me. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “I think so. Are you?”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry, Norah. I didn’t mean—”

      “Don’t mention it,” I said. “It was the familiar. We all know that.”

      I tugged on my restraints again, but it was no use, they weren’t coming off without magic, of which I, and other people, could not do without hurting me.

      Dean noticed my struggle and frowned. The djinn walked forward. I hadn’t even seen where he went in the midst of everything, but he must have hidden somewhere. Dean stood, his gaze narrowing at the djinn as he appraised him. He looked down at me afterward. “I think he’s back to normal.”

      “Jax must’ve gotten to him.”

      Dean stared at the djinn and lifted his chin. “I wish for you to remove the restraints from Norah’s wrist. …. without hurting her.”

      The djinn looked at me, his eyes widening as he stared. Suddenly, the wrist restraints fell off me as if they were mere pieces of yarn that got caught and unraveled. I pulled my hands in front of me and stared down. My bracelet was gone and there was an epic ring of red around my wrist, but at least I had my mobility back.

      I looked up at the djinn. “Thank you.”

      He didn’t look half so frightening now. His features were subdued and even though he still had every bit the appearance of a monster, he didn’t scare me. Not in the least.

      “You better send him away,” I told Dean. “I don’t know what Walter and the others will do if they see him.”

      Dean nodded, then turned to his family’s secret weapon. “I wish for you to go home. Tell Father that I’m okay and that I’ll be home shortly.”

      The djinn disappeared.

      I placed my hands on Travis’s chest. Feeling the life underneath me stir. I closed my eyes and wished for him to recover. I may not have access to a djinn, but I had access to the love growing inside me and Granny always said that love and compassion could do more things for people if they learned to lead with those first. My palms tingled and burned. Before I realized it, the healing powers I’d felt before flowed out of me and into Travis.

      He woke up.

      Coughing, he struggled to sit, but Dean and I were right there. I pushed his shoulders down and told him not to move.

      He stared up at me and I just stared down, shocked. I couldn’t believe he’d risked himself to save Jax. Why would he do that? He got himself hurt for someone that didn’t care about us at all. He must’ve known what was on my mind because he said, “Forgive me.”

      I rubbed his arms, not knowing how to respond. There wasn’t anything to forgive, I just didn’t understand. “He’s not the friend you had, Travis.”

      He looked away, staring at the ceiling. “I couldn’t let them hurt him.”

      This was a conversation for another day when he wasn’t lying on the ground of a barn in the middle of nowhere and my wrists weren’t bruised and throbbing.

      Liam walked in. Travis sat up, staring at him. Liam shook his head. “He got away.”

      Travis looked relieved. Walter and the rest of his Order joined us right after. Dean stood, pulling himself up to his full height with that same Reid attitude that said he was above others.

      Walter didn’t even look at him though. He strode forward. Gabe and Randy parted for him as he made his way to Travis. I looked from Walter to Travis, sure he was coming to see that he was alright. That whatever shit ton of magic they’d thrown at him hadn’t killed him or even injured him permanently.

      He reached for his forehead and I still didn’t think anything of it. How many times had Granny put her hand to my forehead to see if I wasn’t feeling well?

      Instead, though, Walter stood over him, his hand on his forehead, his lips moving. A moment passed, and I still didn’t understand the gravity of it all until his words filtered through my brain.

      “By the power of the Order of the Akasha, a trial has been set to prove your worthiness. If you be true, let light live within you. If you be false, may the light flush out any darkness. To thine own self be true.”

      “What the fuck?” I lunged toward Walter, but Randy held back on my arm.

      Walter took his hand away from Travis’s forehead. He glared at me, then looked down at Travis. “You know better than to interfere in Order business, Travis Shaw. We have to test you now.”

      “Test his worth? Are you insane?”

      Travis reached back, grabbing my fingers in his, careful not to touch my hurt wrists. “It’s okay, Norah.”

      I looked up, incredulous. Liam shook his head at me, and the others, too, were silent. Did they know this was going to happen? Did Travis know that as soon as he threw himself in front of Jax this would be the outcome, and yet, he still did it?

      “I understand,” Travis said, staring up at Walter and then at the other four members of the elder coven. “I’m confident in what the trial will prove.”

      My stomach twisted, but Walter and his coven just turned away. When they hit the exit of the barn, Walter looked over his shoulder. “Meet you at headquarters.”

      Stomach rolling, I wanted to stand up and scream obscenities at their backs. What were they thinking? Travis was—

      Travis squeezed my fingers again. “I’m okay. It’s just a precaution.”

      “It’s bullshit is what it is.”

      I couldn’t even be happy that we had all escaped the clutches of Jay, most of us unharmed, once again. What about Travis? What if—? No, I wouldn’t even let myself think that what happened to Jax could happen to Travis.

      Randy helped Travis and I up and we made our way to the Jeep. We were a bit squished with Dean in the backseat, too, but I sat on Gabe’s lap to help accommodate him.

      Travis blew out a breath. Through the rearview mirror, I could see the Order of the Akasha sign on his forehead and it made me want to vomit. Maybe I was just fiercely overprotective, but there wasn’t any need for this.

      “Where do you think Jax went?” Travis asked to no one in particular. His question hung over us all like a dark cloud.

      I locked my jaw shut tight. I wanted to say, ‘Who gives a fuck?’

      Travis should be worrying about himself right now, but his mind was still on his old friend who wasn’t even a friend anymore.

      He found my gaze and his green eyes seared into mine. “I know you don’t understand. Just trust me.”

      I looked away. I didn’t know how to respond to his hope-filled gaze when I’d just seen that someone he had all the hope for try to hurt us, Travis defend him, and then ultimately, Travis being the one in trouble now instead of the one who deserved it.

      Travis’s reaction cut into me. Maybe this was why I’d never had many friends. Maybe I didn’t care enough.

      Or maybe I didn’t understand what Travis was going through because I’d never had a childhood friend like Jax. Was that bond truly that special? Something you’d risk your own life for? Even after they’d turned on you?
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      Walter handled the trial. It was different from the few others I’d seen Travis do. For one, now he was the one standing before the coven of masters, being judged.

      I knew who Travis was. I just hoped the Akasha did too.

      We were at the bigger Order of the Akasha headquarters by the wharf. The walls were still singed in black from the epic showdown with Dupre. My coven sat on the side while Walter and his coven stood in front. Walter moved forward while Travis had bowed to his knees before him. He looked up, not dropping his gaze once. The superiors closed their eyes and my heart constricted. Liam grabbed my hand and then Gabe grabbed the other. There was nothing we could do. We were helpless, just standing back. Is this what they felt like when they’d done this to Jax?

      I shook my head at the onslaught of thoughts. No. They would never strip Travis. He was good.

      As if the Akasha heard my inner thoughts, the pentagram around them all started to glow. It flickered, sending my body rigid, but then it focused. The room lit with Travis’s pure self. All around, the walls bounced back the same white light until it was crystal clear. Then, Travis himself started to glow like he had an aura, and that aura was pure and dazzling white. I stared at him in awe. I’d never seen him look more perfect than on his knees, glowing like a star.

      Walter pulled his hand away and the glowing stopped immediately. The mark on Travis’s forehead faded just as I’d seen it happen on the witches Travis marked before. They’d been proven good, and now, so had Travis.

      Liam squeezed my fingers and I let out a sigh.

      My gaze moved up to Walter. I still wasn’t happy with what had just occurred. They’d been burned before, but this was Travis we were talking about here. Surely Walter didn’t need the Akasha to tell him that Travis was a pure witch. That he was everything a good witch was and then some. His thoughts were purer than mine despite the insane level of positive magic Granny had pushed on me ever since I was little.

      Travis stood. He looked the other Order members in the eye and saved Walter for last. “Are we done? I’d love to get back to my coven now.”

      That sounded like a good idea to me. I stood.

      “We are,” Walter said. “For now. Your coven is still on probation and will continue to be if you keep making mistakes like throwing yourself in front of a known bad witch. Jax is gone again. Because of you, he’s still a threat. I hope you remember that, Travis Shaw, when the next bad thing happens. If someone else gets hurt because of him, I hope you remember that it’s your fault. The Akasha has shown you didn’t do it out of malice, but that doesn’t mean saving Jax was a wise decision. He’s out there again, and from what we know about the past, he will be back, and he will be coming after you all again, not caring who gets caught up in the process.”

      Travis paled. His shoulders slumped forward.

      “As for the rest of you,” Walter said, staring over at us. His gaze landed on all of us but stopped on me. “Help one another. Care for one another, but do not let it consume you. Our relationships are only there to strengthen our love and strive toward light. We’ve learned from the past that things that fill us can also be our downfall.” He motioned toward Travis and his message sank in quick.

      Travis hadn’t been thinking with his Enforcer brain, he’d been thinking with his heart.

      I understood what Walter was trying to say, but I still found it hard to believe that if you led with your heart, that it would somehow lead you in the wrong direction. Love was everything. Now that I had it, it was the thing that kept me alive, kept me going, even when everything seemed like it was too much. If I didn’t have love, the world might break me. Thankfully, I didn’t have to feel that way.

      I searched out my guys, even Travis who’d looked like he’d been punched in the gut and smiled. Love was everything. And if Travis did make the wrong decision again, we’d help him overcome it because that’s what you did when you loved one another. You lifted each other up. You overcame. But most importantly, you stood by one another no matter what.
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      Promises made when you were younger seem so much bigger.

      Back in the days when the summers never ended, and the days were just as long. When the world seemed like an infinite place, and the stars were almost touchable. When I was five, I thought I could be anything, do anything. So, I made promises. To myself, to my friends. Nothing seemed finite, so why not wish for the world, or promise the world for that matter?

      Jax had been my best friend since Kindergarten. We were the only kids in the class who realized we were different. Not only that, but we were something special. Together? We were something magical.

      No pun intended.

      It seemed stupid now, but when I was a kid and I made that blood oath on a July afternoon that Jax and I would be brothers instead of friends, I meant it. I meant it with everything I had in me, and that oath may be the most important thing to me. More important than the Order, and on par with my feelings for Norah.

      Jax and I were more than friends. We were partners in crime. Best mates, Gabe might say. I really didn’t have a word that truly summed up what we were to one another. So, did I jump in front of him and let him get away? I did.

      And I would do it again.

      I caught the rest of my coven staring at me every once in a while. I knew what they wanted to ask, but I also knew they wouldn’t ask it. Not yet anyway. We were back to the point where they felt I was made of glass and I was about ready to explode. I was well past that point though. I deserved everything I had coming to me. Being marked. Jax’s fury. Even the backlash that was sure to come when Jax resurfaced again.

      The Order superiors had told me that whatever Jax did next was on me.

      I would take that. Because I fully believed that I was the reason why he’d become this thing. Nothing would change my mind about that. Not Norah, not the rest of the guys. They would never be able to convince me otherwise because they didn’t know the two little boys lying stomach-down in the dirt across from their army men. One-by-one, they threw rock missiles over to destroy the bad guys. They didn’t know the two kids who practiced magic together even when they knew they weren’t supposed to.

      They just didn’t know.

      Whatever happened from here, I had hope I could turn it around. For that little kid inside of me and that little kid inside of Jax, I had to hope he wasn’t lost. He could be as mad as he wanted at me. I deserved it. But to me, Jax would never be too far gone.

      I stared at the phone, then sat back to rub my neck. I knew what I had to do, but I just didn’t want to do it. Jennie barely liked me anyway. I’d let my sister down in all this too, but I didn’t want to continue to do that. She deserved to know what was going on. I picked up the cell phone, my stomach twisting in knots. Hopefully, she’d moved so far beyond Jax that the news he’d returned and had summoned a demon to get his powers back wouldn’t knock her off course. Hopefully she’d just say, “Oh. Good to know.” Best-case scenario, it wouldn’t faze her a bit. Worst-case scenario? I’d have to make another trip to Adams, Virginia, and I really didn’t want to do that.

      “Fuck it,” I murmured. I pressed Jennie’s name and brought the phone to my ear. It rang a couple times and I could almost see her on the other end staring down at the screen and wondering if she should answer. I was sure she’d have some sort of smartass remark because that’s how us Shaws were. “Pick up, pick up,” I whispered.

      The line clicked. “The prodigal son returns…”

      “Hey,” I said, almost choking on the word.

      There was a pause. The wheels were no doubt turning in her head, wondering if she should get caught up in my shit. “What is it, Travis?”

      I rubbed my temple with my free hand and leaned my head back to stare at the ceiling. “It’s Jax, Jen. He’s back.”
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      Gabe interlaced his fingers with mine. I looked over at him, staring into those captivating and carefree blue eyes. He’d been like the flame to my moth this past week. He felt everything as much as everyone else, but he handled it in a way that I admired. In a way that relaxed even my anxious soul. When I was with him, I could almost—almost—close my eyes and pretend that we were just some college couple walking around town, or a couple out sightseeing for the first time.

      He reached over and brushed his finger over my nose. “You’re so cute when you look serious.”

      I swallowed. I was with Gabe. The last thing I wanted was to be serious right now. I could reserve serious for when we were back at the Order headquarters by the wharf.

      “I can’t believe you’ve been in Salem for this long and we haven’t done any of this stuff yet,” he said, trying to change the subject.

      I smiled back at him, holding my tongue on what I really wanted to say. He didn’t need reminding about the stuff we’d actually been spending our time on. A cursed sorority house. Witches getting their power drained. A demonic familiar attaching itself to Liam. A warped djinn. Now, Jax, ex-coven member turned demon-friendly witch. It was just like Gabe to think that we could do all that and still let me live the tourist life too. I didn’t want to tell him that since I’d come from New Orleans and been there, done that, every tourist trap was the same to me.

      He pulled me to a stop in front of Old Burying Point Cemetery. It was ancient. The stones inside looked like gnarly teeth sticking out of rotted gums. Most of the stones were so worn you couldn’t even read the names of the deceased. Like us, there were other people milling around to take in the sights. Some just walked through to get to another site, but most looked down at the various tombstones, pointing down at the dates or the names or some other random point of interest.

      I had to admit, this cemetery was far different from St. Louis Cemetery #1 in New Orleans. Our ancient burial places held crypts that looked like stone monuments to the dead. It was interesting to see the differences between the north and the south.

      Gabe gestured toward the perimeter of the cemetery after I read one of the stones at our feet. “On the other side of that iron gate is the Salem Witch Trials monument,” Gabe said, his hand squeezing mine. He kept doing that as if he thought I needed a reminder to stay in the present, and I guessed I did.

      I looked past the black iron gate to a rectangular grassy area surrounded by a stone wall. “Can you take me?”

      His smile grew wide, and he gave my arm a short tug. “I would literally do anything you wanted right now, baby.”

      I could think of a few things I wanted to do with Gabe, and none of them involved a cemetery.

      I smiled, and his deepened right alongside mine. “You’re sick,” he teased.

      “Well, I wasn’t talking about doing that here,” I said, pretending to be affronted.

      The truth was, I might consider it. They were dead. None of them would be complaining. On the other hand, I was brought up to respect the dead, so I probably wouldn’t. Granny would have a field day if she’d known the previous thought even entered my head.

      We walked out of the peaceful cemetery and then followed the sidewalk around. It led us right to our destination. The sidewalks did that around here. A red line, also known as the Heritage Trail, led to all the popular tourist stops in Salem. If you followed the red line around the city, you’d see everything you came here to see. Of course, everywhere you looked in Salem, there was something to see. Despite what I’d thought earlier about being over the tourist traps, I really did think Salem was a beautiful city with an abundance of historic New England charm.

      He pulled me to a stop in front of the walkable monument. Flat stones jutted out from a rectangular rock wall, each one depicting one of the souls Salem lost during the hysteria. My skin crawled just thinking about what this place represented. To think that witches were persecuted like that, and now, those that claimed to be witches and psychics and mediums were out and proud in a very big way around Salem. Most of these people were Wiccans, but there were real witches here too. That’s why we were here, to enforce the magical laws.

      “It’s sad,” I finally said. We walked around the paved perimeter and I read each of the victim’s names and the manner of their deaths on the flat rocks. The majority of them were hanged to death.

      Gabe walked alongside me, his head hung low as we took in the site.

      I envisioned their bodies hanging from a noose and shivered as one by one I read “Hanged” carved into the stones. I flashbacked to the Order placing the Akasha mark on Travis. Wasn’t that kind of the same thing as this? They had trials to determine their innocence the same as the Order did. I supposed the only difference was the magic in the Akasha. We were never wrong. The magic didn’t lie, just as it hadn’t when it knew Travis was truly good, despite the fact that he’d saved his friend Jax from his fate.

      “Hey,” Gabe said. He pulled me toward him, sliding his hand up my cheek and into my hair. “I don’t think you’re getting the point of this little outing at all.”

      I smiled up at his teasing tone. “I do get it. I just suck at it.” Here he was trying to get me to forget everything that happened for a while and no matter where I looked, I kept going back to everything we were faced with.

      He dropped his head back and sighed. “Please don’t make me go back to headquarters with all the sulking. There’s so much sulking.”

      I chuckled. He wasn’t lying. There was a hell of a lot of sulking going on back at the wharf headquarters. We’d chosen that over the headquarters in the woods. At least there was running water there, and I still got to be by the ocean. I rose to my tiptoes and kissed his soft lips. “Why don’t we move on to the restaurant?”

      His thumb traced over my cheekbone. “Whatever my baby wants.”

      “Your baby wants food, and a happy ending.”

      He laughed—loudly—gathering the attention of some other tourists taking in the sights. Most of them smiled when they looked at us. Maybe we reminded them of a certain time in their lives. Maybe we just looked like two people having a good time.

      When we turned to walk back toward the car, I smiled up at them, wishing we were exactly what they thought in their heads.

      As we turned onto the block where we’d parked the car, Gabe pulled out the key fob and unlocked it. The car made two short beeps, and the lights flashed. He smiled at it as if he was in love.

      “You really like that, don’t you?”

      “Oh, you have no idea.”

      He guided me toward the passenger side of the car and opened the door. The new car smell wafted up and both of us breathed in deep.

      That was right. The Salem Order was driving around in a brand-new car. It was on the small side, nothing fancy, but at least it would help get more of us from point A to point B. No more having to finagle the ride situation. This, of course, after we decided to move back into Salem city limits at the old headquarters instead of Liam’s parents’ house. We thought it was safer for us there.

      “I just love new gadgets,” Gabe said, beaming. He held my hand as I lowered myself into the front seat. When I pulled my feet in, he shut the door for me.

      After he ran around the car and got in the other side, I turned toward him. “You better have a full report ready for Liam when we get back. You know he’s going to ask you all about the car, right down to the nitty gritty detail.”

      “Oh, I’ve been working on my write-up ever since our date started.”

      “Oh really?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m quite the multitasker.”

      This I knew to be true in some very delicious ways.

      Gabe winked and then pushed the ignition button to start the car. It came to life underneath us and Gabe looked like a kid on Christmas morning with a new toy. “I know we could’ve walked there,” he said as he put the car in Drive, “But this was much more fun.”

      I had to agree with him. Even though we were closer to everything now, we used every opportunity to drive the new car around as much as we could. Even Travis liked trading in the Jeep for the smaller more economical car some of the time. The only thing Liam splurged on was the fact that it was a hybrid. We joked that not only were we here to save the residents of Salem, we were also going to save the environment while we were at it.

      When you thought about it, Jax was just like pollution. Everything he touched, he damaged. It might not show right away, but it was there. Inside him, there was a demon like a living cancer. He thought the demon gave him powers, and I guessed it did, but it was nothing like the effect it was taking on him personally. Once he got everything he wanted, he’d never be the same again.

      Most of us realized that. Jax still didn’t. Or he didn’t care.

      Which was much, much worse.

      It turned out, we could’ve walked to the restaurant too. But in a life where there was so much to worry about, why not splurge now and then?

      We were seated right away. As I eyed the old-world charm in the place, Gabe eyed the menu. When the waitress came with our drink orders, I had to ask for another few minutes with the menu since I hadn’t even looked at it yet.

      Gabe sipped his water and then stared as I read. After making my decision, I put the menu back down. He held his hand out to me. “I thoroughly enjoyed doing this with you today. It was great to get a break from soccer and just come spend time with you without staring at the other mopey faces in the room.”

      Gabe looked away, his jaw clenching. He wasn’t the type that enjoyed all the sad bitterness going around. Travis was back to his usual moody self. I couldn’t blame him. He’d done something he thought was right, and the Order wasn’t going to let him forget that it was wrong.

      Gabe ran his finger over my bare wrist. “You better make yourself a bracelet soon, Norah. I don’t like thinking that you’re unprotected.”

      I stared down at the blue all-seeing-eye bracelet I’d made for him. Making the all-seeing-eye bracelet wasn’t the problem. It was figuring out what stones to use for mine. I wanted to get stones that represented all my guys. Somehow, I thought it would tie us even more together, and Lord knew we needed that more than ever right about now. “I will,” I told him.

      “Maybe we can take a look at a couple of shops before we head back,” he offered.

      Was it wrong that a shopping trip sounded like a good idea? And it wasn’t just because I wanted to get the all-seeing-eye bracelet made for myself. A lot of it was wanting to run from everything that was going on too. I didn’t want to run away from my guys, but just everything around us. All the stress we found us under.

      Gabe’s phone buzzed on the table. He tilted the screen up to look at it and then put it down again. I lifted myself off the seat to see it. It was still ringing, vibrating on the table in quick bursts. The name Liam ran across the screen. “You going to get that?” I asked.

      “Do I have to?”

      “No,” I told him honestly. It sounded mean, but it wasn’t meant to be. We weren’t trying to ignore the others, we were just trying to find that little bit of normal. “But you better,” I told him.

      He was already reaching for it on the table. I knew he would. “Hey, mate. What’s up?”

      Gabe nodded into the phone. Behind him, a man stood from a table near the front of the room and threw his napkin back down onto it. The woman and two kids he was with stared up at him and the littlest one started crying.

      His voice rose. Even from here, I could hear his harsh words as he raged about how difficult it was to even go out to eat with all of them. I bit my lip, unsure of what to do.

      I heard Gabe say, “Yeah, we won’t be gone too long. See you soon.” He hung up the phone and then twisted around to see the commotion that had started.

      The guy was red in the face now, his fists clenched at his sides. The woman reached out and squeezed his forearm and he stopped midsentence, staring at her with a lost look. Afterward, I watched as he took a few cooling breaths and then sat back down.

      “Wow. He was pretty upset,” Gabe said. He turned around but kept shooting glances back at the table.

      I watched as they continued with their meal, the father acting as if nothing had happened. It was like the top had blown off and then he was able to piece everything back together inside, so he could go back to normal.

      I understood that sentiment. Not that it was fair for those around him, even us, interrupting our nice, quiet meals with his blow up, but we didn’t know what kind of life he led. Maybe he was the CEO of a company with a lot of stress. Maybe he owned a company that was just about to go under. Maybe with the two kids on top of all that, he hadn’t been able to get a full night sleep in a year.

      I would definitely break under all that stress. I turned back to Gabe. “We need to have a talk with everyone.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Yeah?”

      I could tell already he thought I was insane. He turned around in his seat looking for the waitress. I covered his hand, bringing his attention back to me. “No, I mean it. We just need to get everything out there, so we can go back to normal.”

      “Normal?” His lips slid into a grin as if he thought my last sentence was absolutely insane.

      I shrugged. “You know what I mean. Normal for us. For Christ’s sakes, Liam just called and part of me didn’t even want you to answer it because I didn’t want to get pulled out of this moment. Who does that? I love Liam.”

      “Things are just a bit off right now, Love.” Gabe covered my hand with his other. “It’s not your fault. You’re allowed some carefree moments like this.”

      “But it is my fault,” I said. “Not what’s happening but letting it get as far as it has. That’s all our faults. We’re living in the headquarters like we’re just roommates, moping around from one thing to the next.”

      “We’re just all dealing with the Jax thing differently.”

      “That’s the problem,” I said. “We shouldn’t be dealing with it differently or separately. We’re a team, we’re a coven,” I said, whispering the last part. “We need to be in this together.” I didn’t know why but ever since Travis moved in front of Jax, I’d felt separated from all of them. I was still connected to them each individually, but maybe there was just something about what he did or having to place the Akasha mark on him. In a way, it blew up what we had until we were all just separate pieces trying to make things work again. “We need to go home.”

      “Right now?” Gabe asked.

      I nodded. “Right now. Please?”

      He nodded, then threw down a ten to cover what the waitress had done for us already before getting up and holding his hand out to me. I took it, and he pulled me close. “Whatever you need, Norah. Always.”
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      Gabe side-eyed me as we pulled up to what looked like a vacant building on the wharf. “I don’t know why you seem so giddy. I don’t think I’ve seen Travis and Randy talk to one another since that night other than to make sure everyone was okay.”

      I shrugged. I really didn’t care what they wanted at the moment. We all had to grow up. “Too bad.”

      “Sometimes forcing it isn’t good.”

      Even though he still had his sexy accent, Gabe’s words were grating on me. “Look where that’s gotten us in the past. Travis couldn’t even talk to me without saying something nasty.”

      “But he figured his stuff out…in time.”

      “Listen, Brit,” I said, glaring at him from the passenger seat as he pulled the car to a stop in front of the side door. “I think this is a fantastic idea. And I’m sick and tired of everyone acting like the other doesn’t exist. It’s time for a change.”

      I threw the door open and unlatched my seatbelt. Next to me, I heard him take in a deep breath. He wasn’t going to discourage me though. I knew what I was doing in my heart. I didn’t even need Granny’s next life knowledge to understand that staying quiet about all this wasn’t good for us. Especially since we knew that Jax wasn’t done with us. He certainly wasn’t going to let it go, and we needed to be ready…as a team…when that happened.

      I yanked open the side door and waltzed right up the stairway next to it. Up there were offices that we’d turned into makeshift bedrooms. Sure, we were all pretty much sleeping on couches or pull-out couches, but it was what we had at the moment. Because this was a sacred place to the Order, our magic was stronger here. It just made sense to stay here while there was a demon inside Jax. Call me crazy, but I liked the idea of having any help we could get.

      Besides, Liam promised that when we got to move back into his parents’ house, he’d buy me a hot tub. I could put up with this until I got my hot tub.

      Gabe was behind me as I ran up the stairs. Like usual, all the offices/bedrooms were closed. Maybe that was part of the problem. This place wasn’t set up like a house. There were no communal areas that we could all hang out in unless we wanted to go downstairs and hang out in the big room where the Order determined Travis wasn’t a bad witch. We’d all pass on that.

      I walked down the hallway, knocking on each of their doors. It was a Saturday evening, so I knew they were all in. “Get up. Get out here. Coven meeting.”

      Gabe snickered behind me.

      When I got to Randy’s room, I kept going. I went all the way down to the very end of the building and opened that door. The room was dingy, but I went over to the window and looked outside. It had a view of the ocean at least. This was now going to be the temporary living room.

      Down the hall, I heard doors open. Gabe leaned against the doorjamb to the temporary living room smirking at all the guys. “Yes, Mates. You heard that right. Norah wants a coven meeting.”

      As each of them walked in, my heart lurched. Liam looked as if he’d had his nose stuck in a web page for hours. The back of his hair stood straight up. Travis moped in. His eyes were far away, as if his mind was displaced from his body. Randy…. well, Randy had a sneer on his face that immediately raised my hackles. “What’s this about, Norah?”

      “Coven meeting.”

      “Did you guys find something out about Jax?” Liam asked.

      Travis immediately perked up.

      “No, nothing like that.”

      Randy rolled his eyes.

      “Simmer down, big boy,” I said. “This is all more important than that. This is about all of us getting our shit together.”

      Gabe stood in the back, his eyebrows raised high over his eyes. “Um, Norah?” Liam said. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about how the last week or so we haven’t done one thing together. We may as well be living in an apartment building where each of us don’t know the other. All we do is say hi when we pass in the hall.”

      “I think everyone’s had their mind on different stuff,” Liam said. He came forward. Out of all of them, I expected that he would be worried. That somehow me getting mad about this meant that our relationship was in jeopardy.

      I smiled at him and squeezed his hand to let him know it wasn’t personal. But then I turned toward all of them. “So, hey, how did we figure out how to take out Dupre at the sorority house?”

      “We didn’t take him out. We put the Akashic cell on him and then he just disappeared.”

      “Then how did we put the Akashic cell on him?”

      They all just stared at me.

      “The answer you’re all looking for is ‘together’. We did it together.”

      “How did we save Liam from the Familiar and Randy from the Liderc?”

      Travis folded his arms in front of his chest. “We’re not not working together, Norah.”

      “Speak for yourself, Shaw.”

      All eyes turned to Randy. I knew as soon as he walked in that he was itching for a fight. This could be a good thing. This was what I saw at the restaurant. The father got angry, let it out, and then everything was better again.

      Travis looked bored. “What’s that, Randy? Is there something you’d like to say?”

      Randy’s hands turned to fists. Gabe’s eyes turned to me, then went right back to the pair of them. “We could’ve been done with all this. We had the chance to grab Jax, but you interfered. We could’ve been done. Our lives could’ve been normal by now, but we’re living in fucking Order headquarters.”

      Travis’s jaw tensed. “That’s not Jax.”

      “Oh, wake the fuck up. It was Jax. He was the same overconfident prick he always was.”

      “I don’t think he was that bad,” Gabe said, grimacing. “He was our friend.”

      “And that’s why I can call him a prick,” Randy said. “I’d expect all of you to call me a fucking asshole if I was being one.”

      “Fine,” Travis said. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

      “I’m not the asshole who’s responsible for all this!”

      Each of then breathed in deep, facing off from one another. Liam looked conflicted, as if he should be standing next to Randy, but let’s face it. None of us wanted to be standing next to Randy when he was like this.

      “This is good,” I said. “We need to get all this out so that we can talk it through and get over it.”

      Randy turned his glare on me. My stomach clenched. “You don’t get it, Norah. None of this is going to change anything.” Though his voice was much calmer, his eyes were still dark.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, feeling uncertain for the first time.

      “Because faced with the same thing in the future, Travis would do the same thing. He’s not going to let us do anything to Jax.”

      “Haven’t we done enough to Jax?” Travis asked.

      I spun toward him, trying to read his face. The truth was evident on his face. I moved forward and grabbed his forearm. “Randy’s right, Travis. That wasn’t Jax.”

      “It was,” he said, his muscles underneath my touch bunching.

      “You know what he did,” I told him, speaking softly. “You know he called upon a demon to give him back his powers. There’s no other way he would be that powerful without it.”

      “Travis seems to forget that Jax was the one leading Dupre on a string. That he was the reason you were taken, Norah. That a bunch of witches got drained, and some even died. He was the reason why Liam had a God damn familiar on him and we thought we were going to lose him.”

      “That’s not Jax.”

      “Exactly!” Randy said.

      Travis moved within a split second. He shoved Randy against the wall, the smell of cinnamon spicing up the room. My heart fell through to my stomach as I watched them both. I went to move forward, but Liam squeezed my hand. “That wasn’t him!” Travis seethed. “That wasn’t him, but he’s in there. My friend is still in there.”

      Randy was red in the face now, trying to control any reaction he might have had. Gabe put his hand on Travis’s shoulder and moved him away. “He was all our friend, Mate.”

      “Not like he was with me. You guys all know it. I’m not trying to be mean, but you know how long we were friends. I can tell that the real Jax is still in there. It’s like when Liam had the familiar on him. He couldn’t control what he did, and as soon as we got the familiar off him, he was back to being Liam. It’s going to be the same way with Jax.”

      Liam and I exchanged looks. What Travis was forgetting was the fact that Jax called the demon to him. Liam never asked for the familiar to jump onto him. Never. He didn’t even possess whatever quality it was that would let him do that. Maybe it was like Randy said, Jax was a prick. It was that kind of attitude, that kind of mentality, that would let someone use a demon to gain their witch powers back.

      “I don’t care what you say,” Randy said, his teeth clenched. “That’s not Jax, and when the time comes, I’ll take him out myself.”

      Travis staggered back a few steps. I held my hands out to steady him. When I looked around to his face, it was white as if a pale sheen had fallen over it. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I have to do what’s best for everyone.”

      “That’s not what’s best for everyone,” Travis said, moving forward again, this time with a hint of pleading in his voice. “It’s not what’s best for me.”

      “It’s what’s best for the majority, and that’s how we always vote, remember, Travis?”

      He shook his head. He looked at each of us. “You all don’t think that, do you? You all don’t think that we need to kill Jax, do you?”

      He looked at me first. Even though I held his gaze, I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d been in Jax’s presence the most, and I wasn’t sure there was any good left to him. But I couldn’t tell him that. He looked so lost.

      “I agree with Randy,” Liam said.

      Travis looked as if shy, quiet Liam slapped him across the face.

      “It’s what’s best for Norah. He wants to hurt her, Travis.”

      “Because of what we did to him,” Travis said. He moved forward and grabbed both of Liam’s shoulders as if he was going to shake him. “He only wants to do that because we turned our back on him. He wants to get back at us for what we did to him.”

      “I know you think that,” Liam said. He opened his mouth to say something else, but Travis had already moved to Gabe.

      He walked straight up to him, causing Gabe to stand up with his shoulders back. “What about you? Do you think Jax needs to die?”

      “I don’t know,” Gabe said. “We certainly can’t let him go around Salem doing what he’s been doing, that much I know. It’s safer not only for Norah, but everyone else. He has possession of a demon, Travis. That’s not something we can just look past.”

      He backed up, not bothering to look twice at Randy, but his gaze roamed over Gabe, Liam, and then back to me. “Norah…”

      The building shook. Puffs of dirt exploded into tiny particles away from the walls, and for the first time, I recognized it for what it was. Someone had breached the wards.
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      We sprang into action. Liam threw up a visibility spell so fast I almost got dizzy when the walls disappeared and I saw nothing but the exterior parking lot.

      Travis and Randy took point in front of Liam, Gabe, and me. Travis, though, inched forward as if all he needed was a reason to run out in front of us.

      His hang-ups were deeper than I thought. Maybe this hadn’t been the best of ideas since it turned out to be a rag on Travis meeting. I just really wanted us all to start thinking and planning again. I’d have to sit down and talk to him by myself to see where his head was at. Maybe he’d open up to me more about it. Maybe then I could understand it because right now, I was just trying to make sense of his words.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Randy said. “It’s the Order.”

      Gabe and Liam relaxed. Gabe never liked to see them, but Liam at least was relieved to see that it wasn’t Jax, I thought.

      Liam took down his invisibility spell and Travis quieted the wards. We walked down the stairwell slowly. I didn’t know how the rest of my coven felt, but just because they knew I existed now, that didn’t mean they gave me all the warm and fuzzies. And an unannounced meeting was never good.

      Gabe echoed my sentiment as we walked down. None of us responded, most likely because we were all thinking the same things in our head.

      We met them by the side door. They nodded at us as they moved into the main room. In front of our eyes, chairs from the surrounding seating lifted and flew through the air to the center of the pentagram. Five seats facing another five seats.

      Well, that was cozy.

      Walter sat in the middle, and Travis took the spot opposite him. I sat next to him with Randy to my right. Gabe and Liam flanked Travis on the other side.

      “Hello,” Walter said. His gaze ran down the line until it hit me. He stared at me a few seconds longer than he did everyone else. After Travis’s ceremony, he and I sat down together many times. I was grilled and asked every question I could think of. It was a stressful time, but I hadn’t seen him in days. “Sorry to come unannounced.”

      Randy bristled, no doubt thinking that it never stopped them before. Now that we had nothing to hide though, it really didn’t matter. They knew about me. Travis had been found to be true. What could possibly be wrong?

      “There’s much to say, so we’ll just get right to it,” Walter said. “After many meetings with the other Orders, we’ve decided to begin a new Order decree.”

      We all shifted in our seats. The air was thick, and we all waited for what felt like a bomb to drop. “What’s that?” Randy asked, his leg jumping up and down as he tried and failed to sit there calmly.

      “As you know, we had to tell the other Orders about your new coven member.”

      “Norah,” Gabe said.

      “I know her name, Mr. MacDonnagh.” He looked away from Gabe, his expression steely. “We didn’t think it right to keep her presence a secret as you all kept it from us.”

      Randy’s fingers clenched into fists.

      “After much deliberation in which some Orders thought it best to disband the Salem Order, we’ve—”

      “Disband the Order?” Travis argued.

      Walter held up a hand. “Thankfully, it has not come to that. In order to keep the faith in your Order and for Orders to better serve their cities, we’ve decided on a ruling.”

      Gooseflesh erupted over my arms. Walter wouldn’t look at me, and I knew this had not just something to do with me, but everything to do with me. The Order of the Akasha was a long-standing club. They didn’t like change. Change was their enemy.

      “From now on, Order members are not to have any intimate relationships with one another further than friendship.”

      A sour taste coated my throat. They’d just taken everything dear to me and threw it down and stomped on it without any thought to what it would do to us. These guys were my everything.

      “You can’t do that,” Travis said.

      At the same time, Randy said, “Fuck that.”

      After the two outbursts, Liam said, “That seems rather harsh, don’t you think?”

      Gabe leaned back, his lips pressed tightly together. For some reason, he’d always been the black sheep of this Order.

      “I expected this reaction,” Walter said, “But please believe me that everyone had nothing but the best of intentions for your coven. It is our belief, however, that one cannot have a flourishing coven with the types of relationship that you all have.”

      I couldn’t take it any longer. “That’s not what this is about, though, is it?” I asked. “Tell us what it’s really about.”

      Walter slowly moved his gaze toward me. His disinterested look sent me into a spiral.

      “What about the rumors of the other covens? Is it true?” I asked, rising to my feet. “Is it true what we heard that adding in a female Enforcer does something to the coven?”

      “We can’t substantiate those claims,” Walter said. He never rose to his feet, but his look itself said he was superior than me.

      “But you might as well have,” I said. “If not, why would you even make this rule? If there was no evidence behind it, why couldn’t we continue on as we have been to see what happened?”

      “It’s for your own good,” Walter said.

      A shiver went up my spine. “You know, it’s been my experience that people who say, ‘It’s for your own good,’ are either copping out or lying. Which is it with you?”

      Travis stood. He put a hand on my forearm to hold me back. “I’ve got news for you, Walter. Our relationship with Norah is none of your business. We’ll continue to do whatever it is we please on that level.”

      “Then you will be breaking the law,” Walter said, his voice morphing from one of just generally relaying news to feeling the truth behind it.

      “Then you can disband us,” Liam said.

      Walter’s head reared back. “You would do that?”

      “That and more,” Gabe said, his British accent thick. Whenever he was in a heightened emotion, it always seemed as if he’d just stepped out of England itself.

      “This isn’t fair, and you know it, Walter. Either you have something that shows evidence of why you’re trying to enforce this law, or you’re being bullied into it by fear.”

      As I’d always said, fear leads people to do crazy shit.

      “Is that your answer then?” Walter asked. “Rather than do your life’s calling, you’d rather give in to your feelings?”

      Travis looked back at us. It felt as if a spotlight was on me. I was the reason that this was happening. If I’d never been called to them. If I’d just gone back to New Orleans.

      A whole highlight reel of what I would’ve missed out on flashed in my mind. Yeah, I wouldn’t give them up for the world. The Order could kiss my ass.

      After getting the affirmative from all of us, Travis turned back around. “The Akasha doesn’t lie. When you guys start believing in your own teachings, you can come back and talk to us.”

      Walter swallowed. The faces on the other Order members were blank, expressionless. They’d almost always taken their cue from him. How dull that was. I couldn’t imagine any one of us letting Travis speak for the rest of us.

      In one fluid motion, they all rose. Collectively, they turned toward the side door and started walking away. Their shoes echoed off the floor and bounced around the walls as they left us there. Walter let them all go ahead of him and when he was the last one in the room, he turned. “You have one day to vacate the premises.”

      “You know Jax is still out there!” Travis said. Evidently, he thought he’d been calling the Order’s bluff, but it hadn’t worked. They were going to be dicks about this.

      “That is none of your concern now,” Walter said.

      He walked out, and the slamming door echoed around the room as if it was the call to recess in a courtroom.

      We all sat or stood stunned into silence. They’d really done it.

      “I’m so…sorry,” I said, my voice breaking. Shock still poured through me. I hadn’t seen this coming. Then again, I hadn’t really been thinking about it. There were so much more important things to think about that what the Order was going to do about us had been put on the back burner. Evidently, that wasn’t what they were most worried about.

      “They have to have a reason for doing this,” Liam said.

      “It doesn’t fucking matter,” Randy said, renewed anger wafting off him. “We don’t matter to them, so…”

      “So…?” Liam asked. His cute little face was bunched up.

      I looked at all of them down the line. Gabe seemed resigned. Liam was confused, and Travis just looked lost while Randy’s emotions weren’t hard to guess. I knew this wasn’t my fault. I knew this down in the bottom of my gut, but that didn’t stop the sorrow from leaking into me like I’d been riddled with little tiny holes that were just now giving way to these other emotions. These guys had much more at stake in this than I did, and I knew they would do anything for me, and I them. That didn’t make this any better.

      I took a deep breath and started to walk toward the doors. Liam reached out for me. “I’m okay,” I said, dodging him. “I just need to be alone for a second.”

      “Norah…” Randy said, some of the anger left him, but was replaced with concern.

      I turned around and walked backwards. “It’s really okay. I just need a moment.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I spun on my heel and walked quickly toward the exit. When I got to it, I pushed it open and kept walking. The chilly night air washed over me in an instant douse of cold. I hoped they would let me do this and when I was on the other side of the parking lot and they hadn’t come after me, I knew they’d listened to me.

      My mind wouldn’t cooperate. I walked, staring out at the ocean and wondering what we were going to do now, but my mind wouldn’t focus. Shock still rang through me. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. The superiors just dropped us all like we were yesterday’s dinner special. They didn’t take into account what the guys had been doing for Salem since they were inducted into the Order. They hadn’t even taken into account what Salem needed now with Jax on the loose. What the hell were they thinking?

      I had to agree with Liam. The Order must’ve known something that they weren’t sharing with the rest of us. I supposed it was their secret to keep. Hell, it wasn’t even any of our concern now.

      Though, that was just ridiculous to say. I could think all I want about how I had free time now and that I could really start to get my shop up and running at full steam. I could think about maybe taking some business classes or taking up yoga, or…the future. What was the next steps with the guys and me? It wasn’t something that we’d even talked about. Families, kids. Maybe that hadn’t been an option before, but now…?

      I shook my head. What mattered now was what always mattered. The coven and keeping Salem safe. Just because the Order didn’t recognize us anymore, that didn’t mean that we still couldn’t continue to do what we were doing. The Akasha was still at work. I bet if something was going on now, we would still get the call.

      Funny how that we’d all been arguing right before the superiors had come in, but when they’d tried to separate us, we came together.

      Nothing would stop us from being together.
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      After a half hour of walking by myself, my phone rang. I fished it out of my back pocket and brought it up to my ear after seeing Travis’s name. “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      “Where are you? We decided that we weren’t going to stay in here another night. We packed up all our stuff and we’re going to head to the apartment.”

      I smiled when he mentioned apartment. That was the first place I’d seen all of them. I’d been spying on them because I wasn’t sure what I was getting myself into. In fact, I still didn’t know what I was getting myself into but going to the apartment sounded fine. Sounded better than fine. Almost as if we were coming full circle. “I’m…” I spun in a circle trying to find where I was. “I’m by the Pirate’s Museum.”

      “Okay, stay where you are. One of us will be by to pick you up, and we’ll all meet at the apartment.”

      I ended the call and looked around. Seeing the life-sized cutout of the pirate, I decided to stand right next to him. This was one place I hadn’t been yet. One place I wasn’t sure I’d like either. I wasn’t really a pirate person. The artifacts they had in there were probably fascinating, but that was probably one tourist trap I could skip, and it wouldn’t break my heart.

      It only took a few minutes for Travis and Randy to pull up in the Jeep to get me. Randy rolled down the window, so I could see into the interior. They were both just sitting there as if their earlier argument hadn’t even taken place.

      Damn. To be a man, huh?

      “Hey there, Sexy.”

      I smiled and shook my head, then I pulled open the back door to get in. We hadn’t brought all that much to the Order headquarters by the wharf, but apparently it was enough to fill up the back of the Jeep and most of the backseat too. Who knew what Gabe and Liam had in the car. “What about your bike?” I asked Randy as soon as I hopped in.

      “I’ll go get it tomorrow.”

      Travis pulled out onto the road and I buckled up. The drive to the apartment wasn’t all that long, but I was silently pleading with them not to say anything about what had happened. I didn’t want to talk about what we were going to do now. I didn’t want to think about the future, I just wanted to think about the right now. The right now where all of us had stuck up for one another when someone had tried to break our bonds. I was proud of us. No matter what, I could always say that about what had just happened tonight.

      “Is Liam okay?” I asked, unable to help myself.

      Randy snickered. “It’ll take him a day, maybe.”

      I sighed, thinking about how lost he looked. He’d get over it. And, like I’d come to terms with during my walk. I wasn’t sure there was anything to get over.

      “So…” I said. “I think we should order a pizza and grab some beer.”

      Travis stared at me through the rearview mirror, the corners of his mouth crinkling. Randy turned in his seat, a full-on smile gracing his face. “I knew there was a reason we got along so well. To the store, Travis.”

      Travis took a quick right, driving up a side road. “Gabe and Liam are probably already there. Want to text them to order the pizza?”

      “On it.”

      I sat in the back, smiling to myself. Some people may have thought I was losing it. I’d just been effectively fired from a job, but inside, I felt like we should celebrate. We had a lot to be thankful for and now seemed as perfect a time as any.

      When Travis pulled into the parking lot of the corner store, I got out with him. Randy answered his phone. Apparently, Liam was unsure what he really meant when he said order us pizzas in his text.

      Travis reached his hand out and I interlaced my fingers with his. He held the door open for me and we went inside and straight to the coolers in the back. Travis picked out a thirty rack and then we made our way to the front of the store to pay. It was stupid, but this was the most normal thing I’d done in a long time. When you were a witch for all your life like I was, things like this just didn’t happen all the time. There was more abnormal in my house than there was routine. And when I had stepped inside the box to do things normal kids did, Granny always found out, which somehow turned it into something “other” again. God, I missed that woman.

      “Have fun,” the guy behind the counter said after he ran Travis’s card. We walked out of the store and I hopped back into the backseat. Randy was laughing when we got in. “Jesus. You guys look like you’re doing something wrong.”

      “I think Norah’s giddy,” Travis said.

      I couldn’t disagree with him.

      “Just drive us home,” I said. As soon as I said it, a cascade of warmth hit me. The Order headquarters was never home. The apartment was, and Liam’s parents’ house was becoming one.

      When we pulled up to the apartment, the little car was parked out front. I pushed open the backdoor and got out. For the first time, I was going to walk into the apartment feeling like I was a part of it. That wasn’t just the guy’s apartment anymore. Or the place where I had to do the walk of shame, but it was a place for all of us together.

      Randy grabbed a few boxes from the back of the Jeep, and Travis grabbed the beer and followed me in. Gabe already had the TV on while Liam’s head was stuck in a book. I went right over to him and shut it before planting myself on his lap. “Hey,” he said in protest.

      “Tonight, is a worry-free night,” I said. “No Order, no witchy stuff, just us.”

      He looked unsure, so instead of trying to convince him with words, I handed the book off to Randy on his way through the apartment and pulled Liam to me. I kissed him softly at first, enjoying the way he always seemed surprised at first, then willing and able to do whatever I wanted.

      I pulled away, then gave him a chaste kiss on the lips. “We have beer.”

      He cocked his head, his forehead creasing.

      “Beer?” Gabe said, perking up.

      Travis came forward and opened the thirty rack up on the coffee table. He left five out and then went to the refrigerator to put the rest in. “When will the pizza be here?”

      Liam checked his watch. “Fifteen minutes.”

      “Excellent,” Gabe said. He popped the top on his can and took a healthy drink before laying back down on the couch with a perfect view of the soccer game on TV.

      “Who do you want to win?” I asked, taking a can for myself and handing one to Liam.

      He frowned down at it as if he had no idea why we were all acting in this way, but he shrugged and followed along. He opened his can right after me as I settled deeper into his lap. Randy came around the other side of the couch and sat down next to Liam and me. “Grab me one of those, will you?” he asked.

      I leaned over and passed him one. Travis took a spot on the armchair directly facing the TV as we waited for the pizza. Soon, we were all into the game after Gabe explained who he wanted to win. I shouldn’t have even had to ask. One of the teams was clearly British. God, there were a lot of hot football players.

      Ha. “Hey, Gabe, I just said football in my head instead of soccer. You must be rubbing off on me.”

      “I’ll rub something on you.”

      I burst out laughing, then grabbed the pillow that was next to Liam and threw it at Gabe’s head. It hit its mark then fell forward, hitting Gabe’s beer which splashed up and over the edge. He turned his face, all smiles toward me. “What?”

      The announcer erupting into a play-by-play got his attention back toward the screen. Shortly after, the doorbell rang, and I moved off Liam, so he could answer it. “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      My stomach growled just thinking about how good this pizza was going to taste. I felt as if I hadn’t eaten in a long time.

      The smell wafted in before I even saw Liam with the actual pizza boxes. He waltzed in and placed them down on the coffee table. It was a free-for-all.  I’d never seen so many hands reach for something in my life as I did those guys reaching for slices of pizza. It was as if every one of them sprouted two more hands and they were all going for different slices. I sat back and waited until it was my turn, but when Liam came back, he had two plates and handed one to me.

      “Suck up,” Randy said.

      “You’re just mad you didn’t think of it,” Liam countered.

      “Thank you,” I told him, giving him a nice juicy smack on the cheek.

      Travis smiled, but then we were all silent as we chowed down on the pizza. The whole time, I just kept thinking how normal this all was. How if we looked into other people’s apartments right now, we could see people doing the same thing. Not everyone always had their nose stuck in a century old spell book or had to Google things like demonic familiars. And they weren’t tethered to their computers when they got a video call from their superiors. Nope, tonight we were just us.

      The only thing separating us from normal people was the fact that we were all in a relationship. And that was the one thing we would not break up. Push come to shove, that meant more to us than anything else. We would fight for it. No matter what.
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      “You’re so lucky, Norah Girl.”

      I blinked until my vision cleared. Two glaring eyes were inches from my face. I reared back until I heard a grunt. “Jesus, Granny. What the hell?”

      Granny moved away, shaking her head. “I’ve been waiting for you to go to sleep. I don’t know why I even bother to come sometimes, but you sure as the crows fly keep needing my help.”

      She twisted to walk away, moving through the small living room in the apartment. She moved right through Gabe and then turned back around again until her hazy clouds blocked him. I sat up and yawned, stretching my arms out over my head.

      “You’re not tired. You’re still sleeping,” Granny said, her gaze focused on me again.

      “How do you know how I am?”

      She came forward again, the fog billowing out to get out of her way. “I know things, Girl.”

      I smiled at the reminder of those words from her mouth. She used to say that to me all the time. She was always knowing things. “What’s going on?” I asked, stifling another yawn. She said I shouldn’t be tired, but I was. I was super tired, and my eyes felt like they kept wanting to close on me.

      “I said,” she said, her eyes growing round again. “You’re lucky you pulled this around. I kept waiting for you to go to sleep, so I could talk some sense into you. You’re falling apart.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to focus on her. She was right. We had been falling apart. “I think we’re better now.”

      “You might be better, but you’ve still got a long ways to go. Looooong,” she said again, drawing out the word. “I didn’t think I needed to remind you that the enemy is still out there. Demons aren’t a joke, Norah Girl. They suck all the good out of people. They kill everything around them out of pleasure and then they keep going. They thrive off hate and anger and death. This thing needs to be taken care of.”

      “Well, apparently we’re not Order members anymore. The superiors—”

      She threw her hand up. “Oh, I saw. But what I didn’t see was you coming to grips with the fact that this is still your problem. I didn’t need no Order or coven to change my magical world, and neither do you. Fight against the darkness, Baby Girl. You need no one’s permission for that.”

      I swallowed, staring up at the grandmother who raised me. She’d done just as she said. Granny didn’t take crap from anyone, and I could do the same. Who was the Order to tell us we couldn’t do what every magical person in this town should be afraid of? Who knew what else Jax could do? If what he’d already done was any indication, we were in for a world of hurt.

      “You are not a puppet on their string. This is everyone’s problem.”

      “I just said that.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “In my head, I did.”

      She gave a doubtful look.

      “Really, I did.”

      “Like I tried to tell you when you were a teen, I still can’t read your mind.”

      It was my turn to give her a doubtful look. There’d been plenty of times I was sure she had that ability. It seemed like she always knew exactly what I was going to do before I even knew it myself. “It doesn’t matter. You’re right.”

      She beamed. Her teeth almost glowing in the shadows. “Alive or dead, being told you’re right never gets old.”

      I ignored her statement. “Granny,” I started. Looking over at Travis, he looked so peaceful in the arm chair sleeping, but his brows were just a little furrowed as if even when he slept this whole Jax thing got to him. He was carrying a lot of weight on his shoulders and I wasn’t sure I agreed with him on his belief that Jax could be saved.

      “Well, out with it,” she snapped.

      “Granny, I, um, Travis thinks his friend can be saved. The one who summoned the demon to give him his powers back.”

      Granny turned toward Travis as I spoke. She’d come to him before in his sleep and I had a feeling that she had a soft spot for him.

      “Is it true? Can Jax be pulled back?”

      “I wish I knew, Norah. I wish I knew. I always strived to live in the light. I never got into the messy dark side, and I sure as heaven wouldn’t have gone that far dark nor spoke to anyone who did. But I think…I’d like to think that if that person wants to be saved, they can be. All of us have a choice. Just like you, Norah. You can choose to sit around this place eating pizza and drinking it up, or you can get up, and start working on what’s more important. Get everyone involved. It’s not just your fight. It’s all the witches here. It’s everyone here who has any shred of magical abilities. Those that burn the brightest dim the quickest.” She stepped forward, a frown tugging at her lips. “That’s why I’m scared for you, Norah Girl. So scared for you. The minute you were born you lit up everything. Everywhere you go, light, light, light. You can’t let the dark affect you. You’ll be the first, I’m afraid.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going to be fine. We all are.” A surge of adrenaline shot through me. At the same time, it seemed to die out way too soon. Talking with Granny kept me alert, but I had a feeling that as soon as she left, I’d be passed out. I didn’t have a clue as to why I was so tired. Maybe that talk earlier with the guys had taken a bigger toll on me than I thought. Or maybe it was the fact that we hadn’t been a unit that had taken its toll on me and this was the aftermath.

      “All I know is, I’ll be right here for you. I’ll always be right here for you.”

      The familiar pain of losing Granny struck me again. I knew enough not to reach out to her as she slowly faded away, but it made it all the worse to lose her again and know that not even trying to catch her would work. “Miss you, Granny.”

      “Did you not hear what I said?” She shook her head as the shadows rolled in, taking her away.

      I couldn’t help but smirk. She was always so literal.

      Somewhere in my unconsciousness, I was still there. Caught somewhere in that strange realm of dreaming and not dreaming. When Granny came to me, I wasn’t dreaming. I was fully conscious of it all even though my body was in a state of sleep. I didn’t understand it, but I was one of the lucky ones. Still able to see the most important person to me in this life even after her death.

      I yawned again, my eyes stinging. I tried closing my eyes, wishing I’d go back into sleep. Back where I wasn’t conscious of the fact that I was just laying here on top of Randy.  This only happened when Granny came though.

      I opened one eye. Was she fully gone? Maybe she was coming back.

      I looked around the room. I couldn’t see her. Her usual flourish of fog and haze was gone. I saw everything just as it was before we went to sleep. Gabe sprawled out on the opposite sofa. Travis in the recliner. Liam on the floor in front of me while Randy and I took up this couch.

      I closed my eyes again, waiting for this part of my brain to turn off. Or was this a magical thing? Did I control it before and not know it? “Sleep,” I mumbled.

      Nothing.

      I breathed in deep, frustration overwhelming me.

      Wait.

      I breathed in again. A smell perforated my senses until all at once it felt like a blanket of fog was all around us, and that blanket of fog smelled like rotten eggs.

      Gas.

      In my mind, I was alert again. My eyes flew open. I struggled to move, but I—the me that was my physical body—was still asleep. No. No, this wasn’t happening. I sent out alert messages trying to get someone else to wake up. I couldn’t move. I focused on my fingers, trying to get them to wake up. If they could move, maybe the rest of my body could too.

      If this place was filling with gas, we could die. Or maybe it was a dream. Or maybe it wasn’t gas at all. Bad magic smelled like rotten eggs.

      I breathed in again, almost choking on the foul aroma. Maybe someone or something had gotten through the wards. Maybe someone spelled us into not waking up.

      In my head, I turned toward Travis. Granny had been able to come to him before. Maybe I could come to him too. Maybe I could send him a message to wake up. To help us out of this. In my head, I knew something was going on even if I didn’t know if it was magical or real-world problems.

      When you’re magical, but you can’t even save yourself from dying a normal death. Ha. Hashtag real-world problems.

      “Travis!” I shouted. My lips didn’t move, but I felt the urgency straight through to my toes. “Wake up, please, Travis! Something’s going on.”

      I pictured his faith in people. His love for me, and his coven. His leadership qualities, and of course his assholishness that sometimes knew no bounds. But at his center, he was so good. So kind.

      “Travis, we need you!”

      His eyelids fluttered. It was working! I refused to think that my mind was making this up. I couldn’t think like that.

      “Travis, get up! Something’s going on and I can’t move. I can’t get out of here and if I can’t, maybe the others can’t either.”

      His eyes flew open. He stared at me. Still not moving, our gazes locked. Fear rang through his. If he was trying to talk to me the same way I was talking to him, I couldn’t hear it, but I hoped he smelled what I did. And if he did, I hoped he could do something about it.

      “Get up!” I urged him. “Figure out what’s going on!”

      His nose moved first. Then his lips. Then his head started to shake. The movement worked its way down his body until every appendage of his moved. Fingers, legs, and even though I couldn’t see them, his toes probably did too.

      His face strained, he sat up. He dropped down onto all fours in front of me, narrowly missing Liam’s head. He stared down into my eyes. I wasn’t sure what he saw. Did he see the me I felt now? The me with her eyes wide open pleading with him to do something? Or did he just see what I saw in the rest of them. Me sleeping there calmly, wrapped up in Randy’s arms.

      “What’s going on?” I heard him say.

      He looked around, taking a deep breath. Immediately, he started to focus. He stood, his feet shuffling from side to side as if his equilibrium was off. At the same time, a spark of red came from his hand. He moved to the center of the room and I the red grew. At first it was just centered on the outside of his hand in one little pin point. Then it got bigger and bigger until it encompassed his whole hand.

      Then I felt it, the wind. My hair tracked over my face and goosebumps sprouted over my body.

      The window by the door flew open, and Travis’s wind blew that direction. For a few moments, it felt like we were inside a tornado. The lid to the pizza box flopped wildly and empty beer cans topped over onto the rug.

      Gabe moved next. He woke much quicker. His eyes only blinked a few times before he threw a hand over his face. “What are you doing, man? It’s in the middle of the night.”

      The wind died. “Gabe!”

      “Mate, you’re making a mess.”

      “Something’s wrong. Get up,” Travis said.

      In my own head, I tried and tried to move. My body just wouldn’t cooperate though. The air was better in here, fresher. I didn’t smell the overpowering gag-worthy rotten air as much though it had traces.

      “Wake everyone else up,” Travis said. “Get them up.”

      I could see Gabe sniff the air. In in an instant, he was up and off the couch. He jumped over the coffee table and landed just in front of Liam. He kicked him, “Get up.”

      Liam grunted.

      In my head, I reached out to Gabe. I was trapped in a prison of my mind. This was the worst feeling. Like, no matter what I did, I wouldn’t be able to make a difference.

      “Norah, Randy, wake up!”

      Randy grunted, and the sound made my heart crack. He was always such a bear to get up. He slept like the dead.

      He tried to roll away, but I was still there. “What the fuck?” he muttered.

      Gabe punched him in the arm. “Get the fuck up, Mate. Something’s wrong.”

      I felt him move behind me. Liam had sat up, his head in his hands. His body vibrated from a yawn that seemed to overtake him. “Why am I so tired?”

      “I don’t know what happened,” Travis said. “But something just went down.”

      He spun on his heel, finding me. He knelt. In my head, I was screaming at myself to wake up. “Norah?” he said. “Norah?” he said again, shaking my shoulders.

      Fear rounded his eyes.

      Hearing it in his voice, Liam spun around too. He took me by the hips and shook me. All at once, they all were saying my name, trying to wake me up. “Norah!” Randy bellowed.

      It was so loud it made me cringe, but this was just the me that was in here. The me that was out there couldn’t do anything.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Gabe asked.

      His blond hair was sticking up on its ends. It reminded me of the first morning I woke up with him.

      Another fissure was workings its way through my heart. I felt so removed from then. Not able to tell them I could hear them and see them.

      “I heard her,” Travis said. “In my head while I was sleeping. I don’t know,” he shook his head. “She told me to wake up. She told me something was wrong.”

      “Bad magic,” Randy said. He pulled himself out from behind me and they laid me down on my back. He came around. His shirt was off, and his gym pants hung low on his waist. I loved Randy like that. His muscles, tattoos, and piercings on full display. He was never more himself than when he was shirtless to me.

      I reached out. “Please!”

      My limbs never moved.

      “We should take her to the hospital,” Liam said.

      “But if it was magic…” Gabe said.

      “We don’t know that,” Liam said. He’d already put his glasses on and turned to look in all the obvious places for the car keys.

      At once, they all moved to the background. I could still see them, hear them, but something else moved forward. A dark mass with two razor red circles for eyes. It was like when Granny came to me, but Granny never gave me chills right down to my bone.

      “Norah…” it sang.

      My jaw clenched. I knew right away who it was.

      “Do you feel that, Norah? Do you feel that debilitating fear that you’re right there, but you can’t even talk to them?”

      “What do you want?” I shouted.

      “You already know that. Revenge. Revenge in all the ways I was wronged. I want everyone to understand what not having magic did to me. What not having a coven did to me.

      A growl ripped through me. The guys were so close. They were so close, but it was as if I wasn’t even there at all.

      “Do you feel that?”

      “I hate you.”

      He laughed, loudly. The sound so evil it made me cringe. “This was so much fun. Please do tell them it was all me.”

      In an instant, everything went back to normal. I sat up straight on the couch, taking in a deep breath as if this was the first time I’d been able to breathe in a long time.

      “Norah!”

      I stared back at Travis. He reached for me and I felt his hands on my forearms. I squeezed his arm, too, my limbs moving when I asked them too. I never thought I’d be so relieved to feel that way. To know that I had control over my own body. “Jax,” I said. “It was Jax.”

      “What was Jax?” Travis asked.

      Liam stood right behind him. All four pairs of their eyes were on me. “Jax. He made it so I could see everything that was going on, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even talk. I woke you up,” I said, staring at Travis.

      He nodded. “I heard you.”

      I breathed in a rugged breath. “He said he wanted me to feel what it was like for him. He also wanted you guys to know it was him who did it.”

      A muscle in Travis’s jaw feathered. Liam looked down, his head shaking back and forth. Gabe ran his hands through his hair. And Randy? Well, Randy cracked his knuckles in front of himself as if he was preparing for a fight.

      Jax had invaded me. He’d gotten into my head. He—

      My skin tingled.

      “What are you doing, Norah?”

      “Nothing.”

      Pin pricks started all over my body. I looked at the four of them surrounding me and smiled. I was back here with them, and I could feel all their energy intent on keeping us safe.

      “You’re doing something,” Gabe said.

      I glared at him. They were ruining this moment for me. This moment of true love I felt just bursting from me in waves. If I’d felt this when I was trapped inside my own head, there was no way Jax could’ve ever been there at the same time.

      “Sweetie,” Liam said. “You’re glowing.”
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      I stared down. The most brilliant white infused purple shone from me as if I was my own personal spotlight, lighting up everything within a few inches from me.

      Travis pulled his hands away from my skin, then put them back on me. “You’re so warm. It’s overflowing.”

      Randy’s face scrunched. “Does anyone else think this is really weird? The only other time one of us glows with our color magic is when we’re using our elements.”

      Liam echoed the word at the same time as if the same thing dawned on him at the right moment.

      “So, what’s Norah’s element?” Gabe said. “Lighting up like a Christmas tree?”

      “Maybe it’s light?” Liam asked. He moved forward. He put his arms on my shoulders as Travis touched my forearms. “He’s right. She’s so warm right now. Not hot, but just…” He almost sighed.

      Each of them held their hands out to me. “You feel like a bonfire,” Randy said. “Like a bonfire that would never burn me if I got too close.”

      “That is the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Randy shrugged.

      “You’re beautiful,” Gabe said, his voice in awe.

      “Okay, okay.” I stood and pushed away. I hated when they all looked at me like that. It felt like a lot of pressure to be something perfect and I was a far cry from that. “I’m just me.”

      Liam cocked his head. “You’re dimming.”

      I sucked in a breath. What was it that Granny had said? “Those who burn the brightest dim the quickest.”

      “What?” Liam asked. He moved closer.

      “It’s something Granny said.” It was odd how the fact I saw my dead grandmother didn’t even seem to faze them anymore. They all just stood there waiting for me to continue with my story. “She told me Jax and his demon are more than just our problem. It’s every witch’s problem.”

      “We’ve kind of all seen that,” Gabe started. “Jax just hasn’t been focusing on us. He’s drained and killed witches, too.”

      “You tell her she’s not the first to come up with it.”

      Gabe stilled and looked around. “She’s not still here, is she?”

      I smiled. “No, she’s gone. But she just said that we should be getting everyone with us to fight against him. She also said that we don’t need the Order to fight against something that’s not right. Everyone should be doing that.”

      Liam eyebrows raised as if he was impressed with Granny’s sentiment. “She’s right.”

      “Oh, she knows,” I said. “Trust me.”

      “He’s hurt a lot of people,” Randy said. “There’s a list too long to even say.”

      Travis swallowed. I knew he hated us talking like this, but what were we supposed to do? We couldn’t just act like none of this happened, or act as if it wasn’t his childhood friend that was doing all that.

      “Are we okay in here?” Gabe asked, looking around the apartment once again. It took me a moment to realize he wasn’t looking for Granny and that he actually meant Jax.

      “I don’t think Jax was actually here,” I said. “I think it was just all in our heads.”

      “That’s somehow way worse,” Gabe said.

      Yeah, I didn’t think of that. I was just too preoccupied with thinking that we needed to be physically safe, but what if our minds weren’t safe from him? He’d already tried to take us apart by separating us, though he probably hadn’t even intended to do that.

      “I vote someone stays awake just in case,” Gabe said. “It’s two in the morning. The rest of us can sleep, and then when we wake up, that person can take a nap.”

      “I’ll do it,” Randy said. “I’m awake now, anyway.”

      Around me, the guys settled in again. Gabe took his spot on the opposite couch, Travis sat in the armchair and Randy gestured toward the sofa. Liam took it and looked up at me. “I’m going to need a moment,” I told him.

      Randy walked away. He headed toward the bathroom and I heard the shower go on.

      Liam nodded and laid down by himself. As sweet as ever, he still squished himself into the inside in case I changed my mind.

      My fingertips buzzed. The sour taste from the beer last night was still in my mouth, so I followed Randy into the bathroom. “It’s just me,” I said when I walked in. I put some toothpaste on my finger and pressed it onto my tongue. I swished it around in my mouth and spit it out, my mouth feeling so much more refreshed right afterward.

      My hand started to shake afterward, and I had a feeling I knew what was going on. That light, or whatever had come from me, if it was my element, I’d probably used a lot of magic to get it to do it, even unwillingly. I was about to crash.

      At least Randy was awake. I pulled the shower curtain back and peeked inside. Randy faced me, pulling his hands through his hair as the water from the shower cascaded down over him. Rivulets of water ran down his body. Over his tattoos. Over his pierced nipples and further. Past his abs and off his cock. “Psst,” I said.

      His eyes immediately opened, and he stared at me, startled at first. “Yes?”

      “Meet me in your room?”

      A wicked smile pulled at his lips. “Be right there.”

      I gave him one last smile and then I put the shower curtain back before moving to Randy’s room. I wish I had a selection of lingerie to choose from. Randy enjoyed stuff like that, but I had no idea where any of my sexy stuff was at the moment. Most likely in a box one of them threw together from headquarters, or it could still be in Liam’s parents’ house for all I knew. I hadn’t thought about being sexy for one of them in a long time. At least it felt like a long time. When you enjoyed sex as much as I did, a whole day was a long time. We hadn’t been in that frame of mind recently, but something clicked earlier today.

      The door creaked open and Randy walked in. He hadn’t even bothered to dress himself. Standing there in all his glory reminded me of the first encounter we’d had in this room. How he’d brought me home here from the bar after a ride on his motorcycle. How I’d stopped us from going too far even though I knew how amazing it could be between us. Come to think of it, that was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do.

      “Why are you still dressed?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t know. Indecisive, I guess.” He frowned, and I quickly shook my head. “Not about doing this, but I was trying to look sexy for you.”

      “You don’t have to try,” Randy said. He moved forward, his cock already hardened from the promise of our time together.

      While I sat on the bed, he moved my shirt off my shoulder, dropping feather light kisses there. “Sexy shoulders,” he murmured. “I bet you didn’t even try for that.”

      I shook my head, my heart rate starting to pick up already.

      “See? You don’t even have to try.”

      He grabbed the hem of my shirt and started to pull. I raised my hands and as soon as the material passed my fingertips, he dropped it on the floor.

      “Lean back.”

      I did as he said. He unbuttoned my jeans and then pulled on the hem of the legs. I lifted my ass to help and before long, they were moving past my thighs and then fell to the floor with my shirt.

      I sat back up, his belly button in line with my face. I licked there, moving my tongue up in a sweeping motion as my hands grasped the Adonis cut to his hips. He groaned, moving closer to me, but I placed my hands on his stomach and held him away while I stood, kissing my way up his stomach and chest. I ran my tongue over his nipple piercing and then moved higher, kissing his neck until I felt his cock against my stomach.

      “I’ve missed you,” he said.

      I moved up to his lips, claiming him. I was glad I wasn’t the only one that felt like that. That felt like our priorities had been way off lately. He yanked me closer, his hands settling on my lower back. He kneaded me there, sending delicious warmth through my body. His right hand dropped lower, cupping my ass until he brought me against his stiff dick. “Mmm, Randy.”

      He smiled into my kiss. “I could say the same.”

      “Please do.”

      He groaned into my mouth, kissing me silly until he pulled a moan of my own out of me. “I can’t wait to push inside your sweet, sweet pussy.”

      My insides clenched, and I focused on the area between my legs. I was getting wet, preparing myself for him, for the closeness I would feel, and the pleasure I knew he’d give me. That we’d give one another.

      “Fuck, Norah,” he said after I flicked my finger over his nipple.

      He reached around my back and unclasped my bra, helping me out of it before I felt it fall past my hips and add to the growing collection of clothing on the floor. Right away, he cupped me. He moved away to look, watching as he fondled me.

      “Perfect breasts.” He leaned over, claiming my nipple inside his hot mouth.

      “Oh God.”

      With his other hand, he stroked my nipple until it hardened. My breasts felt full, and aching, waiting for more.

      He kissed his way across my chest, licking his way up the swell of my breast until he settled over my other nipple, already so sensitive from his touch. My mouth clamped around another sound.

      While he stroked my nipple with his tongue, his other hand dropped. As he went, my body responded, moving into it. He slipped past my panties and I spread my legs for him. He massaged my clit before he moved lower, finding his destination and slipping a finger inside. I let out a short scream. “Yes, Randy.”

      He moved his finger in and out, his mouth never giving up its hold on my nipple. I wanted him to enter me, but at the same time, I didn’t want him to stop what he was doing.

      I moved with him, my hips moving over his finger until he broke his hold and swore. In the next instant, he pulled my panties down and came forward. I fell on the bed and he came forward just as quick, never letting any space between us. He hooked his arms around my legs and pulled out and up, leaving me wide open for him. He paused over me, his chest heaving.

      I reached down, trying to grab hold of his ass and help him inside me, but he didn’t need any help. He coaxed the tip of him inside, and I let out a breath of air.

      “Jesus, Norah. Every time.” He pushed harder, sliding his entire cock inside me until the base. He rolled his hips into me again and again, still holding onto my legs and out of my reach. All I could do was meet him stroke after stroke.

      I peered down to where we joined, his hard cock entering me again and again in a rhythm that took my breath away. The feeling of needing this subsided, and it was just Randy and me and our breathy sounds.

      Randy edged me closer and closer to the breaking point. To the point I knew my orgasm was on the horizon and not just some magical thought, but a place I knew I’d get to. “More,” I said, pleading with him. Now that it was there, I wanted it. Now.

      He obliged me, moving faster and faster until the bed dipped and creaked. His face strained, and my body pitched higher and higher.

      “Fuck, Randy, yes.”

      For a blissful moment, my orgasm hit as Randy kept stroking inside driving me impossibly higher. Then, I screamed out as the world seemed to fly out from underneath me. Randy leaned in, changing to short, quick pumps until he stilled, then roared and slammed into me one last time. Inside, I felt him pulse, and I stared up at the ceiling as my heart fluttered.

      Thank fuck for tattooed muscled men with large cocks.
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      Randy and I lay on his bed, still wrapped up in one another. As promised, we hadn’t fallen asleep. The rest of the guys were counting on Randy to make sure that nothing happened to them while they slept. They never said we couldn’t have fun while they were doing it. “Everyone’s going to want to take watch now,” Randy said, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      “And you all shall be rewarded,” I said, kissing the tip of one of his tattoos.

      We were silent for another few moments. His fingers brushed over me, making my skin buzz. “I’m worried about Travis,” he said finally.

      I nodded into him. “He thinks Jax can be saved.”

      “He’s delusional.”

      I shrugged. I wasn’t sure if that was the case or if he just wanted to believe. “I’m just worried about what might happen to him if this all goes the way we think it will. The Order wants him stopped and they’ll kill him to do it.”

      “And wouldn’t he deserve it?” Randy asked. “Look at all he’s done, Norah.”

      I lifted my head and propped it up under my hand, so I could look down at him. “I’m not saying he doesn’t. Forget about what Jax deserves or doesn’t. I’m just worried about Travis in all this.”

      Randy clamped his mouth shut, and then eventually, he nodded. “I’m worried about him too. I’m worried he’s going to do something stupid to save his friend that’s not even his friend anymore.”

      “I asked Granny about it,” I confided. “I asked her whether she thought Jax could be saved or not.”

      His eyebrows rose. “What did she say?”

      I shook my head. “She didn’t know. She didn’t even want to venture a guess. But,” I said, needing him to hear this part because it was so important. “She said we all have a choice. She said just like we have a choice right now not to listen to the Order and go after Jax anyway even though we’re not technically an official coven, Jax has the choice to be good…I guess that’s what she was trying to say.”

      “But if he has the choice, hasn’t he already made it?”

      A weight settled down on top of me. Randy wasn’t wrong. Jax had made a choice, but was that it? When someone made a choice one way or the other, was that it? They couldn’t change their mind at some point? Sure, he’d have to do a lot to come back from this, but if he made the choice to come back, couldn’t he?

      Randy’s phone rang. It was faint, not even sounding as if it was coming from this room. He swore and maneuvered himself away from me while still keeping me wrapped in the blankets. “I must’ve left it in the bathroom.”

      He walked away, his butt cheeks moving up and down as he strode away. I shook my head. Was seeing him naked ever going to get old? Probably not.

      “Yeah,” I heard him say. “What do you want?”

      He paused midway down the hall and then kept coming. When he got inside, he pointed down the hall with a strange expression. He mouthed something to me, but like I’d ever understand him. “What?”

      He sighed. “Hold on, Ren.”

      Ren? My eyes bugged out of my head. What the fuck?

      Randy covered the speaker. “Check Liam’s room, would you? It sounds like he’s sick.”

      I stood immediately, grabbing the sheets around me and putting them on like I just stepped out of the shower. Then, I pulled them up and walked to Liam’s room. Sure enough, there were some very unpleasant sounds coming from his room. I didn’t even bother knocking on the door. I walked right in.

      He looked up and saw me, then turned away. “Liam, honey, are you okay?”

      I moved over to him and rubbed his back as he vomited into a trash can. “I’ll be fine,” he choked out. “You don’t have to be in here for this.”

      “Shh,” I said, rubbing his back. “It’s fine.”

      He emptied his stomach, then stayed over the trash can for a few more moments. He breathed in deep, his back moving under my touch, before he sat on the bed again. “Can you get me a glass of water?”

      I got up and padded through the hallway and out into the living room. Travis and Gabe were still asleep in their various positions as I waltzed into the kitchen and grabbed a glass of water. From the faint light streaming in through the front windows, I’d say it was very early morning still. On my way back through, I tripped on a beer can, the water sloshing over my hand. Oh no. I hoped he hadn’t had too much to drink last night. Liam wasn’t a very heavy drinker at all.

      I hurried up, coming into his room again and giving him the water. He drank it down until he swallowed every bit. “Thank you,” he said.  There were tears at the very corners of his eyes. He laid back in bed, staring up at the ceiling. “Is it from the beer?” I asked.

      Liam shook his head, then stopped immediately and cringed. “I only had one.”

      Randy appeared in the doorway with a fresh pair of gym pants slung around his waist. “It’s not just Liam. Dead Reid is sick too.”

      Liam moaned, then moved over the bed again, angling himself over the trash can.

      Looking up at Randy, I frowned. Poor Liam.

      Randy gestured with his head for me to come there, so I did. When I got there, he said, “That was our friend Ren. He said Dean’s been feeling off.”

      “Like Liam?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Randy said. “Skin itching…” He lowered his voice. “Almost like he can feel the familiar on him again.”

      My eyes rounded.

      “It’s not there though. He’s fine.”

      “Randy, Liam—”

      “I know,” he said. “I wonder if this is remnants of the familiar? It’s making them both sick.”

      “Or Jax is doing something,” I said, anger bubbling up inside me.

      The bed creaked, and Liam laid down again. Big tough Randy took Liam’s garbage can from the room. I smiled after him as I did so. He disappeared for a few minutes while I ran my hand through Liam’s hair and then he returned with a clean trashcan.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Randy bristled. “You should see the shit that Liam has cleaned up for me.”

      He shivered at the memory, and I had to stop myself from smiling. “I wasn’t judging.”

      Liam rolled onto his stomach. “I think I’m okay now. I’m just going to sleep some more.” In no time at all, his chest raised and lowered in a steady beat.

      Randy put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. We left Liam’s room, closing the door behind us until we made our way back out into the living room. Gabe shifted when we walked in, as if he was on the verge of waking up. I cleaned up after us from last night as Randy rummaged around the kitchen. “There’s literally nothing to eat in here.”

      “Are you surprised?” I asked. “We haven’t been here in the longest time.”

      He grunted in a non-answer that only proved how hungry he was. “Why don’t you go grab something?” I asked. “I’m sure Gabe and Travis will be up in a little while. Liam probably doesn’t want anything.”

      “Did someone say food?” Gabe asked from the couch.

      “Yes,” I whispered as I picked up the beer can that lay on its side next to his couch. Travis’s wind that morning had sent everything everywhere. I felt as if I was stuck in a college movie. I never had the experience myself, but this was what I imagined it would look like after drinking the night before. Evidence everywhere, yet still hungry the next day.

      “Can’t you see that I’m still trying to sleep here?” Travis asked, his voice still sleepy.

      Gabe grabbed a pillow from his couch and threw it at him. “Food, Mate.”

      Travis sighed and put the recliner down on the chair until he was sitting straight up. He shook his head and ran his hands down his face. “Alright, but I’m going with Randy or he’ll just pick healthy shit.”

      “I would not.”

      Gabe laughed, his eyes still closed. He looked as if he’d been fighting about getting up for a while and still hadn’t given up the hope that he might fall back asleep if he’d just keep his eyes closed.

      “Fine,” Randy said, “but we’re leaving now. Get your ass in the Jeep.”

      “It’s my Jeep.”

      Randy shook the chair Travis was still in. I stared at him. “Damn. Don’t poke the bear,” I said to Travis.

      Randy smiled at me, then came over and kissed me on the nose. “Just hungry.”

      “Alright, you guys go,” Gabe said. His hands came around my hips, and he pulled until I sprawled out on him. “Norah and I will cuddle until you get back.”

      I chuckled out loud and gave him a playful slap. “I’m cleaning up the house.”

      “Alright,” he grumbled. “Norah and I will be cleaning up the house while you’re gone.”

      He let me go, and I stood. He stood up after me, his cute blond hair spiking up.

      While Randy and Travis were out buying food, I filled Gabe in on Liam being sick and the call Randy got from Ren. When Randy and Travis came home with several grocery bags including a box of doughnuts, Travis launched right into a conversation about what was happening, so obviously, Randy had done the same with Travis on their excursion to find us some food for the house.

      “It can’t be a coincidence,” Travis said.

      “Definitely not,” Gabe agreed. “When has anything been a coincidence?”

      “We just need to figure out what it means,” I said, staring at Liam’s closed door. Whatever it was, I hoped Liam got over it soon.

      I shoved the custard filled doughnut into my mouth, waiting for inspiration to strike about what we should do. It was hard to fight someone you couldn’t find. That had been our problem this entire time.

      “You know,” I started. “Granny told me yesterday that this isn’t just all our fight. We need to get all the other witches in Salem on our side. Or at least warn them that Jax is out there and that they may be affected.”

      Gabe shrugged. “It makes sense. Since we don’t have the backing of the Order anymore, someone has to do something.”

      Travis cocked his head. He grabbed his phone and pushed the screen. “Do you guys realize what the date is?”

      I shook my head. I hadn’t really thought about it.

      “We’re so close to the Spring Equinox.”

      “Perfect,” Gabe said.

      “Um, what?” I asked, feeling lost.

      “The Spring Equinox,” Randy said. “A lot of witches celebrate solstices and equinoxes, and it just so happens that there are usually big parties that happen around that time. Lots of witches gathered in one place.”

      I nodded. Definitely could be perfect…but it also sounded like the right time for someone to attack people too.

      Everyone seemed to realize that at the same time. A sense of dread filled the room and then sounds of Liam vomiting in his bedroom wafted toward us. “We’ll act there,” I said. Then I got up and moved to Liam’s room. I couldn’t stop him from getting sick, but I could help him through it. Maybe that was something we could do for all these witches. We couldn’t stop Jax right now, but we could at least warn them about the danger. Who knew? Maybe some of them would have information on taking out a demon.

      While I walked away, I thought of the Reid’s secret room again. Maybe there was something in there about demons too.
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      I felt like this was a recurring theme: me showing up at the Reid’s house uninvited.

      Except for this time, I had Travis and Gabe with me. Randy had decided to stay back with Liam. I walked up to the iron gate and gripped it. I looked around to see that it wasn’t Owen guarding the gate. Then again, it wasn’t nighttime either. I guessed that was one thing that was different from every other time I’d been here.

      When I mentioned that I thought we should go see the Reid’s, everyone was all for it. Liam still wasn’t feeling well, so he’d stay behind with someone, but they thought it couldn’t hurt. Like me, they probably all wanted to do something, even if it wouldn’t make a difference in the long run.

      I grabbed the iron bar and looked inside, getting the guard’s attention. “Can you tell the Reid’s that the Or—”

      Travis interrupted. “Please tell them, Travis, Gabe, and Norah are here. We’re friends.”

      The guard gave us a doubtful look, but he turned away anyway, talking into his microphone that linked up to the main house. A few moments later, the main door opened, and Owen walked through it, still dressed in the same guard outfit. “Hey,” I said.

      He smiled at me, and Travis and Gabe immediately tensed. If we didn’t have an audience, I would’ve laughed at them. I liked Owen, but I didn’t like him like that. “I was wondering when you guys were going to show up. I figured it wouldn’t take this long.”

      He nodded at the guard to open the gate, and soon, we were following him up the walkway. Like usual, I was impressed by the Reid’s house from the exterior and the interior. It also made me yearn for our place by the ocean, and my room that overlooked the waves.

      Owen dropped his voice as he led us inside. “Dean hasn’t been feeling well.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” I said, taking his cue and whispering as well.

      His eyebrows rose as if he were surprised that we’d already known Dean’s condition. “He’s in the back room with his father. I’ll take you there.”

      I looked back at the guys and smiled. At least we were a lot more welcomed this time around.

      We walked in to a pale Dean sitting on the couch while his father sat at a desk in the corner. Dean looked our way and smiled. His lips were cracked. “How are you feeling?” I asked. His look didn’t remind me exactly of Liam, but he definitely wasn’t looking too hot either.

      “Sick,” he said.

      Mr. Reid stood. “Do you know what’s going on? I was going to call you.”

      “Ren called Randy,” Gabe said.

      The old man nodded, then looked up expectantly, as if we held all the answers to everything.

      “The first thing you should know is that we no longer work for the Order,” Travis said. “I figured we’d put that right up front.”

      Mr. Reid sneered. “I don’t care about that. I never was too fond of the Order, anyway.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes. The only reason why he wasn’t fond of them was because the Reid’s were borderline naughty witches.

      Travis nodded once. “I just wanted it known.”

      “Well?” Mr. Reid asked, staring at his son and then back to us.

      I shrugged. “Liam is sick too. The only correlation we can think of is that—”

      “Liam and I both had the familiar on us,” Dean said, his voice shaky.

      “Exactly,” I said, frowning down at him. He really didn’t look good at all. He looked as if he could pass out at any moment.

      “So, it’s that bad witch again?” Mr. Reid said.

      Travis bristled, but I grabbed his hand and held it. It was one thing to tell his coven that he wasn’t sure Jax was all that bad, it was a whole other thing to tell someone else that he believed that way. Especially since the Reid’s were affected by Jax too. Which was evidenced by the sick Dean on the couch.

      “Do you have anything in your archives about how to get rid of a demon?”

      “Get rid of a demon?” Mr. Reid said, surprise and humor lacing his voice.

      Gabe moved forward. “Not just the demon’s familiar, but the demon itself.”

      Mr. Reid looked lost. “I have no idea all of what’s down in those books. I’m just a collector,” he said sternly.

      Travis, Gabe, and I exchanged a look. Yeah, right.

      “I don’t think there’s anything like that down there,” Dean said. “But you’re welcome to look.”

      His father glared at him, but then Dean went into a choking fit and his sour face immediately lifted. “Absolutely. Do whatever you have to do to figure this out?”

      “There’s one more thing,” I said, as Mr. Reid went to Dean and started to rub his shoulders like I’d done with Liam. “Jax is all of our problems now, as you can see,” I said, motioning toward Dean. “We plan on going to the Spring Equinox Celebration and telling every witch we know that they need to be securing their personal wards and keeping one another safe. They need to be on the lookout for anything negative because it just might be him.”

      “But,” Dean said, his voice raspy. “Doesn’t he just want you?”

      “We think he does,” Travis said, “But that hasn’t stopped him from using others to get to us.”

      I squeezed his hand, knowing how difficult it was for him to talk about his friend like that. He still held so much guilt.

      Dean nodded. “We’ll tell everyone we know.”

      Mr. Reid nodded to Owen. “Take them down to the room. It’s open.”

      Owen took us back out of their ritual room and into the kitchen where the stairs to the basement were. We stepped down it and I got the sick feeling I usually did about this room. There was just something not right about it. Owen opened the door wide for us and Travis and Gabe walked in. I stopped next to him. “You’ll tell everyone you know, too, right?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      I slipped past him and walked into the room. Like before, it all seemed so overwhelming. There were so many books and Liam was really the only one of us who had the patience for this stuff. But because we didn’t know what to do and wanted to do something, we sat down and pulled books off the shelf, leafing through them. I read passage after passage, scanning for the word demon until my eyes were tired and dry.

      Owen turned when footsteps sounded on the stairs. Ren, in all his slimy glory, ducked into the room. “Hello there.”

      We all just looked at him and then looked back to what we were doing.

      “Rude,” Ren muttered. I still ignored him, but then he said Randy’s name. “Randy called me. He said Liam would like to see the book that Dean ripped the page out of for the familiar spell you did. Since I happened to be here when he did it, I figured I’d come down and look myself.”

      I looked back at him, surprise registering on my face.

      “Don’t look that way, I’ve always been a team player.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Whatever got him through the days, I’d let him believe.

      “Well, good,” Travis said, closing his book and putting it down on a nearby table. “We’ll let you get to it then.”

      It wasn’t that I disliked Ren, he was almost on the same par with the Reid’s. They weren’t bad people, but they weren’t good people either. They had some form of conscience, but it wasn’t as strong as ours.

      Ren twisted to make what was sure a sarcastic remark, but he did a double-take. He moved over to the stack of books that Gabe had looked at and picked up one. “This is it.”

      “I already thumbed through that one,” Gabe said.

      Ren shrugged. “I’m telling you I recognize it from that day where Dean ripped a page out of it. This is the one Liam wants.”

      It made sense to me that whatever help we were going to find would be in the same book that had helped us before. I held my hand out for the book. Ren hesitated-briefly. But then he smiled and placed it in my hands.

      “Are you going to the Equinox celebration?” I asked.

      “I use whatever excuse to party,” he said, his brows furrowing. “That doesn’t seem like your scene though.”

      “We’re getting the word out about Jax,” Gabe said, moving up behind me. “We all need to be cautious, and we’re spreading the word there.”

      He nodded. “I’ll see you there then, I suppose.”

      Gabe and Travis turned and were already making their way out of the room. “Thank you,” I said to Ren, motioning to the book. We could have been down there for several more hours and never found anything useful.

      I followed the guys out, but Owen stopped me by the door. “I’m glad to see that you’re okay.”

      I smiled at him. “Same to you.”

      Ren rolled his eyes. “You know she already has four boyfriends. It would be impossible to add another one.”

      “Thanks, Owen,” I said, trying to talk over Ren. “That was nice of you.”

      Travis and Gabe each had shit-eating grins on their faces when I walked into the main room. I gave them a look, and they began climbing up the stairs. What was I going to do with these guys?

      Travis’s phone started to ring, and he fished it out of his pocket as he climbed. “Yeah? What’s up?”

      He stopped dead in his tracks. “What?”

      Alarm spread through me. Whatever news Travis was just given didn’t sound good.

      “Son of a bitch!” He pushed past Gabe and ran through the house.

      Gabe and I looked at one another for a moment before we started running after him.

      We ran past a startled Miss Reid who again looked wistfully at Gabe, but I didn’t have time to focus on that. Travis threw open the main doors ahead of us and we sprinted after him down the sidewalk. The guard stood in front of the gate when he saw us all running toward it. Owen had to shout from behind us that everything was okay and to let us through.

      The day guard opened the gate in just enough time for Travis to sprint through it. I had a feeling that if he hadn’t, that guard would’ve been sprawled out on his ass while Travis figured out how to open the gate himself.

      He ran right to the driver’s side of the Jeep and started it, his hands curling around the steering wheel as he waited for us to jump inside.

      “Christ, Mate,” Gabe said as he got in the back.

      I pulled open the door and hopped inside. “What’s wrong?”

      I could hear my heartbeat in my ears, drowning almost everything out. I really had to focus on Travis while he spoke in order to understand what he said. Even when he did, he had to say it twice because I hadn’t understood.

      “My sister is here. At the apartment. Right now.”

      I gasped, and I quickly buckled in as Travis took off. This was the last place he wanted his sister right now.
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      Liam still didn’t feel well, but at least he was upright and on the couch. Both of us just stared at Jennie. It had been a long time since we’d seen her. She’d been so pissed at Travis that I wasn’t sure I’d ever see her again. When she’d showed up at the door, I wasn’t even sure I recognized her. It was almost like looking at a memory.

      She was always with Jax back in the day. Not when we went on Order missions but when it was just the five of us hanging out, she was there. Travis was never too happy about it, but Jax didn’t give a fuck. Jax never really gave a fuck about anything but magic and the Order and Jennie. We were a whole different dynamic when Jax was in the coven versus Norah being our fifth. She brought a sense of togetherness that we were missing when it was just the five of us before. We were all friends, some of us tentatively. We tolerated one another more often than not. It was like one of those relationships you might have with a black sheep of the family. You would do anything for them, even when you didn’t fucking want to or feel like it.

      It was forced.

      With Norah, it was as easy as living.

      “I can’t believe you guys don’t have anything to eat in here.”

      Liam had more patience for people, but since he was barely in commission, it was my turn to play host until the rest of the gang returned. “What are you talking about? We got groceries earlier.”

      Jennie made a face as she rummaged through the cabinets again. I glared at the back of her head. From the corner of my eye, I saw Liam move, so I stared over at him. He gave me a quick shake of his head. He was telling me to knock it off, but I couldn’t help it.

      Jennie sighed as she grabbed a bag of chips off the counter and then plopped down on the sofa opposite Liam and me. “So, where was my brother off to?”

      “He’s with Norah and Gabe trying to figure out our next step.”

      “Norah’s your new fifth?” Jennie asked her gaze darkening.

      I swore if she said anything about her, I’d— Well, there wasn’t really anything I could do. I supposed I could make her dump the chips all over herself.

      Liam cleared his throat. “Yes, she’s the fifth. I think you’ll like her. How are your parents?”

      Jennie shrugged. “They’re fine.”

      “How do you like Virginia? Has there been any more problems?”

      Jennie looked down at her lap. “No. We’ve been fine.”

      “Not to be a dick,” I started after there was a long gap in conversation. “But why are you here?”

      I figured I knew why, but I needed someone to say it. Who the hell told Jennie Jax was back? It had to have been Travis, but what the fuck was he thinking? Having his sister here would only complicate things.

      “To visit my brother,” she said, her cold eyes lifting to me.

      “Now we both know that’s a crock of shit. You hate Travis.”

      “I don’t hate Travis,” she said, exasperated.

      I chuckled. I’d been there in the aftermath of when Travis accidentally stripped her powers. She fucking hated him.

      “You try suddenly being non-magical and see what you do,” Jennie said.

      “I don’t think Randy meant it like that,” Liam said.

      I said, “Yes, I did,” at the same time Jennie said, “He did.” She sighed. “You’re just always sticking up for him.”

      I smirked. It was true. Liam was always trying to make me seem more manageable to everyone else. It was a good thing Norah understood me.

      Finally, the front door opened. Travis ran through it, then stopped to a walk when he saw the back of his sister’s head. She paused, too, before cramming the handful of chips she had in her hand into her mouth. She crunched away, not looking back even though she had to have known Travis just came in. To me, she almost looked a bit frightened.

      Travis came around the side of the sofa and then reached for her hand, hauling her up into a hug. He held onto her tight. “What are you doing here, Jennie?”

      Jennie’s eyes widened. “We’re a hugger now?”

      Norah and Gabe stood back on the other side of them, taking it all in like Liam and I were. He let her go, and she stumbled back a few steps.

      “Well?” he said.

      “You know why I’m here,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I told you to stay in Adams.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Like I’m going to listen to you. Jax means as much to me as he does to you.”

      “There’s nothing you can do here.”

      She moved her shoulders back and stood straighter. “You don’t know that. Maybe he’ll come out of hiding if he knows I’m here.”

      “Maybe you’ll just get yourself hurt,” I said.

      Both Travis and Jennie glared at me at the same time. I didn’t care. I thought this was a horrible idea. She shouldn’t be anywhere near here.

      “Mate,” Gabe started. “Why don’t you share with the group what’s going on…”

      Travis fell back into the recliner and Jennie did almost the same thing, taking up the middle of the sofa. Gabe put his arm around Norah while Travis said, “I called Jennie to tell her I saw Jax.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I fucking deserve to know,” Jennie said.

      Norah’s eyes widened, and a flash of anger swept over her.

      Travis shook his head. “I thought she deserved to know. What I didn’t think would happen is that she would believe it was a good idea to come to Salem to what? See him?”

      Jennie ground her teeth together. “I—”

      “He’s not the same Jax,” Liam said, his voice soft and weathered.

      “We don’t know that,” Travis said.

      I stood. “Are you fucking kidding me? We don’t know he’s not the same Jax? How about all the shit he’s done? Did you bother telling Jennie about that? About the witches he drained and killed, about the different paranormal creatures he’s sent after us including a familiar. The fact that he tried to kill Norah.”

      Jennie finally looked up. She blinked when she saw Norah standing there with Gabe. She zeroed right in on his hand around her shoulders. “Wait. I thought you were with my brother.”

      “She’s with all of us,” Gabe said.

      Jennie’s face puckered. “How—?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Travis said. “That’s not the point of this, and that’s obviously not what I meant, Randy. The demon is making him do all this. We don’t know if he’s the same person underneath it all.”

      “I knew about the demon,” Jennie said, interjecting her thoughts.

      “Good, so you know your ex-boyfriend has gone off the fucking rails, and you still decided to come back? That’s smart.”

      “Oh, shut up, Lacone,” Jennie sneered.

      “Whatever. Your death wish.” And I meant it. He’d been trying to take us out. What did Jennie think he was going to do? See her face and then suddenly remember he didn’t want to kill everybody? Seeing her made me think the opposite. She’s fucking annoying.

      Norah widened her eyes at Liam. Still pale, he leaned over to me and whispered, “Calm down.” He leaned in a little closer. “That was from Norah, but I agree with you.”

      He moved back to leaning his head on the back cushion. I really hoped he’d be feeling better soon. I hated to see him like this. Norah must’ve had the same instinct because she came over and ran her hands through his hair. “Do you feel any better?”

      He nodded. “I’m not queasy anymore.”

      “That’s something,” she said, her voice soft.

      “I just feel wiped.”

      She nodded. “Dean’s the same.” Her lips were a thin line as she looked at him. “Now seeing both of you, this has to be familiar related. Have you ever heard of anything like that?”

      Liam shook his head back and forth. “This is all such new territory for us.”

      “We did get you the book though,” she said. She held her hands back and Gabe came over and placed an antique book in her palm. “Ren said this is the one you wanted.”

      Liam sat up and took the book from her. She moved back on her heels and made some room for him. His face pinkened a bit, a renewed look that suited him better than pale corpse. “I’m going to take this into my room and see what I can find.”

      Norah stood and helped him up. We were all silent as he walked like a zombie toward the hall and then disappeared around the corner. I patted the sofa cushion next to me and Norah sat, scooting next to me to give Gabe some room on the other side.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Jennie asked. “He looks like shit.”

      Norah tensed, but Gabe grabbed her thigh. I would’ve just let her at Jennie, but that was me.

      “I just don’t think this is the safest place for you right now, Jennie,” Travis said. “We don’t know how he’ll react when he realizes you’re here.”

      Jennie shrugged. “I have to find out, Travis. I couldn’t just stay in Adams with all this going on. You know I—” She cleared her throat. “You know I love him. If there’s a chance.”

      Travis nodded. Though my heart went out to her for losing Jax, I still thought this was a terrible idea. But Travis ate it all up. He moved from the recliner to the couch. “I know. Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

      I clamped down on my jaw. As far as I was concerned, she’d already done something stupid.
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      Travis’s sister hadn’t said more than two words to me since she got here and she’d pretty much taken over the place. This could sound odd, but I really liked it when it was just my coven and me. Outsiders made me nervous, and made me feel like I couldn’t be myself. She already thought it was odd we were all together together, but in reality, she was probably just jealous. I couldn’t think of one woman who wouldn’t think it was a great idea to be with more than one man. Things are literally never dull. But people fear things that are out of the ordinary. Being a witch, you would think Jennie wouldn’t be that way, but she was.

      I was moping around in Liam’s room while he slept when Randy walked in. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I said, whispering. Liam had fallen asleep with the book over his chest earlier, so I’d moved it to the nightstand.

      Randy held up the keys to his bike. “You want to get out of here for a little while.”

      “Fuck yes,” I said, feeling relieved already.

      He held his hand out to me and then we walked through the living room, telling Travis and Jennie that we were going out. Travis stood immediately, coming up behind me. “Hey,” he said, grabbing my waist.

      Randy and I both stopped.

      Travis leaned over, whispering into my ear, “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      My hackles were up, but it really wasn’t his fault. It was just the situation. I put my hands on his. “No, I’m okay.” I turned and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Have fun with your sister.”

      He turned into me, giving me a kiss on the lips, slow and deliberate that made my heart beat against my ribs. It so wasn’t fair. I was conscious of his sister watching us and the whole thing—besides the kiss—just felt awkward.

      I pulled away. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Be safe, guys,” Travis said, pinning Randy with a look that he didn’t see. He was already tugging my hand out the door.

      When we stepped outside, Randy breathed in deep. “It feels so much better out here, doesn’t it?”

      I laughed, squeezing his hand. “Someone feeling cooped up?”

      “Worse than that,” he said. “I just don’t like Travis’s sister being here.”

      I smiled to myself, hearing my thoughts being echoed right back to me. At least I knew I wasn’t the only asshole in the house. I hadn’t gotten the chance to talk to Travis alone regarding his thoughts about Jax and who knew if I’d be able to now.

      Randy led me down the street. “I thought we’d go pick up the bike at the wharf and then go for a ride. You down with that?”

      I nodded eagerly. While I was thinking about it though, I took out my phone and sent a quick text to Gabe: Went out with Randy for a bit. Be back soon.

      His reply: Wankers.

      I showed Randy the screen, and he laughed. “He’s just mad we didn’t invite him to come with us.” He paused for a moment. “But three of us can’t fit on a motorcycle, so…”

      Sirens sounded in the distance. I looked in the direction and saw a huge red fire engine screaming down the street toward its destination. For a moment, it was too loud to talk, but once they were further away, I said, “Geez, I hope everyone’s okay.”

      Right as I said it, two more trucks went by. These were just regular trucks with a small siren on the top letting everyone know they were emergency vehicles.

      When the ruckus passed, I turned to Randy. “Why do you think Travis told Jennie about Jax?”

      He shrugged, rolling his eyes. “Part of me thinks it’s as he said, that she deserved to know. But another part of me thinks that he wanted at least one person on his side that knew Jax really well. Maybe they think they’re going to prove to us that Jax can be saved.”

      “If he even wants to be saved,” I said.

      “I can’t wait until the equinox party tomorrow. We can help spread the word about Jax so that hopefully no one else will get hurt. I hate the idea that there’s a demon roaming around somewhere. I don’t care if that’s Jax with a demon or just a demon in general.”

      My insides twisted. I knew the feeling. That demon had already brought a lot of hurt and pain to Salem. Jax could say all he wanted that it was just about getting revenge on his former coven, but then what about the other witches? Why bring them into it?

      I shivered, and Randy put his arm around me. “We’ll figure this out. We always do.”

      Randy and I turned the corner toward the wharf. A man ran straight at us, his face filled with rage. I froze, but thankfully Randy was right there to pull me out of the way. In the next second, two police officers on foot came around the side of the building, guns drawn. “Get out of the way!” they shouted.

      Randy and I plastered ourselves into the wall of the store we were next to as they ran by. Turning, I saw another police officer come from where we just were and lunge toward the angry man. He tackled him at his ankles and he fell onto the road, his hands outstretched to stop his fall.

      My heart leaped into my throat, and my magic tingled at my fingertips. Smoke filled my nostrils, and Randy tugged at my hand. “Norah, look.”

      I turned his way and saw a billowing cloud of black smoke rise in the distance. Shouts rose up and the fire trucks we’d seen rushing down the road were pulled up outside of a church. I gasped. “Oh no.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” someone yelled.

      I turned back around to the police officers cuffing the man they chased down. They pulled him up to his feet and shoved him back toward us. Randy positioned himself in front of me, but when the guy walked by, he glared at us. His eyes were dark gray.

      Wait.

      A black sheen completely covered his entire eye. I blinked. His eyes were gray again.

      “Fuck. Did you see that?” Randy asked when they were far enough away from us that they couldn’t hear.

      “His eyes?” I asked, replaying his eyes turning color over and over again in my head, trying to see if I had somehow made that part up.

      “Yes,” Randy said. He immediately took out his cell phone, pressed on the screen, and then held it to his ear. “Gabe,” he said immediately. “No, just listen. Norah and I just saw someone with black eyes. What the fuck? They turned. One second, they were gray and the next, they were dark as fuck. We didn’t imagine it.” There was another pause. We watched the guy get loaded into the back of a police car as the other officers walked up to talk to a fireman on a walkie talkie. “We think he burnt a church down.”

      My gaze moved up, noticing for the first time the steeple and the stained-glass windows. One of them was broken and clouds of gray smoke were wafting out of it and reaching toward the sky. Why would anyone do that?

      I stared back at the police car they put the guy into. He stared back at us, his face cocked into a half smile. I swallowed, a sense of dread filling me at once. In my gut, I knew this had something to do with the demon. People’s eyes didn’t just change color and they also just didn’t burn churches to the ground.

      “What?” Randy yelled. He turned toward me, eyes big. It was a feat to see Randy scared, but he was just then. He held the phone away from his ear. “Gabe said someone has set fire to all the churches in Salem. Just now. They think it was an orchestrated terrorist event.”

      Terror, maybe, but not terrorist. This was the work of that demon. Now we just had to find out if it was Jax controlling the demon or the other way around.
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      Randy pulled me in the opposite direction and we broke into a run toward the wharf. He started the bike, and I got on right after him. It looked as if we weren’t going to get our nice drive around town. Not with what was going on. He drove us back to the apartment and then helped me off the bike. He pulled me close, kissing me on the lips. “This feels big, Norah. It sounds weird to say, but this feels bigger than just the witch world in Salem.”

      I nodded into him. I always loved that when Randy put his huge arms around me, I felt safe. He did so now and even though I felt better, I also knew that Randy’s arms couldn’t save me from this. It was a nice thought but not actually the reality.

      We walked up the porch and into the front door. Liam was awake now, leaning toward the TV. Everyone else was there too as the news anchor talked about the church fires all around town. Apparently, all of them had been set at exactly 3:33 pm. She went on to say that it was thought the arsons were a part of a bigger terrorist sect that had stayed hidden.

      Liam rolled his eyes. He looked a little better. “It’s not terrorists. It’s Jax.”

      “We don’t—” Travis started.

      Liam stood. “It’s fucking him, Travis! It’s Jax. We know this. I don’t care that you want to argue about the fact that your friend Jax might still be in there, but the truth is, it’s Jax and the demon. They’re one and the same right now and it’s not fair to anyone out there that you’re having an internal war about it.”

      My stomach bottomed out. Liam hardly ever got angry, which probably accounted for why the room got silent very quickly.

      “More people died, Travis. You heard her. There were a few members of the clergy in some of those churches, and one had a pre-school. Small children, Travis.”

      I inhaled sharply, my hand coming up to cover my mouth. I had no idea about that yet. How terrible.

      Travis turned. His eyes were full of sorrow, gleaming in the light. “I’m so sorry, Norah.”

      I rubbed my face, then strode up to him. “What are you sorry for? Stop it.”

      “This is all my fault.”

      I wasn’t even going to dignify that with an answer. Travis was just really confused right now. That was his friend. It may have looked like Jax, but I above any should know that it wasn’t. And it sure as hell wasn’t if he was going around setting fire to churches and killing little children. “We’re working on it,” I told him. I couldn’t think of anything to say but the truth.

      Gabe’s phone rang. He peered down at the screen with a confused expression but answered it anyway. “Hello?”

      He looked at me when the person started talking. Travis put his arm around me and held me to him. It was comforting to me too, but I was pretty sure he was doing it for himself.

      “Yeah?” he said, eventually. Then his face cleared as if he finally understood. “Got it. I’ll pass on the information.”

      He hung up the phone.

      “What is it?” Jennie asked.

      “That was a girl I had a class with last year. She was a nursing student and has a job at the Salem Hospital now. She just called to tell me that there’s been an influx of patients coming to the ER who swear they’re hearing voices.”

      Jennie’s face pinched. “What does that mean?”

      “She said the voices are telling them all to do bad things. Drown their children. Ram their car into a tree. Set fires to their church.”

      I swallowed. This was like an epidemic. How the hell were we going to combat this?

      Liam ran a hand down his face. “We need to call Walter.”

      “Walter fired us, remember?”

      “Technically, we quit,” I said.

      Jennie gasped. “You guys aren’t Order members anymore?”

      “They didn’t want us involved with Norah,” Gabe said, filling her in on the most recent events.

      She looked over at me again, staring me up and down. “Well, that’s bullshit. You guys should be able to do whatever you want to do.”

      Okay. Maybe I was beginning to get along with her now because I wholeheartedly agreed.

      “We’ll get the Order involved,” Liam said. “We’ll tell them our plan for the equinox but maybe they can make it bigger. Maybe we can put some sort of safety spell over Salem. I don’t know. I just know that it’s going to take a lot more than us right now. This is far-reaching. This isn’t just one person going around doing stuff that we can track and follow. This is that demon taking control of several people. How would we ever be able to watch the entire town by ourselves?”

      We all looked at Travis. He ran a hand through his black hair and the faint smell of cinnamon filled the room. “You’re right. There’s no way we would be able to handle this on our own.”

      I rubbed his back, and Liam ran to the bedroom to get his laptop. He walked back into the room with it already open in his palm. “I’m going to try to video chat them right now. They may not answer.”

      Liam tried several times, but they didn’t pick up. They either didn’t want to talk to us, or they weren’t around.

      Reluctantly, Travis fished his cell phone out of his pocket and went through his contacts list, choosing Walter’s name out of the many. “I’m calling Walter. Call every witch you know and tell them to try to help as many people as they can. People won’t understand this, and even if they can put a protection spell on one person, it will help.”

      Everyone got on their phones. Since I didn’t know anyone the guys didn’t know, I hung around Travis. Even Jennie got on the phone to her old friends. I could hear her talking softly into her cell phone telling others that what they were seeing on TV wasn’t terrorists at all, it was the work of a demon.

      But what I was most interested in, was Travis. He walked to his room, and I followed him. He sat on the bed and I took his hand in mine, giving it a quick squeeze as soon as Walter answered. “Hello, Travis.”

      “Walter,” he started. He swallowed, and I rubbed my hand down his arm, trying to give him the courage to talk. “It’s getting bad here. Salem needs something big.”

      I listened as Travis filled Walter in on what was going on. The fires, the hospital. He must’ve asked Travis if we’d gotten the pull and Travis told him no, but that Liam had been very sick all morning.

      As soon as he told him we hadn’t gotten the pull, I sat up straighter. With everything going on, I hadn’t noticed that we hadn’t gotten the call like we should have. Since Jax was going around doing all this stuff, we should’ve been alerted to it. I’d felt fine. Stressed, of course, but no tug in my stomach. Had the Order really taken that from us right away? And how could they have without us even noticing?

      I tugged on Travis’s sleeve. “Did they take it from us?”

      Travis repeated the question to Walter who told him they did. My jaw tightened as soon as I heard his response. Assholes. Take away our only warning system for what was going on. We may have been able to prevent one of the things from happening.

      “Listen, Travis,” I heard Walter say. His voice sounded dejected. “I want you to know I argued for your coven. You’ve always been very good Enforcers, but the others felt the risk was too much to take. There’s another Order coming in.”

      Travis sighed, his eyes closing. “I think you’re going to need to send more than one.”

      I looked at Travis, shocked. He just lifted his shoulders at me. They got off the phone soon after that. “You’re not mad?” I asked right away.

      “I assumed they would do something like that. We told them we weren’t going to abide by their rules and I knew they weren’t going to let Salem go unguarded.”

      I supposed I should’ve thought about that as well. But, I didn’t because I thought the whole thing was stupid. We were being ostracized because of the way we wanted to love, but it wasn’t as if the Order had a union we could go to and complain. The superiors could pretty much do whatever they wanted, and there was nothing we could do about it.

      “Do you believe Walter?”

      “That he tried to help us? Yes. Walter has always been good to us. I don’t think he’s as stuck in the old ways as some of his coven members and other Orders that have been around for a long time. The truth is, things are changing. We aren’t just policing witches here and there that might do a little something wrong. This is so much bigger and requires different tactics that we aren’t equipped for.”

      “Like when we used the spell to get the familiar off of Liam?”

      “Exactly,” Travis said. “I don’t think anyone could have predicted that would happen. A witch going that bad is unthinkable.”

      I watched as Travis’s face morphed. It was unthinkable, and yet, it was his friend who had done it. “I know you’re taking a lot of this on yourself, Travis, but I just want you to know that I think this doesn’t have anything to do with you at all. I know you don’t want to hear it, but I’m going to tell you anyway. All these decisions were Jax’s. He decided to start doing the wrong thing. He decided to call the demon to him to get his powers back. I don’t care if you did strip his powers, you were doing what you had to do, so things like this don’t happen. If I went bad, and you did something to keep me from hurting others, I would be thankful. Now, I might not be in the right frame of mind to tell you that if it ever happened, just as Jax isn’t now. But, if you love Jax like I know you do, and you know what a good person he is, don’t you think the last thing he would want to do is hurt all these people? Because of that, we need to stop him. Can you imagine the guilt?”

      Travis lifted his gaze to mine. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

      I cupped his chin. “You need to save him from himself, Travis. And we can do that.”

      He dropped his forehead to mine, then moved forward to kiss my lips. “Thank you.”

      He kissed me again, this time lingering. His soft lips pressed into mine with more urgency before he broke away. “I feel like I’ve really made a mess of things, Norah. I can’t even keep my head straight.”

      “It’s because you really care, Travis. It’s just confusing because of who we are. That’s all.”

      He tucked my hair around my ear. He was still close enough for me to feel the air from his even breaths. “You know what’s not confusing? How much I love you.”

      I smiled, then moved forward, pressing my lips to his knowing that whatever happened, nothing could take this away. We could be Order members or not. We could be witches or not. But I would still have these guys. We may be not a coven anymore, but that didn’t mean we wouldn’t always be together like this. And that was what was most important. These feelings we had for one another were the best reasons to deal with what we were dealing with now. It gave us strength. It gave us purpose. It gave us love.

      I kissed him until he fell back on the bed and I moved on top of him. I would never give up an opportunity to show any one of them how I felt. And this time was no different.
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      The more we watched TV, the worse it got. The media personnel kept commenting on different things going on around town, but they didn’t have all the information. They couldn’t see how they were connected, but of course, we could. I never thought I’d say this, but I wanted the superiors to come. This seemed like too big to manage all on our own.

      “Can you mute that for a sec?” Liam asked.

      Gabe grabbed the controller and muted the woman we’d been watching all day. It was a hard thing to look away from. They say that happens when you’re looking at something tragic like a car accident. You can’t look away. It’s just too terrible.

      Liam pushed the book we’d gotten from the Reid’s house onto the table. “It’s not much to go on, but I do see in here that a sign of demon possession can be eyes that turn black. Supposedly it’s a window into their soul. If the eyes are black, the demon has taken over and the soul is now dead.”

      “That’s uplifting,” Gabe said.

      I wanted to kiss him for it. The whole day had been filled with dread and confusion, but just his cute little accent saying something funny made me want to smile. It made me remember that I wasn’t alone.

      “Anything on how to kill a demon?” Randy asked.

      Travis perked up. He’d been better about not sticking up for Jax, but he was clearly still on the fence about what to do. Liam nodded slowly. He looked away, his foot bobbing up and down. He looked much better than he had that morning. His pallor was returning to normal, which calmed my insides a little. “It’s crazy,” Liam said.

      “Well?” Gabe asked. “What is it?”

      “According to the book, Jax must have summoned the demon to him from hell. In order to get it to go away, we have to send it back to hell.”

      Travis leaned forward. “Are we talking about an exorcism?”

      “Maybe?” Liam said. I could tell he was hesitant and that his mind was telling him it was an exorcism, but he didn’t want to believe it. It seemed so cliché. Did we need a priest for that type of thing?

      I drew in a breath. “Is that why they set the churches on fire?”

      Liam shook his head. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking…no. They set the churches on fire because they’re evil. There’s a spell to send the demon back to hell that’s not an exorcism, but the problem is going to be finding and containing the demon. We don’t know if it’s stayed inside Jax and he’s using his magic to control the people. Or, if the demon is moving in and out of people at its whim.”

      All of this because someone wanted his magic back. The concept seemed so foreign to me. For the longest time, I hated that I was different. I understood the value of it now, but it was hard to understand someone who just thought so completely different from me.

      The doorbell rang, and we all stiffened. Travis had broken the news earlier about the new Order coming. None of us really thought they would come here, but at the same time, we didn’t know where else they would go. We were the ones that knew this town. They would be so out of sorts.

      Travis got up and moved to the door. Liam pulled me closer to him on the sofa, then moved forward and grabbed the book, shoving it under the couch in front of us.

      I looked around Travis when he opened the door and sure enough, Walter was right there. His face was stricken as Travis opened the door wider to accommodate his whole coven moving into the small apartment.

      Liam stood. “What’s wrong?”

      “We lost contact with the new Order.”

      My eyebrows rose. I locked gazes with Randy who’s jaw set right before he looked up at the Order. “Not to sound like a dick, but what do you want us to do about it?”

      I rolled my eyes. No one held a grudge better than Randy.

      Gabe rubbed the back of his neck. “Randy has a point.”

      “Oh, come on, guys,” I said, my voice rising. “Yes, it was a shitty thing they did to us, but that means five other witches are now pulled into this shit.”

      Gabe clammed up, but Randy looked unapologetic. The Order had truly pissed him off. At this point, I didn’t know if he’d even go back to them if they were to suddenly tell us that they didn’t care that we were all with one another.

      “When’s the last time you had contact with them?” Travis asked, ignoring the looks we were all giving each other. We’d all decided to call the Order though. And of course, they’d be upset that a whole coven was missing. I was upset a whole coven was missing. I just kept thinking, ‘What’s next?’

      “They were supposed to check in hours ago when they arrived in town.”

      “Jax must have gotten to them,” I said.

      “The demon must’ve gotten to them,” Travis clarified.

      Liam’s hackles were raised again, but the last thing we needed was to scream at one another again.

      “Well,” Gabe said. He picked up the remote and unmuted the TV. “This is what’s happening around town, so take your pick. Maybe they checked themselves into the hospital because they were hearing voices. Or maybe they got called to slaughter a bunch of kids at pre-school.”

      “We have a plan,” Liam said, interjecting. “We know all the witches and Wiccans will be celebrating the equinox tomorrow. There’s always this big celebration at the main park by the Hawthorn Hotel complete with rituals and prayers. We’re going there to tell everyone what is happening. We’re going to ask for everyone’s help in all this,” Liam said. “We think this is even bigger than the Order.”

      “What else have you found out?” Walter asked.

      Liam looked to Travis. He’d hid that book under the sofa for this very reason, but it also seemed like the superiors needed to know everything. “I have a spell to exorcise the demon, but we’ll have to figure out a way to capture it first. That’ll be the hard part.”

      “A spell to eliminate a demon?” one of the other superiors scoffed. “Never heard of it.”

      “It wasn’t in any of the Order books, that’s why,” Liam said. “At times like this, I think it’s necessary to look up any possible information that could help us and that includes something like this.” He knelt and pulled the book out from under the sofa and dropped it on the coffee table. Walter moved forward, reading the title on the cover. Liam quickly turned the page to what he’d found, holding it open for them. Walter reached forward, and his coven member said, “I don’t think we should be concerning ourselves with a text like that.”

      “I disagree,” Walter said simply.

      He read through the spell, looking up after he was done. “I think this will take a lot of magic.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing we have our lightning rod then,” Liam said.

      He smiled down at me, and at first, I smiled. But then the realization came over me as to what he meant. I heightened all their powers. I wondered if I could heighten any witch’s power or if it only worked with my coven.

      “What did you say?” Walter asked.

      “Norah,” Liam said, not even thinking twice about what he was going to say. “Ever since she joined us, she’s made our magic stronger.”

      “Because you got your fifth.”

      Gabe shook his head. “No, because she makes us stronger. It feels different with her than it ever did with Jax.”

      Walter turned then. “I suppose we should get some dinner.”

      Travis and I exchanged a look.

      “Weren’t you just saying how hungry you were?”

      “Welcome to the club,” Jennie said. All five of the superiors turned toward her as if they just realized she was there. She shrugged. “They don’t have anything in the house.”

      “Excellent,” Walter said. “Take Miss Shaw and pick up some food, would you? We’ll have to make Salem our home base for right now.”

      Gabe rolled his eyes. “If they think they’re staying here, they can knob off.”

      Walter turned. “Don’t worry. We’ll stay at the hotel down the street, but isn’t anyone else hungry?”

      He gave us all such a full stare that we each agreed. The other coven members left, Jennie in tow. None of them seemed all that pleased about it, especially Jennie.

      When the door closed behind them, Walter moved forward. “You must not say that in front of them again. Now, tell me exactly what happens.”

      “With what?” Randy demanded.

      “Norah.”

      Walter stared at me, his expression earnest. “How do you affect them?”

      I took a deep breath. “When we do magic together, their magic levels up.”

      He nodded. “And what else? Is there something else?” Walter asked.

      Liam clucked his tongue. “There is something a little different. Ever since she came, we’ve been able to control an element. I can make fire appear in my hands and use it,” Liam said.

      “And water?” Walter asked, looking around.

      Gabe nodded, not even bothering to look at him.

      “Earth for me,” Randy said.

      “Wind,” Travis tacked on.

      Walter moved around in a circle, waiting for each of them to tell him what they could do. When they were finished, he moved to me. “And you’re spirit.”

      “Spirit?”

      He nodded. “Spirit. That’s why you can make them stronger. You give yourself to them whenever they need. It’s both an amazing talent and a tragic one.”

      My stomach twisted. I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “What do you mean?” Travis asked. “It wears her out sometimes, but we haven’t seen any other side effects.”

      Walter ran his hand over his forehead and then took a seat in the recliner. “This was why we were forced to tell you you could not be with one another. There are stories about covens like you. One female, four male Enforcers. They are stronger than any other coven because of the bonds between them. When their bonds grow, such as with intimacy, so does their magic. It gets stronger and stronger until…”

      “They implode,” Gabe said.

      Walter looked up, his fingers tapping on his chin. “How did you know?”

      “My grandfather said he heard rumors.”

      “They aren’t rumors,” Walter said. “It’s the truth.”

      “But we couldn’t find anything about it in the Order books,” Liam said.

      “You wouldn’t,” Walter said. “All the stories were erased from journals. The Orders vowed to never let anything like that happen again. So, when we heard that your fifth was a female, our mind went there. It wasn’t until we saw you with one another that we feared that you had already taken your relationships to the forbidden level.”

      “Forbidden?” I asked, about to put up a fight.

      “It was for everyone’s own good.”

      “So, how many covens has this happened to?” Liam asked. His face held that open look like it always did when he was interested and learning something.

      “They’re rare,” Walter said. “Very rare. They’re power cannot be matched, but it comes at a cost.” He looked up, his eyes sad. “You’ll have to be careful. I know you don’t understand our decision and I can’t speak for the others, but I thought it best that we at least try to help you guys through this. Use your magic in stride.”

      “Nothing’s happened to us yet,” I said, grasping at straws. That wasn’t entirely true because how many times had I gotten depleted after we did magic with one another. I’d been taking the brunt of it, but that came with the territory, right?

      At that moment, Granny’s words filtered through my head that she’d told me all along. I wasn’t safe, but I was also exactly where I should be. Was this all destined then?

      “Maybe not yet,” Walter said, “But there isn’t a coven in history like yours that hasn’t just…”

      “When we say implode, we mean…?” Randy asked.

      “Died.” Walter swallowed. “They died. All of them.”
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      It turned out we were willing to give up our bedrooms as long as we all got to sleep together on the living room floor. I slept squished between Travis and Liam. It reminded me of that one night at Liam’s parents’ house when we’d all slept in my room. This was a lot less comfortable, but still felt the same. I loved being next to all of them, especially after the news we’d been given. I didn’t believe it.

      Well, I did believe it, but to me, something could never be wrong with the way we were. If what they said was true, then we’d just have to be careful about how much we used our magic. The other thing I couldn’t believe was that maybe Walter wasn’t that bad of a guy after all. He seemed truly concerned for us and knowing what he said to Travis on the phone earlier; I felt like he had our best interest at heart. Ever since I heard mention of the superiors and knew that I needed to keep myself hidden from them, I distrusted them. But I was also willing to admit when I was wrong. It was possible I was wrong about this. Gabe and Randy still weren’t pleased with him, but level-headed Liam took what he said to heart. And Travis, too. He’d never had a problem with the Order, so I knew how he felt about what Walter told us.

      “Are you awake?” Gabe asked.

      I nodded, feeling him down at my feet. “Yeah.”

      “We’ve got a big day tomorrow. You should sleep.”

      By me, both Travis and Liam were breathing softly. Randy, the big lump on the other side of Liam was a heavy breather with the occasional snore. “I could say the same thing to you.”

      He chuckled. “I guess I’m just trying to soak everything in. You know, just in case.”

      I frowned. Judging by the humor in his voice, I knew he was trying to joke with me, but that wasn’t something I really wanted to joke about. I sat up and hovered over him. “Don’t talk like that. I love you, you sexy Brit. Now go to sleep. We’ve got a big day in the morning.”

      “Witches to save. Demons to send back to hell.”

      I snickered. “If everything works out perfectly, yeah.”

      He laughed. “So, basically we don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow because things never work out perfectly.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “It’ll be a shit storm. But at least we have the Order with us.”

      I couldn’t even keep a straight face and Gabe knew it too. He laughed out loud, then quickly put his hand over his mouth. “Good night, Norah.”

      Gabe eventually fell asleep, but I stayed awake. Now that Gabe had put the thought in my head, I couldn’t let it go. I’d never had a lot of friends, so of course now that I had everything I never knew I wanted, I was some sort of freak coven that could basically be our own downfall. Not doing magic wasn’t a problem for me. As I’d said before, it came in handy, but I didn’t need it. I never even wanted it, so giving it up if needed, although difficult, wouldn’t break me. I just hoped I could say the same for the others.

      Then again, we might just be the one coven who could break all the odds. Fuck that. We were that coven. Nothing was going to happen to us. I’d make sure of it.

      When the first rays of light came in through the window, I got up first and hopped in the shower. I didn’t want to have to fight for it later when everyone and the Order had to take turns in our one bathroom. I wasn’t sure where their notion of going to the motel had gone, but I supposed it just wasn’t said that we would all be safer together, especially what happened with the new Order of Salem. Wherever they were.

      I had just slipped under the warm water when the door creaked open. “I’m in here,” I whispered.

      “I know,” a voice whispered back. I smiled when I realized it was Liam.

      I looked out from around the shower curtain. “Do you feel better?”

      He nodded. “I don’t know what that was about, but I have a theory.” He took his shirt off and started working his pants off too.

      I just stared at him as he did so.

      “I think that the demon was expending a lot of energy and since Dean and I had been touched by it before, it was taking its toll on us too. It was touching everything it had ever touched.”

      “Oh,” I said simply as he took a step into the shower with me.

      He looked me up and down. “What?”

      “I didn’t see you as a share the shower type of guy.”

      He moved closer, putting his arms around me while the warm water cascaded down my back. “I just wanted to be close to you.”

      His hand slipped down over my ass.

      It seemed that he had something else in mind too. Not that I could blame him.

      “Liam,” I warned. “There are like nine other people in this apartment.”

      “And six of them are guests,” he said. He pulled my chin up and angled his face down. Our lips met in a sweet gesture that quickly turned passionate. It may or may not have had something to do with the fact that Liam cupped my breast with his hand. I dropped my head to his shoulder, trying to stifle my moan. The last thing we wanted was a Superior audience even if they only could hear us.

      Liam didn’t seem to mind though. His other hand made its way up between my legs, massaging my clit. I held onto his shoulders to steady myself before I reached out to grip his dick. He bit down on his lip. “Maybe I should’ve thought this through.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not getting out of it now.”

      He was already hard in my hand. I moved my hand up and down him, sliding my thumb over his tip until he swore under his breath. “Let’s play a game,” I said.

      “Aren’t we already?” he asked.

      “Let’s play who can keep the quietest.”

      With a teasing grin, I dropped to my knees and took Liam into my mouth. His hands shot out to steady himself, but one got lost in the shower curtain before his other planted onto the tile. “Fuck, Norah. That was evil.”

      “I didn’t say I wouldn’t play dirty.”

      I licked him from base to tip, then moved my mouth down him again. He breathed out, keeping his mouth closed. I watched him struggle and did my best to undo him. I grabbed his base and worked him into my mouth at a steady pace. He sank his fingers into my hair. I thought I had him, but he squeezed my shoulder and moved me away. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to come in your mouth and there will be nothing for you.”

      “I’m sure you can think of something.”

      I let him squeeze my shoulder as I darted forward again. Cum had beaded at his tip and I licked it. If Liam wanted to join me in the shower, he certainly was always welcome.

      I returned my efforts to getting him to explode. His hands got lost in my hair again as I worked him even harder. I loved seeing his pained face, trying not to give into his pleasure.

      This was a fun game.

      His hips started moving into me. My pussy was already wet, waiting for whatever he had in mind after this. “Oh, Liam,” I said, running my tongue down his length again.

      “Oh, yes,” Liam said, his voice coming out in a hushed whisper. “I’m almost there, baby.”

      I grabbed Liam’s ass and forced him to me, taking him in all the way to the base before releasing him and doing it again and again. Liam made a guttural sound, then held my head to him as he pumped inside my mouth a few times, then jerked when his cum emptied into my mouth.

      I sucked his tip, taking it all in. He let out an excited cry, but then pulled me away before he got too loud. “Jesus, Norah.”

      He brought me up onto my feet and then moved me to where he just stood. He shut off the water, then thought better of it and put the faucet on instead of the shower head.

      “Lay down.”

      I did as he asked. He lowered with me, keeping my knees open as he positioned himself between my legs. He kissed everywhere around his final destination. He kissed at the apex of both my thighs. He kissed a trail down from my belly button, just shy of my clit. He kissed just mere centimeters away until I was shaking in his hands. Then, he looked up at me. His deep brown eyes told me I was going to pay for what I’d just done.

      Finally, blissfully, he moved over, his tongue moving over my folds until he caressed my clit. He did it over and over again until I gripped the side of the tub. The rushing water was filling the bath up, but it didn’t deter Liam. His face got lost between my legs as he sucked and kissed. I did my best to hold it in, but at one point, it didn’t even matter anymore because it was Liam and I together, and shit this good, shouldn’t be held in.

      “Fuck, Liam.”

      His eyes rounded as he stared at me, but he never stopped. He ran his tongue over my clit, swirling it back and forth.

      Heat pooled right where he gave all his attention. My breaths came out in quick gasps. Even with the water running, I wasn’t hiding anything. And secretly, I think Liam loved it.

      He stayed where he was, my body inching closer and closer until there was no inching toward the apex. I was running full speed ahead. “Yes, yes!”

      My fingers dug into the side of the tub as my orgasm hit hard and strong. He lowered me back into the tub and water sloshed over my stomach. His eyes glinted as he stared at me. I let out one final breath when my body finally calmed down enough so that I could talk. “You win.”

      The corners of his mouth tipped up. “I’d say we both won.”
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      If anyone heard Liam and mine’s dalliance in the bathroom, no one said anything. It was a good thing too because as far as I was concerned, they were all guests in our home. The place where it all started. It felt weird to think that just a short time ago I’d been living in New Orleans with my shop that was just barely getting by and now I had more than I’d ever wanted and then some. Sure, these times with my coven had been stressful. People had died and been hurt. But I’d never learned more about myself. And, I’d never felt more alive. Even with all the threats and the danger, I was happier than I’d ever been.

      This was my calling.

      On the way to the park where the equinox festival would be held, a surge of hope sprang through me. The way the guys talked about it, this would be a mass convergence of people who were like me. Not everyone would be a Natural, but everyone would understand what it was like to be a witch, no matter how much power they had. That’s where Jax had gone wrong. It wasn’t about how much power you had; it was about who you surrounded yourself with that gave you the feeling of having power. It was hard to explain. And I had a feeling that even if Jax was in front of me and I tried to, he wouldn’t get it. I didn’t want to say anything to Travis, but I was pretty sure Jax was already gone. Any shred of the person he once was would’ve been eaten up by the demon. Even Liam with just the familiar on him had been a different person, and that was just a fraction of the energy an actual demon had.

      But since he had hope, I would too.

      I got out of the Jeep and stretched my legs. Tourists as well as Wiccans and witches—some dressed normally, some dressed as if they’d just returned from a wood fairy convention—walked toward the square. Tents were set up all the way around, and it dawned on me then that I’d heard of this festival even before we thought of coming here. I’d gotten a letter from the Salem Business Administration at the shop about buying a table here to sell some of my goods. I’d just tossed it aside, knowing that I would be too wrapped up in other things to do it.

      When all this was over, it would be nice to just worry about how to grow the shop and explore my life with the guys without having to worry about a demon taking over the entire city of Salem and me being only one of a few people in the world who could do anything about it. Talk about pressure.

      Jennie stuck close to Travis as we crossed the street by the Hawthorn Hotel. That was another place I hadn’t been in yet since coming here. I heard it was haunted, which gave me the chills to even think about, but people flocked there nonetheless. It could be an interesting thing to do with one of the guys over a weekend, maybe. See what spooky fun we could get into.

      “Welcome to the Equinox Festival,” Jennie said, throwing her hands out wide as we hit the sidewalk that crisscrossed through the park. The whole area was lined with tents with different shops from the area. Just looking around, I saw several names I recognized. Some who just sold Salem trinkets while others were psychics and well-known witches from the area. This was the place to be if we wanted to reach people who were like us.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Walter scan the crowd. His gaze was sharp and beady. With all these thoughts in my head about the future, I shouldn’t forget what we were actually here for. There was a very real possibility that the demon and Jax would target this place. Especially if they knew we were coming here.

      Over to an open grassy area to our left, someone had set up an altar. Candles flickered there with bouquets of flowers resting at their base. Liam leaned over. “Someone set up an area to mourn what’s been going on around here.”

      My heart felt heavy in my chest. It was difficult to process everything going on. Even more so when you knew what the actual cause of it was. It only renewed inside me that we needed to find Jax and the demon immediately. No more innocent people should die just because people were determined to be evil.

      Mr. Reid and Dean started walking toward us. Dean’s sister was in tow, already staring straight at where I knew Gabe was standing to my right. I didn’t know why, but it made me smile. Pride, maybe? I knew what I had. I was very lucky that they only had eyes for me.

      “This is interesting,” Travis said, keeping his voice low.

      “We did say we needed everyone’s help,” Gabe said. His cheeks were pink, and he tried to avoid the girl’s gaze.

      “I’m with Travis,” Randy said. “I’m glad they’re here, just surprised.”

      Liam went out to greet them as Travis reminded Walter and his coven as to who they were. Owen was with them too. Other guards also flanked them. I gave Owen a short wave. More and more people started to gather around us. Most of them, I didn’t recognize, but they must have at least known some in our party. Girls Jennie’s age came around directly to her, giving her hugs. Old friends who probably hadn’t seen her in a long time. My heart hurt for her when I thought about it. She’d left Salem after Travis accidently stripped her. She was so mad that she gave up everything here. She’d lost her boyfriend, her home, her friends, her brother. I could see why she came back. Maybe that same hope I had that she could put all this behind her. That she could once again return to Salem and at least have some closure about the events in her past.

      Walter and Travis spoke amongst one another. None of us had a clear-cut idea of what we were going to do once we got here. We had our target audience in front of us, but how to get to them all without alerting the outsiders as to what was really going on. There were always tourists in Salem. Always. There was no getting around them which was good for some things, like business, but bad when you needed to talk about a demon terrifying Salem.

      No one wanted to believe that bad things like this existed. They just liked the promise of the magic, not the flip side that went with it.

      And the truth was, most people didn’t need to know about it. That’s why we were here: The Enforcers.

      I took a deep breath and settled on Travis and Walter. My coven and his coven had converged on the same area, all waiting for what to do. “I say we put everyone who’s non-magical in a sleep spell. That way we can talk to anyone who is magical without fear of being overheard.”

      Travis nodded. “Walter and I were just discussing something similar. I told him how good you were at sleep spells.”

      I shrugged. “The thing is, I’ve never targeted it before.”

      Walter looked me square in the face. “I don’t think you’ll have a problem doing that. Think about where your powers come from inside you.” He gazed at me intently as if he was trying to say something without saying it.

      Gabe leaned over. “He’s talking about tapping into your element, Love.”

      Right. Spirit. I’d done some research this morning with Liam, looking up what I could do with my newfound power. The guys’ powers were obvious. Spirit was a little more out there. I could mess with people’s emotions, for one. I was used as a lightning rod, that we already knew. If I thought about the purple tether inside me, I could focus on that and search within everyone to see if they were magic, letting those that were stay awake.

      “Just be careful,” Walter warned, his face grave. Not too much, he mouthed.

      I had a feeling that I wouldn’t know if it was too much until it was too late. I didn’t bother saying that to him though.

      My coven and I all joined hands. When Liam reached out for Gabe’s hand though, Walter interceded. He stepped in, then we made the circle bigger to accommodate his coven as well as ours. When we were all linked, a buzz ran through the air. Magic escalated all around us, causing the hair on my arms to rise and goosebumps spread over my body. Those magical and non-magical turned our way. Anyone could sense something was up. Electricity was in the air, sparking this way and that.

      The wind picked up, and I glanced at Travis. I didn’t think he was intentionally doing it or if he was even doing it at all. I could have been nature responding to us, to the strength we all had. The ground vibrated.

      I was taken aback by all this that I’d almost forgotten why we were even doing this at all. Shaking my head, I closed my eyes and started the search. I tagged those who I couldn’t find any magic in whatsoever. I gave them a quick tap to fall into sleep, knowing I would just have to say ‘wake’ when I wanted them to be conscious again. Easily, I spread through the whole park differentiating between magic or not. Then, at the last second, I put a barrier around the park. We didn’t need anyone coming in at the last second wondering what the hell was going on while we were talking. Why some people were sprawled out on the ground and the remaining people were talking about demon possession.

      “It’s done,” I said simply, after I’d tagged the last remaining person in the square.

      We dropped hands. When I finally opened my eyes, I took a step back and almost stepped right on someone behind me. Witches surrounded us. They were drawn to us, or the power of us. We were like a beacon, and I didn’t want to sound conceited or anything, but they all looked as if they were staring straight at me. Eyes peeled and in awe, I felt like I was an attraction at the zoo. Murmurs rose up from the crowd. My stomach twisted.

      We had their attention. Now we just had to do something about it.

      Walter moved to center himself in the middle of the circle, but Travis grabbed his hand and moved forward instead. I smiled to myself. Of course it should be Travis. We were the Salem witches after all. No one would know Walter or trust him.

      “What’s going on?” a voice said from the crowd.

      Travis, with his dark hair and perfectly calm face moved to the center and commanded the audience’s attention. His shoulders were back, chin held high. Even I, who’d been with him, even slept with the guy, was surprised at the way he worked the crowd. He didn’t tell people to listen to him. They wanted to listen to him. That was a major difference.

      “We apologize for the secrecy. Please know that everyone who’s fallen asleep will wake up soon. Some of you know us, some of you don’t. We’re from the Order of the Akasha.”

      More murmurs rose. It was as if the Order was a fairy tale to some people, and they were just learning now that it was fully real. Enforcers weren’t just made up superheroes. They were real life badasses.

      “We wanted to talk to the magical people of Salem to explain a threat to all of us. You may have noticed the strange happenings around town. The church fires, the influx of hospital admissions… The list goes on. We have a demon that has come to prey on Salem and we need all of your help.”

      A shock ran through the crowd. Some witches stared wide-eyed at one another as others all together went pale. “I know this sounds concerning, but we felt it necessary to warn everyone, and to help those we could. You may have already received a call from us, telling you to make sure your personal safeguards are up, and to help those around you. The men and women who started those fires were possessed by this demon. If you can help save even one person, please do so.”

      “What are we going to do about it?” someone yelled.

      Travis nodded, bringing his fingers in front of his lips. “He will be taken care of. If you see anything suspicious, please let us know. We have a way to defeat the demon, we just need to find him first.”

      A dark laugh rose above the crowd. Suppressing anger bared down on my shoulders. So much so that I cringed inwardly and stooped. At once, I felt the very real demonic presence surround us. The hate. Anger. Fear. Lies. Every negative thought one could ever have was like a sopping wet blanket on all our shoulders.

      The voice spoke, ricocheting around the park as if it came from a concert speaker, complete with echo and reverberation. The voice was Jax’s but darker and more threatening. “You. Are. Fools.”
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      My heart thudded in my chest like the beat of angry drums. Surprise had ricocheted through me when the demon made himself known, but that wasn’t the main emotion spiraling through me. Anger. Hatred. Everything I’d ever been mad about bubbled to the surface. Now when I looked at Dean’s sister who stood so close to my Gabe, I wanted to wring her neck. I wanted to squeeze it until she turned blue then lifeless. When I stared at my coven, I hated the fact that they’d brought me here. Hated that I’d had to deal with so much just because of them. Because of the stupid pull. I glared at the back of Travis’s head for not wanting me from the beginning. Because he hadn’t liked me, I hadn’t liked him.

      Dean Reid had hurt me. A growl ripped through my throat as I spotted his silhouette in the crowd.

      But then there was Liam. He turned toward me, the blankest of looks on his face. He tilted his head in that serene manner, staring at me as if he was trying to figure me out like one of the equations in his textbooks. “What’s wrong, Norah?”

      In the crowd, people started to argue. Family member turned on family member. Randy bumped into Travis and they started swinging.

      But Liam, he took my cheeks in his hands and made me look at him. “Don’t let him do this to you. Don’t let him take over who you are.”

      A flicker of light sparked within me. I knew the feelings that had started to burn weren’t right. I knew that although I had felt them in the past, they didn’t consume me. That was it, wasn’t it? That was the point. You could admit your negative feelings, but you didn’t let them rule your life. You could admit that you were selfish, that you were afraid, that sometimes you told lies, but you should always strive to be a better person.

      “Live in the light,” Granny’s voice said.

      I blinked, and she was standing just beyond Liam, her eyes wide and hopeful.

      “Norah Girl, it’s like I always told you. Live in the light. No matter what, live in the light. In the truth. In the beauty. Be who you are.”

      I blinked at her. She looked almost real this time. There were no clouds billowing out around her, but clear as day. She reached out. And this time, when she touched my face, she touched my face. I felt the imprint of her fingers on my skin. She closed her eyes in a sigh and I closed my own right with her, imprinting this memory inside me for all eternity.

      “Do it, Norah Girl. You can.”

      To combat all the hate, I thought of all the love I had. I pictured seeing Randy for the first time. How attracted to him I was with his tattoos and muscles. I thought of my first time with Liam. How sweet and shy he was, but also how determined. In my head, I saw Gabe laughing, and how that always made me smile. And Travis. Pig-headed boy that he was didn’t mean I loved him any less. I felt the feelings grow inside me. I felt them burn bright until my skin pricked again and my body warmed instantly.

      “Holy hell,” Liam said.

      When I opened my eyes, I agreed with his sentiment. I was burning purple white. Purple as bright as could be closer to my skin, but as it moved away, it turned into white streaks. I focused on the feelings and spread them far and wide. The demon fed off hate. I understood that now. I’d always understood it, but he’d made it apparent right at this moment.

      The demon still spoke, but I was drowning it out. He called out to those who held so much hate inside them. He called out, asking for them to join him. He said there was still so much to do here That it wouldn’t stop at church fires and madness. He said the people of Salem deserved it. That they’d persecuted those like us all those years ago and now they made a mockery of what witches really were.

      I didn’t think anyone believed in that bullshit, but it was easier for a negative person to fall down the rabbit hole than someone who thrived on good when someone spewed hate.

      Jax walked onto the sidewalk. The crowd parted for him. Some backed away as if he was a red-hot poker they didn’t want to get burned with. Others moved as if to gawk, as if they were drawn to his hate.

      “You haven’t won,” Jax said.

      Travis moved in front of me. Jax looked up at him, his head cocking to the side as he took him in.

      “How can you live with yourself?” Jax/not Jax said. He looked like Jax and spoke like Jax, but his voice was amplified by darkness, as if hatred itself lived inside his words.

      “Come back to us, Jax,” Travis said.

      I touched him. I saw the tension in his muscles and the curling of his fingers. He was at war with himself. He fought against the negative inside him, and if I could give him any sort of boost, I would.

      “You should talk,” Randy spat at Jax. His chest heaved. He stood there like a baby Hulk, getting ready to pounce. “Do you see what you’ve done?”

      “Do you see what you’ve done?”

      “J-jax?” a female voice said.

      My heart fell into my stomach so fast I thought I’d almost stopped remembering how to breathe.

      I’d forgotten about Jennie. I’d lost track of her in the chaos.

      She moved to Travis’s side.

      Jax shook his head. For a moment, emotion flickered on his face that was something other than hate, but in the next instant, his eyes glazed over into the onyx black.

      Jennie screamed in frustration. She reached up, tearing at her hair. “No!”

      “They did this to us,” Jax said. “Both of us.”

      She threw her hands to her side and screamed, her face twisting in hatred.

      Travis reached out to touch her, but I lunged forward, grabbing his arm before he could. In my head, she was a pulsing red warning sign. Touch, and you wish you hadn’t.

      “Come here, Jenn,” Jax said.

      She stalked toward him. Travis fought against me, but Liam and Gabe came to help, grabbing onto him. He wriggled out of our grasp, pushing Liam to the ground, and walked forward. “Jennie, don’t!”

      She turned on him, her eyes ablaze. “Why would I listen to you, brother? Jax is right. Do you see what you’ve done? Have you seen all the hurt you caused? The death?”

      He shook his head. “Death?”

      “Of me,” she sneered. “Me. I’m not the same. I haven’t been since you took my Natural magic from me. When you took my magic, you took the real me.”

      She walked back, getting dangerously close to Jax. “Stay away from him,” Travis warned.

      “He was the only one who ever got me,” Jennie said.

      “It’s not her,” I said, walking up to Travis. The world had stopped. Everyone stopped and stared at the spectacle going on ahead of us. It was pure light versus dark scenario. Each trying to gather one more team member for their side and Jennie was caught in the crossfire. I understood her hatred, her pain, I really did. It was festering inside her still, even after all these months. Even after she’d recouped some of her powers by practicing Wicca.

      Grudges rotted inside our bodies and fed off us like maggots to our soul. Forgiveness, in theory, was easy. But often, it was the most difficult step forward to take.

      “It is,” Travis said.

      He pushed away from me and lunged for her again. His fingers slipped over her arm, but at the same time, Jax reached out and they both disappeared right before our eyes. One second, they were standing there like shadow deacons for hate, and the next, they were gone.

      An instant rush of peacefulness descended over everyone. It was easy to feel relieved when you didn’t have hatred stomping at your doorstep. But in the next moment, it was hard to imagine feeling relieved when Jax had just taken Jennie.

      Travis was on his knees, his head in his hands right where they’d stood. His back was hunched over. All around us, witches started apologizing to one another. They started making plans for how to make this right. Some of them openly gawked at me again as I moved for Travis. Randy came up too. He put his hand on Travis’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean any of that stuff I said.”

      But had he? Everything I’d felt inside me when Jax was around were all fleeting thoughts I had before. Just because I didn’t act on them or let them be anything more than just a passing thought didn’t mean I really didn’t feel that way, did it?

      I looked around. Liam stood and spoke with the superiors. Gabe had his hand on Dean Reid’s sister’s shoulder, calming her down since she’d practically fainted into him. I didn’t have any more thoughts about killing her, which was a good thing. Luckily. I’d never had murderous tendencies unless we were talking about people who threatened my guys.

      “He took her,” Travis said. His muscles bulged as he unfolded into a standing position. His fists were clenched, and he turned, his eyes filled with anger. They were laced in panic, but the other emotion was far greater than that one. “He took Jennie.”

      I walked forward and grabbed his hands. “Hey, look at me.”

      I squeezed his hands again when he didn’t listen at first. Finally, his alluring green eyes met mine.

      “We’re going to get her back,” I said. And I meant every word. We could save Jennie. Jax, I still didn’t know about. He’d looked promising for a split second. Maybe he had the barest of amounts of goodness left in him, but I wasn’t sure it was enough to pull him back from how far he’d slipped.

      After that, witch after witch approached us, asking what they could do. I couldn’t number how many times I’d given out Granny’s all-seeing-eye bracelet spell. I told them I’d open my shop as soon as possible. I’d give them everything they needed for free as long as they’d make the bracelets and hand them out. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought of it before. I had the best stockpile and the knowledge to do this. But I didn’t have the time. Now I had volunteers. Volunteers who wanted to do nothing more than to help fight against the evil they’d just witnessed. It was worse than that too. They didn’t just see it with their eyes, they felt it into their very marrow.

      Pure evil at its worst.

      Granny was right. It was all our problems. And to conquer this, it would take all of us.

      Travis stood at the edge of everyone, lost in himself. It reminded me of when I first came here. It had been so hard to breakthrough his walls, and it looked like that was happening again. He stood their stone-faced, body stiff yet alert. He held the aura of ‘Don’t even think about fucking talking to me right now’ which was odd considering how we’d started this trip into the Equinox. He’d stood in front of everyone like the leader he was. But now, it was as if he wanted nothing to do with it.

      This wasn’t Travis.

      After the talk of the demon started to die down, I whispered, “Wake”. I hoped it would work on everyone, not just the non-witches. Silently, I thought to myself, “Wake up, Travis. Snap out of it.” Sometimes it was worse being caught up in your own head. It could be a dark place when you didn’t let anyone else in there with you.
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      We were back to tiptoeing around Travis again. Not only that, but we were quiet. Like me, I guessed that we were all dealing with the thoughts that had popped into our heads. I could still feel the wish in my heart of seeing the breath leave Dean’s sister. It made me sick to my stomach to think about it. I simultaneously wanted to talk to someone about it and keep it quiet. Would they still love me if they knew that about me? If they knew I had such a black place.

      The superiors were quiet. Walter barely made conversation for the rest of the day and they kept to themselves. It didn’t bother me. In fact, I liked it better. I was glad to have them around for more protection, but the fact that they were staying out of our hair was a good thing.

      “We can do a locator spell,” Liam said.

      Travis shook his head. “I think he’s gotten too powerful for that. There’s no way we’ll find her.”

      “But Norah’s strong,” Gabe said. We were all grasping at straws. Again.

      “I touched her,” Travis said. “I felt how cold she was, how angry. I think she might even block her being found. I knew she shouldn’t have come. I shouldn’t have called her.”

      I wasn’t going to let him fall even further down the hole. “You did what you thought was right. Jennie’s strong. Anyone can see that. There’s still hope, Travis.” I looked around at all of them, remembering the feeling of pure love bursting from me. It felt like the only way to push back against the demon. It certainly drowned out his voice, and voices were one of the powerful tools we had. “Speaking of,” I ventured. “I wasn’t the only one who felt—”

      “Like you wanted to murder someone?” Randy said. He glanced at Travis and a slight shiver racked his body.

      “That,” I said, “but something more too. Didn’t you feel when he started to lose power?”

      Gabe looked up. His blue eyes weren’t as troubled as the others. “I felt your warmth.”

      “It was more than that,” Liam said. “It was like her love personified. I think you were able to use your Spirit element to calm everyone down.”

      “I felt it,” Travis said. “I think we probably felt it more than most of the people there. Or, at least we were more affected by it.”

      “Due to our personal relationships with her,” Liam mused.

      Travis nodded. “We just need to harness that when we go up against that demon again.”

      “While still being careful,” Randy said. “Walter said we can’t use too much or…”

      He stopped midsentence. We all knew the implication that was there. If we used too much magic, it would not be good for us. Implosion. Death.

      But this, this was where my determination sprung to action. That wasn’t going to happen to us. We could do this. “We’ll do what needs to be done,” I said, looking around at each of them. “We’re the Order in Salem, so we’ll handle the demon problem and send him back to hell.”

      They all nodded right along with me.

      “There’s still one problem,” Liam said. “We don’t know how to find them.”

      Gabe scratched his chin. “We’ll have to draw them out.” We turned toward him, and he sat a little straighter. “Think about it, all the witches together like that made him come out. He wasn’t hiding behind the fires and the psychos anymore. He came out to talk to them, to get them to his side just as we were trying to get them to go against him. If we do something similar, we can draw him out. Then, we’ll try the spell.”

      “We know the Akashic cell won’t work on him. It hadn’t even worked on Dupre.”

      I remembered how it disintegrated in front of us and how shocked the coven had been. Since I was new to the whole thing, I wasn’t aware that the cell was their bread and butter move to lock people away until they could do the Akasha ceremony.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Liam said. “If we get other witches to help us, we might just be able to come together to defeat him. I felt so…powerful out there with everyone.”

      I glanced at Travis. “You were amazing, you know that?”

      He didn’t even hear me at first.

      Randy kicked the chair. “Dude, Norah’s talking to you.”

      He shook his head, trying to force himself out of his own head again. “What?”

      “At the park, they all listened to you. I said that you did amazing.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’m a regular winner, aren’t I?”

      “I told you already,” I said, sighing. “She doesn’t really feel that way.”

      His gaze narrowed. “She does even if only a little, and for me, that’s just a bit too much. I’d rather my sister not hate me at all.”

      I clenched down on my jaw. Now was not the time for pity parties. “You can’t undo what’s already done. You can only make it better from this point forward.”

      He stared at me for what seemed like a full minute without commenting, then looked away. His green eyes were dark and flat. It was hard to tell where his emotions were at.

      “So, we agree?” Liam asked. “We’ll draw him out. We’ll cast the demon out and save Jennie.”

      Walter walked out of one of their rooms. He shuffled out to us, his face pinched in concern. “This is too much. We’ve never dealt with anything like this before, and now that I’ve seen all the power you hold…” he trailed off, just shaking his head.

      “We talked about that already,” I said. “We’re going to do what needs to be done. Don’t worry about us, we’ll be fine. There will be no imploding here.”

      Randy nodded first. He’d be the first to follow me into a bad situation that could only get worse. Not because he cared about me most, but because he was a risk taker. I’d already known that. Gabe was next, giving me a small half smile that melted my heart. Liam, too, eventually nodded. He’d always be on board after he thought things through in his own head. But still, it was Travis who was late to the party.

      “Just help us do what we need to do,” I said, looking away from Travis to Walter.

      He nodded once. Though his face still said he’d worry about us, I was hoping he wouldn’t bring it up again. We didn’t need to focus on negative thoughts right now. The demon would latch onto those with its claws and hold on, drawing out every little inch of bad thoughts with it.

      “We’ll invite all the witches in Salem together again when we’re ready,” Walter said.

      I looked at Travis, hoping he would speak up, but his head was down. I wasn’t even sure he was listening anymore. “When we give them a signal,” Liam said. “We’ll meet…”

      “In the woods…next to headquarters?”

      “It would be easier,” Gabe spoke up, “If we go somewhere where I would have access to water in case I need to draw on my element.”

      “Gabe has a point,” Walter said. “We should go somewhere like Norah suggests, somewhere with power, but also have access to all the elements that you guys can use in case we need to fight.”

      “By the ocean then,” Randy said. “Gabe can use the ocean. I can find ground anywhere. Liam can draw on fire, and Travis is good to go. There’s always wind around us.”

      “The wharf then,” Travis said, finally speaking up. “We’ll meet by the wharf when the time comes.”

      “Now we’ll just have to hope the demon comes out,” Liam said, the gears in his head already turning.

      “He’ll come,” Travis said. “Jax never turned down a fight.”

      I watched his silhouette, but I didn’t get the chance to study him for long. He turned to me. “I heard you tell people they could come by your shop, right?”

      I stood after him. The rest of our coven stood too. Walter watched the rest of us stand and told us he’d wait back here with his coven to contact some other Orders for backup if we needed it.

      We stepped outside, and Gabe chuckled to himself. “I sure hope we get our flat back when all this is over. My idea of a good time is not having five more roommates.”

      “You forgot way older roommates,” I said. “They’re kind of duds, aren’t they?”

      Liam snickered. “It’s just like you guys to be thinking about that. I’m sure Walter and his coven have no intention of staying on with us. I doubt they like staying with us either.”

      “I don’t know,” Gabe joked. “I think I’ve seen Walter checking out Norah’s ass.”

      Randy held back a smile, and even Travis’s lips turned up. I knew he had to be feeling this more than the rest of us, but I also hoped he’d come out the other side okay.

      We all jumped into the Jeep and drove downtown. For an evening, there weren’t a lot of people walking around. That was odd for one of the main shopping areas in town, especially right where the shop was. It was hardly ever deserted.

      I unlocked the shop and then pulled the sign out of the window that said, ‘Temporary Hiatus’. I hadn’t known what else to call it when I knew I had to lie low from the shop a little while. I couldn’t very well say, ‘Doing the Enforcer thing. Peace out.’ Temporary hiatus seemed to sum it up nicely.

      I went through and turned on all the lights. Like usual, I took a deep breath while standing in the middle of the floor, taking it all in. Liam squeezed my shoulder on the way through. This was our baby. We’d lived and breathed it while getting it off the ground. The others helped here and there, taking over watching the counter if I needed or just coming into visit during breaks from school, or in Randy’s case, work.

      Travis came up behind me. His normal cinnamon scent wafting over me in a soft caress. Even now, I could tell that he was lighter than he had been since the park. He slid his arms over my hips and gripped me there. “I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “I’m trying not to retreat again,” he whispered.

      I twisted in his arms to face him. I grabbed his shirt at his sides and pulled him close. “When you’re falling away, just keep your eyes here,” I said.

      He locked gazes with me, his green eyes rolling in turmoil but at least he was seeing me now. “I will.”

      I nodded. I knew he would. I knew he would try at least. We’d come a long way since I first got here, and he was as committed to this coven as any of the rest of us were now.

      Liam and Randy came out of the back with boxes in their hands. Gabe had stopped behind the counter to clear a space off. I squeezed Travis’s hand and moved forward, digging through the boxes until I brought out the beads we needed, and the right stones. Then, I walked over and got some incense off the shelf that worked well with protection spells. Then I grabbed the herbs and spices, bringing everything over until I smiled at them. “Okay, this is how you make the best all-seeing-eye bracelet you can make. It wards off evil as we know. It doesn’t let anything past.”

      Liam nodded, and I could already see him making mental notes in his head.

      I took them through the process. We infused our magic into the tangible objects, making five strong as fuck bracelets. When Liam finished making his, he handed it to me. It was made with a mixture of dark purple and light purple beads. “This one’s for you,” he said.

      I smiled at him before slipping it on my wrist. Leaning over the counter, I gave him a kiss. This time, I dug deeper, reaching into all the warmth I had for every single one of them and infused it in that kiss. It couldn’t hurt to give any of them a little something extra for the battle to come. “Thank you.”
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      Murphy and Anna were the first to arrive.

      Anna looked like a brand new person. She had color back in her face, and a smile that could light up the whole room. Seeing her now and remembering what she looked like then when she was getting her powers drained from her, I realized what a ride she had been through, and how terrible she must have felt. They wanted to be put to work right away, and so Gabe showed them how to make the bracelets.

      Ren was next.

      I didn’t care, but it would still take me by surprise no matter how many times he showed up to do something good. Randy reluctantly became his teacher. All of us had varying degrees of power, but at this point, a little would help anyone.

      Dean and Owen came next. Mr. Reid had stayed home with his daughter, but Mr. Reid had sent a sizable check with his son. He handed it to me, telling me it was for my supplies. I sneered at him and handed it back, but Liam took it right out of my hand. When he looked at the amount of the check, his eyes widened. His gaze tracked up Liam and he said, “I’ll pay for half of whatever this cost. I’ll cut you a check when we know the difference.”

      “Suit yourself,” Dean said.

      Randy looked on at the two of them interacting. Sure, Dean was pompous and the type of witch that got anything he wanted, but he wasn’t a bad guy. If Liam wanted to pursue another friendship with him, one that he would remember, I was behind it. There was more than enough Liam to go around and Randy didn’t need to worry. Randy and Liam needed one another just like I needed both of them.

      As we worked, Travis went around and told them what the plan was. Walter had called and told us that the signal would be fireworks in the sky. Something inconspicuous, but also out of the ordinary enough that witches would notice, but regular folk and tourists would just chalk it up to locals having fun. Or some sort of witch event. I could see fear in their eyes when we spoke about it, but everyone seemed as determined as we were. We knew we were fighting for something bigger than ourselves. It wasn’t just our own individual lives at stake. It was our families, our friends, our children, and our next-door neighbor.

      Salem was under siege by a demon. It didn’t get any more real than this. A few hours into our bracelet craft time and together we’d already made a few hundred bracelets. A few of us had left the shop to go out around town and start handing them out to people. They chalked it up to free shop promo, but we all knew it was something far more important than that. I’d just finished one and stood up to stretch when I got a tug in my stomach. My hands immediately lowered to my stomach when the next cramp started. I doubled over the table. Owen saw me first. “Are you—?”

      Liam butted in. He put his hand on the back of my neck to sooth me. I knew he had to have been feeling similarly, but he looked at everyone instead. “Don’t be alarmed. It’s how we get the call when something bad is happening.”

      Did I mention I really fucking hated cramps?

      I looked up and locked gazes with Travis. He nodded, and we all moved toward the door. “Feel free to stay and keep working. We’ll be back.”

      Anticipation grew in my stomach, twisting my insides to knots. The sick feeling grew as we jumped into the Jeep. It was close. The Akasha wasn’t taking us to a place too far away. Up front, I saw Travis get on the phone from the passenger seat as Randy asked for the keys. Immediately, he said, “Why are we getting the pull?”

      Of course, I thought. We weren’t Akasha members anymore. Why the hell were we getting the pull?

      Travis nodded as he heard Walter out on the other side of the line. “A little heads up would’ve been nice,” he snapped.

      A moment later, he hung up the phone and shook his head. Gabe peeked around the seat. “What did he say?”

      “He said they decided to reinstate us as the Order in Salem.”

      “A heads up would’ve been nice,” I said, grimacing through the latest cramp. I had a feeling that because I was a girl whose body was already predisposed to cramps, I felt them more than they did. It was a theory, and I was going with it no matter if it was the case or not.

      I knew instinctively when Randy was going to take a left down the street and then another left just past the Salem Witch Museum. We were kiddy corner from the park where we were earlier, but that was where the pull took us.

      “Are they going to meet us here?” Liam asked.

      Travis shrugged. “I don’t know. I hung up on him.”

      I didn’t know why, but it made me laugh. All this other shit was happening, and it still felt good to get back at someone who’d been a dick.

      Liam didn’t find it all that amusing. “We could probably use their help.”

      “I doubt it,” Travis said. “You know yourself that wasn’t a really big pull. I doubt it has anything to do with the demon. Or if it does, it’s not Jax himself.”

      I checked on Travis. His face was clear, yet concentrated. I wondered if he thought he’d find his sister in here. He at least had to have a small fragment that that could happen. If it was her, I hoped she wasn’t hurt.

      We emptied into the small foyer. There were people gathered there, waiting for the next showing. Gabe went up to the counter, all smiles. He came back with stickers for each of us that allowed admission. Luckily enough, the girl running the register was a witch and had been at the equinox celebration earlier. She’d give us five minutes to check the place out by ourselves.

      After a minute had gone by, she stuck her head in the door and then waved us through. We each inched past her and she shut us in from behind. I heard her voice coming from under the door where she said there would be just a slight delay in the next showing.

      There was one single faint light shining down in the middle of the floor. The rest of the room was in shadows. I didn’t know where to look first, but the guys started checking out the side walls and when I looked a little closer, I saw that there were scenes depicted in different areas around the room. It took me looking at two different scenes before I realized why we’d gotten the call.

      Where there was supposed to be wax people to represent the different characters in Salem’s witch history, there were real people.

      Gabe got out his phone and shone the flashlight on it into the corner of the room. I recognized the scene from one of the stones I read when Gabe was taking me around to the cemetery and the Witch Trials monument. Giles Corey had been pressed to death. Instead of seeing a model there, there was an actual guy laying between the piles of stone. His face was pale, and blood poured out of his mouth.

      The faint smell of rotten meat trickled into the air around us. These guys had been killed somewhere else. The stench was still on them. But they’d been moved here as a statement.

      Randy cleared his throat. “I think I know where Walter’s new Salem Order ended up.”

      My mouth dropped. Of course. Who else could it be?

      Reluctantly, Travis took out his phone and called Walter. His coven would be the only ones to identify them. How the hell had this happened? If this was them, were they not prepared for what they were getting into? Had Jax ambushed them. There were so many questions and not enough answers to go around.

      When Travis got off the phone with Walter, he took a closer look. I noticed the shine of his flashlight strayed the longest on the female models. Luckily, those were still wax.

      Jennie was still alive then, as far as we knew. She’d better stay that way too because I wasn’t sure how Travis would handle that at all.

      It didn’t take Walter and his coven very long at all to make it to the museum. They’d mastered the art of just showing up places. I guessed that was what age and wisdom got you.

      Gabe had arranged it with the girl at the counter to let in the superiors. Soon, they’d learn that not another person was going to be let in here anytime soon. I assumed the Order would want to take the bodies away instead of involving the local police, but all that still took time.

      When he walked in, his face paled right away. Randy’s flashlight was spotlighting one of the guys. The peek of modern-day clothes was unmistakable. “That’s them,” Walter said, his voice gruff.

      The other superiors looked on horrified.

      “They didn’t make it very far,” Randy said. Then, he looked at the others who’d just entered. “I’m sorry to find them like this.”

      Creases gouged his forehead, and I wanted to go to him, but there were so many solemn faces in here right now. All these guys had friends and families just like us. They didn’t deserve this.

      “No Jennie?” Walter asked.

      Travis shook his head.

      “That’s good,” Walter said.

      I happened to agree with him. I was hoping that if there was any piece of Jax left in there that he would somehow remember his feelings for Jennie and let her live. Let her come out of this without any scars or hurt or pain. If he ever loved her, he could at least give her that. I would vow that to my coven right here and now. If it was at all in my power, I would never see them hurt or in pain again. It was a vow I would die to keep.

      “You know what this means,” Walter said, speaking directly to Travis.

      His jaw ticked. I watched them both carefully. Sometimes I still felt as if I was very much a newbie at all this. I’d dove right into this headfirst without an instruction manual, so sometimes I didn’t quite understand the ins and outs like they did.

      “He’s declared war on the Order.”

      Travis stared up at the ceiling, his head dropping back as if he’d given up all fight. “He won’t be shown any mercy,” Travis said.

      I looked to Liam. He nodded. “If a witch kills an Order member in retaliation for any wrongdoing, they are immediately proclaimed an enemy.” He paused. “They won’t even think about taking him alive now. I’m not sure they’ll even care if they can separate Jax from the demon. He’ll have to go under the Akasha again.”

      Travis’s lips moved, catching my attention. Mumbled noises came out of it, and when I looked at him, I noticed he still stared at the ceiling. I followed his gaze and noticed there was writing on the ceiling in blood.

      The mighty will fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We decided to go home so the superiors could clean up the mess. After all, it was their idea to bring in another Order.

      I wished they hadn’t. I wished they had just trusted us to know what was right.

      The mighty will fall.

      How poetic. I had news for the demon, or Jax, or whoever he fucking was. Nothing was happening to us. I forced Travis into the backseat of the Jeep. I held tight onto his hand while he tried to drive, but I wasn’t going to let him. Out of all of them, he needed me right now. And I needed them.

      I pushed him in the back and then climbed on top of him, not giving him room to protest. Not that he would. I yanked his shirt up and over his head, then sealed my lips to his, trying to get as close to him as I could.

      “Well, alright,” Gabe said.

      “What are you doing?” Travis said between kisses. He didn’t let up. He didn’t push me away.

      “Shh. Just go with it.”

      He kneaded my ass through my jeans and I plastered myself over his lap, grinding into him. “Stay right here with you?” he asked.

      “Exactly.”

      He pulled my shirt over my head and I felt another pair of hands on me too. I sneaked a glance to Gabe who had a wicked glint in his eye. His hands moved over my hips to the front of my jeans where he unclasped the button while Travis slipped his hand under my bra, skin-to-skin. I let out a low groan, then reached down to undo Travis’s jeans before helping him shimmy them down his hips.  Gabe worked on mine while Travis took my bra off, dropping it between Gabe and us on the seat.

      “That’s it. Get him, Norah,” Gabe urged.

      Oh, God. All the hotness.

      I worked Travis’s dick free of his boxers as we kissed. Everywhere Travis’s hands weren’t, Gabe’s were. As Travis’s hands worked up and down my back, pulling me closer and closer, Gabe’s snuck between us and rubbed against my nipples with the pads of his fingers.

      I threw my head back and took in a deep breath. Yes. Sometimes I didn’t remember how lucky I was until I got to share this experience with more than one of them.

      I gripped Travis’s cock in my hand and poised myself above him. Right before I lowered myself on top of him, I looked at Gabe. “Take your pants off.”

      Inch by inch, I forced Travis into me, my insides quivering as I took every inch of him inside. He groaned, long and deep.

      In the front seat, I heard Liam and Randy sigh, as if they too were all a part of this.

      As I rolled my hips into Travis, taking him in time and time again, I checked on Gabe. He sat right up against my leg now, his pants around his ankles and his cock standing at attention. I gripped him and as I lowered onto Travis, I moved my hand down over him. I matched my hip movements to my hand movements as if I could be riding Gabe at the same time I rode Travis. Their mixed moans of pleasure only made it more exciting for me. Travis tweaked my nipples as Gabe’s hand clenched my ass, moving me over Travis faster, therefore, increasing my pace on his cock as well.

      “Fuck him,” Gabe grunted. “Both of us. Fuck both of us.”

      He hissed as I tightened my grip on him. Travis lowered his head, taking my nipple into his hot mouth. I cried out and Randy swore in the front seat, mumbling something about having blue balls. If I had enough hands and holes, I’d invite them all.

      Travis’s hands settled on my hips. “God, Travis. You feel so good.”

      My grip on Gabe faltered, so he closed his own hand around my own. He took over the strokes as my pleasure increased. Travis pulled me down over him again and again.

      I looked at Gabe. His attention was on my breasts. Or Travis’s tongue swirling my nipples, to be exact. His attention never wavered as his hand speed increased until I was pumping him faster and faster. “Fuck, Norah.”

      “Please, Gabe.”

      I wanted him to feel as good as me. I wanted him to feel a part of this.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled my and down over him and paused. A second later, he cried out. His cum hit my forearm, dripping off and down onto his legs.

      “Oh fuck,” Travis swore. He looked down at Gabe and moved faster. “Fuck, I’m going to come.”

      My pussy tightened in reaction. Had Gabe’s coming just pushed Travis over the edge?

      Fuck, I hoped so.

      Gabe sat and inched his hand down my body, finding my clit. He massaged me as Travis started to shake and then pulled me down hard before emptying himself inside me with a yell. As soon as I felt him lose himself and Gabe’s fingers urging me forward, I came on top of him. My world broke into a million dazzling diamonds before my eyes, and then I collapsed over Travis.

      Gabe sneaked his hand out from in between us and then laid it on my back as I breathed in deep. Cinnamon and the fresh smell of rain swirled around me

      “When we get home,” Randy warned.

      “Don’t tempt me with a good time,” I said, still trying to catch my breath.

      As Travis held onto me and Gabe rubbed my back, I felt fulfilled, whole. With so much ugliness around us, we needed this. It could only help us moving forward.
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      I awoke with a jolt, my head spinning and my heart thumping about what I’d just seen in my head. Now, I saw lots of things in my head and sometimes, they actually happened like when Granny came to visit me. This was like that.

      Jennie. I saw her tied to a standing cross in the middle of a field, screaming for Travis. Her eyes were bloodshot and large. Around her, the wind blew, and she choked on the smell of evil along with…the smell of gas.

      Shit. The demon was going to kill Jennie.

      I’d been staring at the ceiling working this all out in my head, but I sat now. We were all laying in the middle of the living room again, Randy and Liam sleeping closest to me this time since, as they put it, Travis and Gabe had already had their time. But where was Travis? Just on the other side of Liam, I saw a peek of dark black hair. I reached over, practically shoving my breasts in Liam’s face and shook Travis. “Wake up!”

      Fuck this.

      I threw the covers off me and stood. “Everyone wake up. Now. I just had a dream.”

      Gabe, Travis, and Liam were alert within a few moments, but it was Randy that needed an extra shove to get him going, which Gabe was all too happy to do.

      “It’s your sister, Travis,” I said, looking around the room for my clothes. I pulled a shirt on over my head. “I saw her in my dream. She was on Gallows Hill, I think, tied to a cross. He has her there. She was screaming for you…Where the fuck are my pants?”

      Travis stood and grabbed me by the shoulders. His green eyes intense. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure that’s what I saw,” I told him, looking deep into his eyes. “That’s all I know.”

      “It’s good enough for me to go on,” Randy said, pulling his large body up. His left hand clutched onto something and he pulled it up.

      I snatched my leggings out of his hand and put them on. “Come on. We got to go. We have to get there in case this is the real thing.”

      We all left the apartment in various stages of undress. Travis was just pulling his shirt on when he opened the door to the Jeep. Gabe was struggling to pull his pants on as he walked down the porch steps. I slid into the backseat with only one shoe on.

      “Wait!” Walter yelled from the porch.

      “It’s Jennie,” Travis said. “We think we know where she is.”

      Walter shouted more things, but we all piled into the Jeep, leaving him looking after us from the porch. Liam had squeezed himself into the driver’s seat before Travis could, which was probably a good idea. Travis driving right now with his mind on a hundred different things probably wouldn’t bode well for us. Randy, too, who was usually the next to speak up and want to drive was still waking up like a bear out of hibernation.

      We went outside of Historical Salem and pulled into a baseball field parking lot. I looked around. “We aren’t going up by Headquarters to get there?”

      “This way’s quicker,” Liam explained. “There’s a trail just over there.”

      Travis was already out of the Jeep and running toward the trail. He disappeared up an embankment. If there was a clearly marked trail, it was hard to tell in the middle of the night with only the moon as guidance.

      “Wait up!” Randy yelled to him, but I had a feeling it would all be useless. If we wanted to all get there at the same time, we were going to have to go at Travis speed right now. And Travis speed was ‘hurry the fuck up because my sister is tied to a cross.’

      The thought of it made me shiver. So much witch crucifixion symbolism lately since the demon came. Finding the Order bodies at the Salem Witch Museum, now this.

      You don’t even know if this is real, I reminded myself. Best-case scenario we got to the clearing and nothing was there. Then, I’d apologize to Travis and go home and back to sleep.

      I thought all this while running down the trail, and I used that description loosely. I ducked under branches and felt the grass from the side of the trail whipping at my legs as I ran by. Only Gabe ran behind me and that was because they wanted someone other than me bringing up the rear. I was sure Gabe could’ve been the first if he’d tried. He was the only one of us that was involved in athletics on a regular basis. Still, it was comforting to know he was there. Especially when it seemed only to get darker and darker still the more we worked our way up the trail.

      Up ahead, I heard a thrashing and Travis swear. Randy was just behind him, and I heard the same thrashing as Randy emerged into the field with the high grass. “Shit,” Randy said. “She’s there. Hurry up.”

      My stomach bottomed out. She was there. Just like I’d seen.

      The wind tracked hair across my face, and with it, came the pungent odor of evil.

      I choked on it. Sprinting through the woods and having to gobble in air only to have it taste like death was very unpleasant.

      Liam burst through next, not even slowing down as Gabe and I came up behind him. When we were in the clearing, I saw Travis already halfway to Jennie with Randy hot on his heels. Who knew such a big guy could be that fast. He worked at a gym, but I just assumed he mostly lifted weights when he was there instead of hopping on the treadmill. From this, though, it looked like I was wrong to assume that. He was quick and agile, making it to Travis as soon as they were in front of the cross.

      “Travis,” Jennie screamed, her voice coming out cracked.

      “Are you okay?” Travis asked. He observed the area, looking for a way to get her down. Liam scanned the field, and I joined him. The last thing we needed was to be blindsided by the demon right now. But he had to have been here. The smell was too potent.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jennie cried. “Please get me down.”

      A burst of fire ignited underneath her. She screamed, trying to pull her feet up, but cringing at the pain. Nothing but the ropes around her waist, arms, and legs held her up to the wood.

      Randy sent a burst of magic toward the base of the cross. The earth shook, and the cross followed. It leaned, and Jennie hung off it unnaturally to the right. “Catch her,” Randy shouted.

      He sent another burst of magic, the air lighting up green around him and the smell of maple mixing with the toxic rotten aroma already plaguing the area.

      Travis moved just in time, catching the top of the cross as it came toppling down. Randy had ripped a hole in the earth which shook the cross free. Gabe and Liam ran to the cross, untying the rope holding Jennie in place while Travis kept the cross upright and out of the path of the fire. I moved to her front, taking her hands as soon as they were free and helping to guide her to the grassy floor.

      She hissed in pain when I grabbed her wrists but didn’t shy away. “Where is he?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. He put me up here and left.” Her body cracked with sobs. “That’s not Jax.”

      Liam untied the last rope from around Jennie’s ankle and she fell completely free to the ground. Travis dropped the cross and knelt next to her. “What do you mean?”

      Gabe closed his eyes. He surged with blue magic like a halo around him. The smell of a summer rain shower filled the area, and all around us, tiny droplets of water shone in the moonlight as the dew lifted from the grass. He brought his hands together and the droplets all formed one big bubble of water, which he moved over the fire and then dropped it. The fire sizzled and crackled out. I stared in awe of what he’d just done. He hadn’t needed any large bodies of water for that. He’d just used the dew and probably any water from the air. It was genius.

      “What are you saying?” Travis asked, his forehead pinched together. He grabbed her hands away from me.

      She shook her head. Tears ran down her cheeks. “It’s not him, Travis. It was him. But it’s not him anymore. He’s just a…shell of who he used to be. What made Jax who he is isn’t in there anymore. It’s just…” She shivered. “Evil. That’s all he is.”

      “Jennie…” Travis said, drawing her name out as if he couldn’t believe what she’d just said. Or refused to believe it.

      “I know,” she said. “I wanted to believe it too, Travis, but he’s just not there. That thing killed him.”

      Randy looked away. One could argue that he’d done this to himself, but this wasn’t the time or the place.

      “Trust me,” she said.

      She looked so much like Travis at that moment that my heart went out to her. I knew I didn’t understand exactly what it was like to have friends who were that special, but I could relate it to one of them. I could see how I would react if something like this had happened to Travis, Gabe, Randy or Liam. I wouldn’t want to believe it. I’d do anything possible to try to save them. I’d have hope until the very last moment.

      Travis tugged Jennie to him. It looked as if that was the very last moment. The moment Travis realized that Jax was truly gone. Maybe he wasn’t dead in the typical sense, but for all intents and purposes, he was. He wasn’t who he had been. He wasn’t Travis’s best friend. He wasn’t Jennie’s boyfriend. He certainly wasn’t a member of the Order anymore. Maybe he could have been pulled back if they’d gotten to him after he got stripped. Maybe he could have been like Jennie and found another avenue to work her powers again. But he’d been hasty and selfish, and now he was dealing with the outcome.

      Travis pulled Jennie up, holding her to him as he turned to the rest of us. “Jax can’t suffer anymore,” he said. “If that’s not him, then he needs to be killed. Jax wouldn’t have wanted to be like that. He wouldn’t have wanted his body used like that.”

      I didn’t understand demon possession. I’d be the first to admit that, but the way Travis talked, he thought that maybe Jax was still in there, at least a little part of him, whether that part was evil or not now didn’t matter. He wanted to put his friend out of his misery, and we were going to do that for him.

      “Send the firework,” Travis said. “This ends tonight.”
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      It took a moment for all of us to realize he meant right then. We all stared at one another. I wasn’t ready.

      But was fighting a demon really something you could prepare for. We had numbers on our side…and strength.

      Liam held his hand in the air. It glowed orange until sparks like shooting stars soared into the air, crackling into the night sky. Travis looked up. Cinnamon engulfed us as he controlled the wind to move the fireworks higher and higher. The witches would be able to see that for miles around.

      Liam’s phone rang immediately. He fished it out of his pocket and handed it to me to answer while he sent out more magical fireworks.

      “Hello,” I said, answering Walter’s call.

      “Is it time?”

      “Yes,” I said, staring at my coven. Then, I ended the call and handed it back to Liam as we moved toward the Jeep. It was slower going this time since Jennie was sore and tired. It would be smarter to leave her at the apartment, but she insisted on coming.

      I climbed on top of Gabe as we got into the Jeep. I needed his reassurance, his comforting nature as we drove back into Historical Salem. We passed the street my shop was on and I thought that somehow in another life, I might have been at the shop already doing inventory or stocking a new item instead of speeding down the streets of Salem to confront a demon.

      Would I give this all up though? Hell no. This was mine. Every fucked up hair-raising piece of it.

      I cuddled into Gabe with Walter’s words in my head. “Be careful. Don’t use too much magic.” And Granny’s singsong tone as she told me that I was exactly where I was supposed to be, but somehow that wasn’t right either. I understood it all. It was the life I’d chosen. Well, the life that had chosen me in the beginning, but every day after that, I’d chosen it. I was walking my path with my head looking forward and not back no matter what.

      “Everything will be okay,” Gabe said. I nodded into him and he kissed my cheek. “I finally told my grandfather about you.”

      I looked up at him. “You did?”

      The barest of smiles claimed his lips. “He says you sound amazing, and that he wouldn’t give you up either.”

      “He sounds really smart,” I said.

      His lips curved higher. “I must get it from him.”

      “Well, obviously.” I pulled him down for a kiss, showing him how thankful I was that he’d told his grandfather about me. I knew how worried he’d been, especially since his grandfather had seemed to know a thing or two about covens with one female. He’d heard the rumors. The fact that he would be behind Gabe still walking his path, made my heart soar.

      Liam looked over, wincing. “You’re glowing again, Norah.”

      I stared at all of them, a rush of emotion coming to the surface that I couldn’t even stop. It felt like this was the moment in movies where the music started picking up with a dangerous yet triumphant tune. This was the part where the heroes made all the right choices and basked in their glory. This was the part where I looked around and realized how much I would lose if this didn’t go well, and I couldn’t stop the love I had for them all brimming to the surface until my heart felt ten times its normal size. Heat gathered behind my eyes, but at the same time, my will cemented into my body.

      I didn’t give a fuck about what Granny said, or Walter. I was supposed to be here. I would do anything to be in this moment right now because that’s where being with them led to.

      Randy pulled up to the wharf where people were already starting to gather. I looked up and met his eyes in the rearview mirror. “Let’s go kick some demon ass.”

      He smiled at me and each of us took a second to look at one another. Who would have thought that all those weeks ago when I just showed up at Randy’s birthday party that we’d be here right now? It wasn’t what I would call full circle. Nothing should end in a demon showdown, but I guessed that this could be the beginning. Nothing was going to end here. Nothing.

      We got out of the Jeep and were met first with Murphy and Anna, then Ren, then others I recognized who’d helped at the store earlier. All around, I noticed all of them were wearing their bracelets. One woman with red curly hair had a bag of them hanging off her wrist. She gestured down to it. “In case someone shows up who doesn’t have one.”

      “Good,” I said. “I know for a fact that this wards off the demon’s familiar.”

      Her eyes rounded, and maybe it could’ve been better to ease people into the idea, but we didn’t have time for that. “I’ll make sure everyone gets one,” she said. I smiled at her. She started to walk away and then turned back around. “No more fires in the area. The news is dying down. I’d like to think we had something to do with that.”

      I swallowed the emotion gathering in my throat. “We did. We all did.”

      She nodded once, then turned back around, shouting about having all-seeing-eye bracelets that would help us as people started to gather near the wharf.

      We walked toward the center of the grassy area. To the right out on the dock was the ship called Friendship. Yet another tourist thing I hadn’t had the time to go through, but who knew? Maybe tomorrow?

      Down the street to the left where even more people were coming, there was the Nathaniel Hawthorn house and a customer once told me about a nice chocolate shop down that way too. To think that we were here to help with a demon problem when there was so much positivity around.

      Actually, that could only help.

      Travis rubbed his forehead.

      “He’ll come,” Jennie said.

      We’d given her a brief update on the way here and she agreed with the plan. The demon wanted to make a spectacle out of all this. The bigger the crowd the better.

      It looked like he was going to get that.

      Beyond the wharf, the ocean rippled with small waves. I could hear them breaking against the shore and even that soothed me.

      Randy came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. “I love you, Baby Girl.”

      I dropped my head back and kissed him on the lips upside down. He soothed his hands up and down my arms as we waited.

      In front of us, I saw Jennie lean over to Travis. She stared back at us, then ahead. It was pretty loud all around us, but for some reason, I could pick out exactly what she said. “Doesn’t it bother you when the others touch her?”

      Travis stiffened. “No. They love her as much as I do.”

      “But you must get jealous, right? I mean, what if she spends more time with someone else than you?”

      He raised one shoulder. “It’s happened, but I feel like we all think that about the others too.”

      She tsked into his ear, her lips curving into a smile. “I don’t know. If you ask me, I think she has a thing more for Liam. You heard them in the bathroom that one morning.”

      Travis turned to her. His jaw tightened. “Just stop, Jennie.”

      I glared at her, and she caught my gaze for a second before shifting away. “Suit yourself. Did you tell her about Sarah?”

      “What the fuck Jennie?” Travis said, his voice rising, gathering looks from those around us.

      My stomach curdled. I knew there’d been someone before me, but I hadn’t known her name.

      “Sorry?” she said, posing a question but in a way that meant she didn’t mean it to be a question either. “I saw you with Sarah, so I know, Travis. I know you don’t love Norah as much as you say you do.”

      My hands turned to fists. That little bitch.

      Just as I thought it, I saw the peek of a snake tail vibrating just under the cuff of her sleeve.

      I gasped in a breath, and Travis immediately turned to me. He took in my expression, his face worried. “Don’t believe what she says.”

      Jennie turned. “She should believe it. It doesn’t matter because she doesn’t love you as much as the rest of them, anyway. It’s plain to see when you’re an outsider. I’m sorry to have to break it to you, brother.” She turned to me. “And don’t worry, Norah. Randy’s so fucked up in the head that he won’t ever be able to love anyone enough. So, you don’t have to worry about liking Liam best.”

      Randy’s hands fell off my arm.

      “Though, I don’t know,” she said, her voice hypnotizing. “Gabe might give Liam a run for his money. It’s the accent. But just remember that accent has gotten him plenty of ass in the past, Norah. I doubt he thinks you’re the best piece he’s ever had. Top thirty, maybe.”

      “Jennie!” Travis shouted.

      But he didn’t understand. None of them did.

      I lunged at her. I pounced on her with a roar, thanking my lucky stars that I now had an all-seeing-eye bracelet around my wrist, and I knew that everyone around me also had one. The demonic familiar was on Jennie. Jax, aka the demon knew that we’d go looking for her and knew that we’d be bringing her back to us with a piece of him on her. He knew all about the plan. Everything.

      We struggled on the ground. Jennie was strong, most likely getting most of her strength from the familiar, but that didn’t help me when she kept flipping me onto my back and sliding her hands around my throat. I captured her leg and bucked, taking the upper hand again only to have Travis yelling in my ear to stop. That Jennie was hurt. No fucking shit. She had the fucking familiar on her.

      He tried to pull me off, but I resisted, slapping at his hands until he let me go. When I turned back around, Jennie punched me in the jaw and pain radiated.

      Randy came up behind me then, grabbing me up by the shoulders and picking me up off her in one swoop. I kicked out, but he resisted. Jennie got up and ran, breaking through the crowd. “Stop her!” I yelled.

      Travis moved into my line of sight. “What are you doing, Norah?”

      “It’s not her,” I said, finally getting Randy to put me down. “She has the familiar on her.”

      Travis’s eyes widened and then he searched the crowd for where she went.

      “Shit,” Randy cursed, pushing me toward Liam as he followed Travis into the crowd. “Move out of the way. Move it!”

      The crowd dispersed for them quicker than I’d seen anything like it. I felt the earth shake under my feet and then a blood-curdling scream. Liam, Gabe, and I moved to follow. Up ahead, Randy has Jennie in a vice grip while Travis lifted Jennie’s sleeve to see the familiar there. It bulged out of her skin. The witches that gathered around for the spectacle gasped. Most of them had never—and would never again—see anything like this.

      We ran up to them, just steps away from a stone ship slip. The superiors ran up in front, inspecting Jennie like they were doctors with a patient who had a terrible skin disease.

      An eerie laugh broke through the commotion. It bounced around the area again like the demon was using a megaphone to spread his hate far and wide. We looked all over until someone shouted, “the Mast.”

      I looked up, and sure enough, Jax was hanging off the mast of Friendship. “I see you’ve found my pet.” Even though he was fifty yards away, his voice was as clear as day, sinking into my pores and twisting my stomach. “I’d hoped that she’d throw you for a little while, but your Norah is something else.”

      “You have no idea,” I said, glaring up at him.

      If he hurt Jennie, and in essence, tearing Travis apart again, I was going to kill him myself.
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      Jax smirked. There was no hiding his eyes now. They were glazed over in black like the shiniest onyx I’d ever seen. In his eyes were the bottomless evil thoughts he harbored. To look at him was to feel a negative thought take hold of your mind and start to grow. It was a good thing I had those I loved surrounding me or I just might forget what I was doing here.

      The crowd got restless, and he laughed again, this time darker than the previous.

      He let go of the mast, but instead of falling onto the deck of the Friendship in a crumpled heap, he floated. He glided through the air and settled himself fifteen feet above the ocean, just a step beyond the grassy square that led there. “Since that fun is gone, I suppose I’ll take my pet back.”

      Jennie screamed. The snake bulged out of her skin again like it was truly a real-life snake that wanted to break through her skin. Her head rolled back as a sob raked her. Randy held on to her tighter and her body writhed as the snake poked and stretched her skin.

      “Yes, it can be quite painful,” Jax said.

      Liam moved forward. He’d known what that felt like.

      The snake finally poked its head out, its tongue darting out in a quick hiss as he slithered out. He grew and grew until the last of his body emerged from Jennie and she slumped to the grass. Travis followed her.

      The crowd again parted as the snake slithered past. Everyone gave it a wide berth. Its head swung from side to side, hissing at anyone who looked at him.

      “Don’t let it get to the demon,” I shouted.

      Familiars were a demon’s pet, right? It would make sense that part of the demon’s powers lived inside the familiar, so if we could kill the familiar…

      Randy ran forward. He dove, holding out his arms so he could capture it, but Jax held his hand out. The snake reared back, ready to make the jump into Jax’s palm even though he was yards and yards away.

      Liam shot his palm out, sending a ball of fire his way. It missed and landed on the grass where a bonfire built. The crowd gasped, leering at Liam. He didn’t even notice. He kept doing it and doing it, each of the fireballs missing as the snake soared through the air.

      Gabe grunted. To my left, a huge burst of blue light lit the sky. The ocean pulled up from the wharf. It moved out toward the snake in a concentrated blast, hitting him in the air. The wave of water fell onto the grass. We waited for it to recede back, and sure enough, the snake was there, slithering again toward Jax.

      Randy threw a blast of green magic in front of the serpent, making him change direction. The gap in the earth opened, spreading over the entire wharf. The snake looked back and hissed.

      Jax sighed. “Oh, you lot are so tedious.”

      Gabe, again, brought up a wave of ocean from just under Jax and sent a tidal wave toward the snake. It hit him full force. It got caught up in the wave, tumbling end over end. The wave splashed up over witches’ knees and kept going. It ran over my sneakers, but with it came the snake.

      The superiors burst through the edge of the crowd and threw up an Akashic cell.

      “It won’t hold,” Travis and I yelled at the same time.

      Jax laughed maniacally again. “Oh, old people. They’re so cute.”

      He threw his hand out again, summoning the familiar to him, but this time, Randy jumped on it, wrestling with it until he pinned it down. Walter and his coven moved forward. As it had in the barn, the magic in the area intensified. It far escalated any of the power I felt the last time we’d faced off with the demon and its familiar in the barn. This time, there were witches upon witches there, gathering with us to lend us their magic, to lend us their help and power and hope.

      The magic whipped out of Walter, who stood at the front of his coven. My heart surged in my throat. If their aim was just a little off, they’d hit Randy and if they hit Randy, there was no doubt in my mind that he’d be dead. No one could survive that amount of magic.

      Randy screamed. The sound reached a fever pitch as the combined magic from the superiors burned bright, brighter, brightest, until it just fizzled out.

      Jax howled. I pushed past the crowd and saw Randy’s arms folded over nothing. The serpent familiar had just disappeared. I threw myself at Randy, tackling him back into the ground when I saw that he was okay. He held me tight, his chest heaving against mine. “Are you hurt?”

      He shook his head, his hand grasping me over and over again as if he couldn’t get me close enough. “I can love, Norah. I can.”

      It took me a second to understand what he was referring to. I shook my head when I knew he was worried about what Jennie had said when the serpent familiar was attached to her. “You of all people can love the most because you understand what it’s like to live life without it.”

      Damn. That sounded like a Granny thing to say.

      It was true though. Love, just like anything else, could be taken for granted. Those who had all of it and then some didn’t understand living with scarcity and emptiness. They would only learn if it got taken away, which I would never wish on anybody. Randy, though, he understood what it was like to live without it, which meant he truly understood the power of it. Just like me.

      Jax roared. Randy’s eyes widened, and he scrambled to his feet, taking me with him. Screams rose up from the crowd. Jax dropped from the sky and landed at the very edge of the wharf before barreling forward. The crowd moved to the outskirts as Randy and I moved to the center. Gabe, Liam, Travis, and the superiors were already there. “You take something more from me?” he screeched.

      His face pulled back into an angry snarl and for a moment, it wasn’t Jax’s outward appearance anymore. The true demon showed through into the stuff nightmares were made of. Gaping holes where the eyes should be. Sinewy, rotten muscle stretched over a skull with jagged-like teeth. Before I knew it, it was back to Jax, and I was caught thinking whether I’d just imagined it or not.

      “It’s not him. It’s not him,” Travis said, chanting the words to himself.

      “You did this to me!”

      It’s not him. It’s not him.

      Randy growled and moved forward. He threw his green magic at the earth, trying to make Jax trip, but it didn’t work. Anger surged to the surface after each failure until he was breathing out his nose like a raging bull. The demon stopped in front of him, its face pulled back into a sneer. He reached out and poked Randy, and Randy fell to the ground in agony, his hand covering the spot where they touched.

      Water and fire came at Jax all at once, each of them canceling the other out. Travis still spoke to himself. Chaos ensued around us. When Jax walked by people, they either fainted or pure hatred consumed their eyes. He didn’t turn them into hateful beings, he used their hatred for him against them, consuming them with it.

      He walked up to me, his head cocked to the side. “I still haven’t figured out what makes you so special.”

      This woke Travis up. His hands glowed red and a fierce wind whipped up out of nowhere. Witches screamed as some got knocked off their feet. Jax leaned into it, his face still a smirk. His hatred blinded me. It poked at my exterior until it was all I could see.

      Behind him, the world went fuzzy. Hair tracked across my face and I planted my feet so I could stay upright, but the hate he had for everything was like a blow to the gut. My spirit magic curdled inside me, hiding away like a tortured puppy. It didn’t want to come out with all that negativity.

      “Feel the love, Norah Girl. The love.”

      I heard her beside me, as if she was speaking into my ear. When I looked that way, I saw her again just as plain as day as if her body was truly here. “You never,” she stressed. “Never combat hate with more hate. You always fight it with love. Reach deep down. Feel it inside you.” Her words made hope spark again. It was a small ignition, a little flame that started in my heart and grew outward like tentacles trying to take over my body, but the demon kept pushing back. “Fight it! Use it!” Granny said. Her Creole accent took over, reminding me of the life she’d given me. I would’ve been lost without her. Parents who died way too young and a grandmother who took in a snotty kid who hated her ancestry. But Granny. She’d made it all worth it.

      As if she could hear my thoughts, Granny said, “You were my greatest achievement, Norah Girl. Not one ounce of magic or voodoo could’ve made up for you. Not one ounce.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes and tumbled over. The wind froze them on my cheeks at the reminder of what I meant to other people. I let that hope, that love, fill me. His darkness was reaching in, but the bright white stained purple was fighting against it.

      He pushed, and I pushed.

      “Feel it!” Granny urged.

      My hand reached out. It linked with Travis’s, and I let my love for him flow into him. I let every last thought I’d ever had about him seep from my hand into his until he glowed too.

      Would it sound corny to yell out, ‘Think good thoughts’? Well, fuck it.

      Repeating Granny, I said, “Love fights hate! Let it fill you!”

      His shadows receded, and I could see more of the witches who were still there. Still intent. The hatred I’d seen in their eyes earlier pulled back, and little by little, I saw the shift in them. I saw how just the tiniest bit of light could shine through and make a world of difference.

      Gabe grabbed my other hand. He glowed blue. His blue and my purple made the prettiest violet that beamed through the air. The light sparked love inside others as they watched. Randy crawled toward us, his face still a mask of pain. Liam helped drag him until they were at my feet. Randy reached out a hand to touch my leg. His mouth dropped, and his eyes rounded into two large spheres, his dark brown eyes almost gold as he stared up at me.

      Liam stood, backing up into Gabe and I until he put his arms around both of us. A surge of love shot through us all. Sweet, sweet, Liam. He had enough love for all of us.

      Jax roared. Travis still held his forward momentum with the wind, but little by little he was being pushed back further.

      In my head, I started to say the spell that would rid a demon. The one Red had found for us in the Reid’s secret spell book room. I looked out, gazing at the onlookers. Sure enough, Ren was right there. He glowed, too. Seeing love and compassion come from a guy like that made my own bubble up to the surface. He held Dean Reid’s hand, and Mr. Reid, and the youngest Reid was there too. Next to them was Murphy & Anna. Anna’s hair wild about her face, but I already knew the two of them held love for one another. That much was evident when Murphy came to us when Anna was sick. And even next to them, there were a few of the sorority girls I’d met my first week here when we battled Dupre. Travis’s friend that I’d gotten so jealous of, but none of that mattered.

      We were all together. All fighting for one thing.

      “You’re doing it, Norah Girl.”

      Granny’s voice fell over me like a security blanket. It was as if her own arms came around me, pushing me even that much over the love train that I could almost burst with it.

      Jax cried out. I looked over to lock eyes with him. His fire was already dying inside.

      My lips moved. My coven started to join me until Jax rescinded into himself.

      Hate can’t live where there is love. And that was all a demon was, the personification of hate, and we only gave it strength when we paid attention to the hate inside us. Not anymore.

      He shriveled, his face morphing and shrinking until his whole body was just a ball of black that spun like mad until it was just a speck. And then it was nothing.

      Travis pulled back on his wind and collectively, we all fell forward with a sigh of relief.

      The demon was gone. It was dead.

      Travis slipped to his knees and the rest of us joined Randy and him there, forming a circle where it was just the five of us. “You guys were right,” Travis said, holding back tears. “The demon had consumed him. If it hadn’t, at least Jax’s body would’ve been left.”

      I swallowed, and we all inched closer until Randy hissed in a breath.

      Liam pulled back. “Norah, can you help him?”

      Randy immediately raised his hand. “No. We’ve already used enough magic.”

      Around us, cheers went up. I pulled back out of our circle and looked around. Witches kissed other witches. They hugged, they smiled. In general, the love and glory were still all around. “I don’t think it was just us,” I said.
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      Travis hugged his sister, and she stepped back, waving at all of us in the process.

      We watched as she bound down the steps and out to the street to get her taxi. She was the last of our house guests to leave.

      The superiors had left right away, doing whatever it was they did after a coven took out a demon. Oh, that was right. We were the first coven to do that. Thank goodness they’d been smart enough to reinstate us as the Order in Salem. They’d really have a mess on their hands if they didn’t.

      Randy had a bandage over his chest where he’d always have a black mark from where pure evil had touched him. The doctors were stymied by what was plaguing him, but we weren’t. I ended up using magic on him anyway, at his protest, but that wasn’t all I did. I made sure he knew every day since then how much I loved him. That was the only way I knew how to get that black mark to fade. Maybe one day it would just be a memory.

      Murphy and Anna had gone back to their lives in Boston. Same with the Reid’s. Liam and Dean had exchanged numbers, but to my knowledge they hadn’t called one another yet. Ren, too, had left to go do whatever he was going to do with his life. I had a hard time believing a guy I saw that much light pour from would go back to having his magical whore house, but stranger things had happened.

      Randy, Travis, and Gabe sat on the couch and Liam and I piled on top of them, making sure not to jostle Randy too much. It had been like that since the big showdown. If people thought we were strange before, they were going to think it even more now. We couldn’t keep our hands off one another. It wasn’t always sexual, but I still liked that a hell of a lot. I had an inkling that’s why Jennie left so soon. She couldn’t take it here anymore, but hell, what were we supposed to do? She had invited us to Adams, though, and that was a good start in the right direction when it came to Travis’s relationship with his family.

      I sighed. I was able to touch them all with at least one part of my body. My arm was thrown over Gabe while I sat on Travis’s lap. My feet touched Randy and Liam’s hand was on my back. I couldn’t think of a better way to live my life than to be with all of them for all the days to come. My heart lifted, clogging my throat. I’d been a real sap lately, which was something new for me.

      Granny poofed into my vision. She smiled down at me. I wasn’t sure what had happened, but it seemed as if she could come to me whenever she wanted now. She didn’t need me to go to sleep to do it. “You’ve made something really special for yourself, Norah,” she said.

      I smiled at her. “Because of you.”

      Travis stiffened. “Are you talking to her again?”

      I nodded, chuckling. None of them really thought it was a good thing Granny could just pop in whenever she wanted now. They looked around even when I was just staring off into space sometimes, and they especially didn’t like the idea of her popping in if we were having sex. They made me promise to tell her those times were off-limits, to which she replied exactly as I would have expected. “Do you think I want to watch you guys play hide the pickle? Tell them to get a grip. They’re not all that.”

      Granny winked at me, then disappeared again, leaving her warmth in the aftermath.

      This was my life now. My big, beautiful life, and I couldn’t be happier.

      “Now about that hot tub at the ocean house,” I said, raising my eyebrows at Liam.

      He smirked. “Oh, I didn’t tell you. They put it in yesterday.”

      I sat straight up. “Are you kidding?” I stood, a smile overtaking my face. “Last one to the hot tub is a rotten egg!”

      We all stood, clamoring toward the apartment door. Travis grabbed the Jeep keys off the kitchen counter and we were off to have this lovely adventure I called a perfect life.
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        Kain Encounters

        Chapter One

      

      

      The fake smile I planted on my face felt like it would permanently attach there. What a fucking creep.

      Ford Johnson turned away from me. He was tailored in a nice suit, swinging the motel keyring around his finger, probably thinking about the next hour or so he’d be spending with whomever he got to come here. Jackass.

      All I knew was, he certainly wasn’t spending the next hour in my family’s motel with his wife. Yep. Ford Johnson, though extremely good looking in every other way, was a dog. His heart was black, just like the color of his Mercedes.

      I watched him walk out the door of the lobby. He immediately held his arm out and a dark-haired twenty-something dressed in a parka squeezed under it to plaster herself to his side. Did she know he was married? Did that make it fun somehow as if they were getting away with something?

      I scowled as I watched them walk through the tumbling white flakes toward the far end of the building where they just disappeared in the snowstorm. If I didn’t need the money he’d just paid for his overnight visit that usually only lasted an hour, I’d run out there and make sure she knew there was a Mrs. Johnson at home. Oh, and that they had an infant. Little Ford Junior who was too busy doing all his baby stuff to know that his father was a pig.

      Relaxing my fingers, I placed them palm down at the counter in front of me. My mom always said when you ran a motel, no matter how far out of town it was, you knew more than the average person. Sure, we mostly got out-of-towners who came up here during fishing season. Since it was currently not fishing season, I was playing host to loners, the passerby-ers, and of course, the cheaters.

      One would think he’d have some sort of guilt about me knowing his personal business. As far as I could tell, he didn’t. He flirted with me every time he came in as if the prospect of him hooking up with another twenty-something year old was supposed to turn me on. I didn’t care what other women my age decided to do, but that didn’t mean I had to follow in their footsteps. Ford Johnson was never getting any of this, no matter how long I’d gone without sex.

      Something he reminded me of just as he slid the fifty-dollar bill toward me. “How long’s it been, Lia? Hmm.”

      I could throw myself a pity party, but I wouldn’t. Sure, my parents were dead. I hadn’t gotten laid since I was in the backseat of a car when I was a senior, but I had more important things to figure out now. The most important being how I was going to keep my family’s motel. This place had thrived when my parents owned it, but ever since they passed away and I’d taken over, I couldn’t seem to quite figure it out. There were always more repairs than money coming in. Lately, it was looking more shabby than quaint, which I think put-off new people to the area.

      The truth was, I should’ve paid more attention when my parents were alive. But I was supposed to go to college and get a degree in anything that wasn’t hospitality, even if it was fucking philosophy where it would be impossible to get a job when I graduated. The last thing I thought I’d be doing was manning the hotel front desk, watching creeps like Ford Johnson coming in and out with his multiple conquests, and having to deal with his sleazy leers when he did so too. Oh, did I mention I had to let the housekeeper go? So, yep, I was also on toilet cleaning duty. Cleaning up after a guy like Ford Johnson made me want to puke.

      I peeked out over the desk. I couldn’t see them through the blanket of white, but I pictured them just now pulling open the door to the furthest room from the office. I smiled to myself. There’d been a musty odor coming from that room for months that I couldn’t quite get out. If Ford Johnson was going to use this place as his personal fucking grounds, I was going to get back at him any way I could. Maybe the girl would wise up that the guy she was hanging from was bringing her to a shitty motel to get laid. She at least deserved a Red Roof for crying out loud.

      I frowned knowing I wouldn’t get to see their reaction. Then again, two people who were out here for one thing probably didn’t notice things like the damp air and the dank aroma. Honestly, I’d been surprised to see anyone stop by the motel tonight. We were supposed to get a foot and a half of snow. A foot and a half of snow in Central New York was usually nothing, but it was the rate at which the snow was forecasted to fall that was the problem. I guessed Ford didn’t care if he was snowed in here with his skank instead of being home with his wife and infant.

      This, I said to myself as if I was my own judge and jury. This is why I don’t put myself out there anymore.

      After Mom and Dad passed, I’d tried to put myself out there. I stayed in touch with the town, dropping in at the library, going to restaurants, even going out with a few friends from high school. But the motel took over more and more of my life every single day. As money got tight, I had to let employees go, and if they weren’t running the place, I had to be.

      This shithole was now my life.

      I swallowed. It never used to be a shithole. And somehow, it was my fault that it was now.

      Leaning back in my chair, I reached for the remote and pushed the mute button again to turn the sound back on. Jace from the Shadowhunters TV show came on the screen. He roundhoused a demon and then shoved a sword into its gut. He was no Dean Winchester, but he was still mighty pretty to look at. He looked back at Clary with a smirk, and I smiled right along with him. God, I just love this stuff. They were out there living life. Yeah, it was fiction, but what the hell? A girl could dream, couldn’t she? In fact, that was all a girl like me could do, dream.

      Lines went through the image on the TV and it faded to black for a second. Panic shockwaved through me. “No!”

      Damnit! There was just some major chemistry between Jace and Clary! What is the universe doing to me?

      I grabbed the remote off the counter and turned the power off, waiting for the small red light to show up, then turned it on again. Still nothing. No picture. Definitely no feisty lip lock I’d been dying to see.

      The pen on the counter rattled. I looked down at it. A slight vibration caused everything on the desk to move. At the exact same time I noticed my chair was moving, I saw the pictures of my parents and grandparents hanging on the lobby walls shake. The window panes vibrated, rattling.

      I pushed away from my chair. The floorboards underneath me also vibrated. My first thought was an earthquake. But that was kind of ridiculous. We didn’t get earthquakes in Central New York. We got snow. Sometimes when the plow went by, it shook the motel, but this wasn’t anything like that. The plows hadn’t even been through yet, and I didn’t expect them until tomorrow, anyway.

      Suddenly, a bright light blocked out the windows, piercing my eyes. I closed them tight, my hands coming up to shield my face. What in the ever-loving hell?

      A high-pitch scream pierced the air. Not a noise from a person, but like a speeding train or tornado. Then, a jolt went through me and a loud crash ricocheted around the acres of forest surrounding my family’s motel.

      I ended up on my ass, my hands pressed against my ears and my eyes tightly closed in the middle of the lobby. After that, everything stopped. The motel went back to normal, no longer shaking on its already deteriorating foundation. The TV was still staticky, but at least it was on. Jace’s words were garbled as I pulled myself to my feet. Quickly reaching for the remote, I turned it off. I looked out the window, my hand already reaching for the phone. Whatever the hell that was, it was something big. A plane crash maybe?

      With that thought, a new fire lit under my ass. I turned quickly, catching an orange glow in the night air as if a literal fire had erupted amongst the trees. Picking up the receiver, I couldn’t get a dial tone. I dropped it, then proceeded around the desk, searching for my cell phone. I woke it up, then tried to dial out, but there was no signal. “Shit.”

      I put it in my back pocket then pulled my winter jacket on as I made my way outside. I zipped it all the way to my chin and then pulled the hood up, searching the sky for the light I’d seen, but came up empty.

      “Lia,” a hurried voice sounded.

      I turned to find Ford Johnson, the sheets from the hotel room covering his lower half walking toward me. He was bare chested. Still a Dad bod, I snickered to myself, but was immediately pulled back to the present.

      “What the fuck was that?” he yelled.

      “I’m not sure,” I called back, my eyes glancing over the boots he’d pulled on. He looked ridiculous.

      “It sounded like the place imploded.”

      I smiled. Couldn’t have been that because he was still here. “I’m sure it’s fine,” I told him, my fake smile widening to epic proportions.

      “Should we call somebody?”

      “I already did,” I told him, lying. Technically, I’d tried to call someone. The sooner I got over to what happened, I could see what went wrong and try my phone again.

      “Oh good,” he said. He looked back into the room. “Well, talk to you later.”

      Really? I wanted to yell back. Something major just happened and he was going back to fucking his one-night-stand instead of calling his family and asking if they were okay. The last thing I wanted was someone like Ford Johnson.

      I turned on my heel and headed out toward the tree line. The motel was surrounded by a pine tree forest, branches weighted down by layers of fluffy white. I used to love to go out exploring when I was a kid. I’d walk for miles and miles. When I was eight, I even got lost out there. Thankfully, my parents sent our dog out who literally found me when I was on the verge of tears. All I had to do was follow him back to the house. True story. Since then, I didn’t go out without Dalton again. He passed when I was a senior, and I still hadn’t made it back out to the woods yet. As far as I was concerned, I’d explored every inch and never came across any demon-hunting hotties or wolf shifters, or I’d even take a lumberjack at this point. As long as he knew how to treat a woman.

      My boots sank into the snow. The cold and wet seeped into the fabric, chilling my feet right down to the bone. I searched the sky again to where I’d seen the orange glow come from and still came up empty. Either way, I was headed in the right direction. I just thought that if it had been a plane crash, there would still be a fire or something to mark where it was. It couldn’t be that far away though. Not when I felt the impact myself like a shockwave. Even people who lived in town a couple miles away were sure to have heard it. There were probably already cops, fire trucks, and ambulances on their way out.

      It was dark in the forest. It was dusk already outside, but in the canopied forest, it was almost as if it was midnight with flecks of white blowing through the air. My boots slipped over a patch of ice and I pulled the sleeves of my coat down to cover my freezing fingers.

      Squinting through the dark, I thought I saw something. No light. No fire, but a change in the terrain ahead of me. I pulled out my phone from my back pocket and turned on the flashlight app.

      Stumbling to a stop, I inhaled sharply.

      Up ahead, a whole section of forest was gone. Wiped completely clean. In its place was a snow-free crater the likes I’d never seen before.

      Just what in the hell happened here?

      
        
        If you’d like to read more, please click here.
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