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Chapter One

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

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.

* * * * *

Gabe

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Randy

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

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?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

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.

* * * * *

Travis

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Liam

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

“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.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

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.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

“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. 

* * * * *

Randy

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

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.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

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. 

 

The End

You can now pre-order the third book in the Order of the Akasha series, Ravished By Magic, here!
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Chapter One

There’s one question that will plague humans at some point in their lives: Why?

Whether it’s why me, why this, why him, it doesn’t matter. Puzzling out something horrific will inevitably cause pain—and no answers. Or at the very least, poor excuse for answers that wouldn’t satisfy even the most unintelligent person’s curiosity. If we’re lucky, the question may only happen once. For others—the sad ones, the ones trouble seems to follow—they could be asking themselves why more than once in their lives.

It was coming. The darkness. 

It always started like this. My eyes were closed, in a deep sleep. That’s when the awareness came. A heavy weight settled over my chest. There was a metallic squeal of crushed metal, an unworldly jarring of my body, and worst of all, the complete feeling of being alone. 

I knew what was happening. My mind wouldn’t let me wake up though. I was in the dream. The dream about my life, the dream that had already taken place, the moment in my life that I just wished to forget, but my brain wouldn’t let me. It was the night my life changed forever. 

I could feel myself crying. A silent cry that still held the tears unchecked on my face. I was trapped, alone in the backseat as the car skidded to a stop at an unnatural angle, flipped over onto the hood. The weird part about it was, though the fear was settled deep inside my heart, I felt no pain. That would come later. 

My mom, who had just been in the passenger seat talking animatedly, was now hunched over, upside down, and dangling from her seatbelt. Fear started to close in, the weight on my chest heavier and heavier as I searched around me. I couldn’t see Mrs. Lawrence. She’d been driving. It was just like any other day, until it wasn’t. Now, all these years later, I couldn’t even tell you where we were going. It wasn’t unusual to find us all in the car together. Me, my mom, Mrs. Lawrence and…Jake.

While still submerged in my subconscious, I searched around the car for him. He wasn’t there. I remember my mind hyperventilating, trying to piece the clues together. Where could Jake have gone? It was a car accident, he had a seatbelt on, our mothers were safety freaks back then. Now, you would call them hover parents. They died safety freaks. What little good it did them.

 I remembered my eyes searching frantically for something, or someone. I didn’t want any of this to be true. One second, we were driving down the road. I was listening to my mother’s voice, the soothing, calming sound. The same voice she used to sing me to sleep. Then there was nothing, like the flashing scenes of a movie. In the first scene I had a life, it wasn’t perfect, but it was mine. In the second, I’d lost everything. 

In the dream, I closed my eyes just like I did that day. I saw nothing but dark, nothing but the black hole everything had turned out to be. When I opened my eyes, it was worse. Sometimes not seeing anything at all is a relief to your senses. With my eyes open, I saw everything I didn’t want to see. There was no Jake. My mother was dead, clearly, as I watched the blood run down her face and drip onto the ceiling of the car. Mrs. Lawrence, I could see only her hair dangling down, rivulets of blood twisting in it as if she was some gory Halloween costume. Then, the car shifted…

My eyes flew open and I gasped in a huge breath. Sitting up, I threw my legs over the side of the bed. Running my hands through my hair, I rested my elbows on my knees, hunched over them with the weight of everything. I hadn’t had nightmares like that in so long. Then one day a couple weeks ago, they all came flooding back. 

I’d always been good at blocking things out. Within months after the accident, I’d blocked it out. I blocked out the crazy cat lady, who wanted me to call her mom after I’d stayed with her only a day. Another great pick by the state when you’re an orphan with no family. I blocked out the too touchy father from my third family, and I blocked out the night the homeless guy on Seventh Street taught me how to defend myself after getting beat up for the $3.32 I had in my pocket. That was the night I ran away. 

It’s funny now to think that I ran away. How can you run away from your own mind? How can you run away from your own life? It’s impossible. I was beginning to realize that. There just wasn’t anything I could do to not be me.

I stood from the bed, my back aching from the stiff, cheap mattress from my mildew infested apartment. My feet slapped against the concrete as I made my way to the small bathroom. I turned on the light, it blinked before coming on completely, the harsh, synthetic light unnatural. The crack in the mirror sliced through my reflection. The little apartment, with its bed in the living room, wasn’t much, but it was mine. I opened the pus yellow medicine cabinet that could only have been fashionable in the 70’s and stared inside. My name stared back at me from the pill bottles. I took one in my palm, turning it around and around. I saw my name, the name of the medication, and how often to take it. Just like all the other nights, I put it back and shut the mirror again, choosing at first to look at my reflection. 

The doctor had given me those pills. I had taken them for some time. I just couldn’t bear to take them now. Call me crazy, and really half the time I thought I was. I just didn’t want to forget anymore. Maybe that was my problem before. I kept running from myself, from my life, and I didn’t want to run anymore. Well, didn’t want to run in the figurative sense, I liked to run in the literal sense.

I grabbed my jogging clothes that I set out the previous night and pulled them on. There was something about the act of running that cleared my head. Maybe it was the fact I pushed myself to the point of exhaustion. Maybe it was the fact that I couldn’t focus on anything else when I needed to watch my feet in the dark so I wouldn’t faceplant the sidewalk, but running, however weird it was that I was running at night, had become my go-to to calm myself down. I couldn’t complain, really. All this extra exercise had done pretty well for my body, if I cared about that kind of stuff.

I went to the bathroom again and pulled my hair into a low ponytail. Dark purple bruising under my eyes from lack of sleep reminded me that I needed to do this. If it weren’t for the running, I wouldn’t get any sleep at all. 

From the dresser, I picked up my keys, the mace, and set out for the waterfront. In old Calcutta, you could run alongside the river for miles. It wasn’t a large river by any means. The narrow width pushed the water through quicker to the lake twenty miles or so down the road. I would’ve went running by my house if I had a death wish. The apartment I could afford was not in the part of town you wanted to be alone at night. Instead, I quickly ran, passing apartment buildings that mirrored mine until I reached the abandoned warehouses where I sped up, and finally slowed when I made it to the riverwalk. I was already breathing heavy by this time. My thoughts already miles away from the accident so many years ago. In, out, keep moving your feet, watch your breath. If I didn’t breathe correctly, I’d get a sharp pain in my side. I’d learned a lot about running just by doing. 

I ran past the back of the tiny shops where the town tried to make Calcutta a tourist destination. I didn’t know why they bothered. It wasn’t as if having a river running through the town was a rarity. Calcutta was just ordinary. Unlike me. 

I ran faster, racing toward the lock. I raced until I could feel the skin around my cheeks tremble when my feet slapped the pavement. I ran until my lungs could barely keep up. I ran until I couldn’t run anymore. Not because I was physically exhausted, but because the lock and the ‘no trespassing’ signs loomed in front of me. I touched the high chainlink fence as if I had been racing with someone else and won. Who was I kidding? I never won in my life. 

I turned and made the slow track back up the river. I always liked being out at night. Things seemed much calmer. Sure, with the lack of light, there was always the unknown. Maybe that’s what I liked about it. In the light, everything was kind of false, wasn’t it? In the light, you always knew what was coming after you, but you really didn’t. It was like a big, fat lie. A false sense of security. The dark, though, didn’t lie. It didn’t try to make it seem like things would work out when they really wouldn’t. It was honest about who it was. It was black, gaping, and unseeing. It was everything the light wasn’t, yet real.

I stopped at my usual spot. The bench looked out over a small grassy area before the riverbed took over, winding its way through town. I sat down and propped my feet up on the metal barriers erected so no one could get too close. Between the posts, though, I could see the moon shine down on the river, reflecting its yellow orb back up to the sky. The weather was also just right lately. There was a bit of a chill in the air, just perfect for running. The days had grown humid but the night, it held everything I wanted from it.

A crunch of gravel sounded and I whipped my head around to look behind me. My eyes darted through the darkness, searching for anything. Finally, my gaze moved lower and I saw a small chipmunk at the edge of the trail where the cement gave way to small stones. “Hey, little guy,” I said as relief washed over me.

The chipmunk ignored me. I didn’t mind. 

I turned back around to stare at the river once more, loving the way the breeze caressed my face. Sweat from the exertion had started to run down my back and cold shivers and goosebumps ran up my body. It was almost time to go back. I could feel the darkness coming again but this time I knew the promise of it was numbness. My mind would let me sleep now.

I placed my feet back on the ground, stood, and walked back up the trail. As soon as I got to the line of warehouses, I’d have to run again. As I always did when I got to that part, I thought of homeless Old Joe. During my runaway days, Old Joe had taken me under his wing. He told me he knew Bruce Lee and though I always thought he was a bit of a crackpot, he did seem to know what he was doing when it came to martial arts. 

The night he found me in the alley, he showed me basic self-defense moves. It grew from there. Even now I visited him sometimes. I even, though stupid as it may have been, had invited him to come stay with me. He was the closest thing to a father figure I’ve ever known. In his own way, I believed he cared for me. He may have even thought of me as a daughter himself, but he refused my invitation. He told me he was too old, too stuck in his ways, to live within four walls now. That night amongst all the excuses, he told me something that stuck with me. The wrinkles pulled at his face as he took in my offer. His eyes were cast down is if he were truly thinking. When he looked up, he said, “I just want to be free. You know what I mean?”

At the time, I had no idea what he meant. It seemed like living on the streets was far from the cry of freedom he deemed it to be. Now, though, I kind of understood. The apartment, as shabby as it was, kept me employed by two jerks. I worked part-time at a laundromat during the early hours of the morning. For my second job, the kung fu school down the street let me clean its facility in exchange for money and free self-defense lessons. I would’ve refused the self-defense lessons, thinking that Old Joe had taught me everything I needed to know, but the owner insisted. It was just barely enough to keep me alive. You see, it wasn’t really freedom at all. I had a place to say, I had things to eat. That was it. Was that all there was to life?

The same crunching of stones on cement sounded just behind me. My eyes darted up from watching my feet pad against the sidewalk. I was already in the warehouse district, and I hadn’t picked up the pace. I did now, immediately making my legs move. My muscles, used to this now, pulled and tightened, allowing me to break into a run. Just ahead, I saw the facade of my ground-floor apartment. The old brick building that looked more like commercial than residential. It wasn’t much, but it was home to me and I was happy to have it. Freedom, to me, meant living within four walls.

A tingle of fear crawled up my spine. I didn’t want to look behind me. The same crunching of stones sounded and I knew it couldn’t be the chipmunk this time.  There it went again, the darkness, wheeling me in. It was probably nothing. At least, that’s what I told myself. My lungs burned inside my chest, my muscles had started to ache, but I pushed and pushed. I only had a half a block to go. When my feet skidded to a stop by the old steel railing that led to my door, I breathed a sigh of relief.

It was cut short when I finally turned my head. My eyes widened. I stopped breathing, the earlier breath held tight in my chest. There was a guy there, under the only streetlamp within seeing distance. I stumbled backward up the steps. The guy, he couldn’t have been more than mid-twenties smiled at me. He was handsome, and I wanted to kick myself for thinking like that in this moment. For all I knew, well I didn’t really know, did I? He could have been a neighbor. I didn’t really pay attention to my neighbors. But what was he doing out at this time of night? Then again, what was I doing out at this time of night? 

I looked down, hoping to see jogging shoes and exercise clothes like I wore, but there was nothing. He was dressed in khakis and a sweater, so unlike what I would’ve guessed that I peered more closely, making sure he wore what I thought he did. My nerves automatically calmed and some lying voice in the back of my head told me that well-dressed men, whether they were out in the middle of the night or not, did not mean me any harm. It also helped that he was handsome, with dark hair gelled to the side artfully. He was chiseled, at least that’s what I thought. I recognized the same definition in him as I had started to see in myself with my training and my running. Though, mine was nothing compared to his. He seemed to have unnatural musculature. It was like what I would have imagined a Greek God would’ve looked like. I shook my head at myself, disbelieving the way my mind worked.

Whether this guy was good-looking or not, I needed to get away. I kept backing up until my back hit the storm door, creaking. I jumped at the noise. In front of me, the guy had moved to the bottom step. He laughed, his husky voice guttural, melodic. I turned, knowing the only way to get into my house, to get to safety, was to unlock the door and lock it behind me. This may have been my undoing though. With my back turned, he was immediately on me, his hand coming to rest on mine as it worked on the lock.

His breath hit my face, unnaturally cool in the night. A shiver started from my toes making its way all the way up my spine to between my shoulder blades. The guy tsked. He peeled my fingers away from the lock one by one. “You won’t be needing this.”

I turned toward him. Though my body sent warning signals, I still moved closer to him on instinct. His eyes drew me in to their chestnut depths.

“I-I won’t?”

With a smirk sliding onto his face, the guy shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. You’ve been chosen.” 

I couldn’t be sure what happened next, only that there was a flurry of movement, and then a blackness. I tensed, waiting for the nightmare to come again.

To keep reading, click here! You can read for free on KU!
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