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Chapter One

 

Liam’s hand hovered over my chest. He smirked. I watched the spark in his deep brown eyes and exhaled. Liam was back. He was ours again. It didn’t matter that it had been a week since he returned to us, it still felt like it was the day of. 

“You’re always looking at me like that now,” Liam said, his voice soft, barely above a whisper.

I reached up, skimming my fingers through his hair. His eyes closed for a moment at the contact, but then they were open again, waiting for an answer. “I’m just happy.”

It was the truest words I could say at that moment. A body moved behind us. It moved the bed enough that I knew it was Randy. They had all gotten sick of me spending time with Liam, so they forced their way into my bedroom last night. It had been fun. It was like a sleepover with girls…I guessed. It was what I imagined a sleepover would’ve been like. We told stories about when we were younger, we joked around, we touched. Okay. Maybe girls didn’t do the last thing, but it was all innocent, anyway. We were all together again and I shouldn’t have left the others out just because I was so ecstatic to have Liam back to himself again. Gabe, with his puppy dog face, explained that to me last night. They were all happy to have him back. Honestly, it wasn’t that I didn’t want the others around. That was far from the truth. It was just that I was afraid to let Liam out of my sight. The thought of it made me panic. If I let him out of my sight, what would happen? Would he get another familiar on himself, or something worse?

Sure, Dupre was dead, but Jay wasn’t. We knew Dupre wasn’t the one pulling all the strings, anyway. He had someone he was doing it for, which was made so much more obvious by the way he shouted up into the void above us right before the familiar attacked him. He was afraid, and if Dupre was afraid, we all should be.

I shivered at the thought, and Liam tilted his head. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said immediately. I didn’t want to bring up anything to do with Dupre or Jay with Liam. We had him back, and that was all that mattered right now. I didn’t care if Jay was lurking out in the backyard, as long as he was behind the magical wards around the house, he could stay there. We were all here, and safe. 

Liam’s lips curled up again. His hand hovered over my chest. I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing, but I liked where his mind was headed. He closed his eyes, flattened his palm, and if it wasn’t for the little pings of the buttons flying off my shirt, I wouldn’t have even known what happened. I looked down, staring at my cleavage. I stared up at him, his eyes now wide open, and blinked. His smile grew, taking up the whole bottom half of his face. “Gotcha.”

“Liam,” I said, playfully chastising. “What did you do?”

He shrugged and snuggled closer. “Our magic is getting stronger. I had the idea, wondered if I could do it, and then bam.” He stared down, his eyes twinkling.

“Bam…open shirt?”

“Easy access,” he said, his eyebrows rising.

I had to hand it to him. This could come in handy when we couldn’t wait just to get one another’s clothes off. I peered over my shoulder. Randy was behind me, his massive body taking up that whole side of the bed. Travis was at our feet. The only one I didn’t see was Gabe. I frowned and sat up a little more, searching the room.

“He’s on the floor,” Liam said, motioning with his head toward his back. “Randy kicked him off in the middle of the night.”

I stretched out over Liam to look over the side of the bed. Sure enough, Gabe was down there, his blond hair a mess. One hand was under his head and the other disappeared underneath the bed somewhere. He had no blanket, no pillow. Poor thing. I’d have to make it up to him. 

Also, we needed a bigger bed if they were going to insist on sleeping in here with me. Not that I cared. I liked having all of them around. 

I moved back into my spot. Liam’s eyes were closed again. For a moment, I wondered if he’d fallen asleep until I felt a tug on my bottoms. I looked down. The two strings that held my pajamas up were untying themselves and loosening. “Liam!” I whispered, still staring down in awe. How was he doing that?

Liam chuckled. “Sorry. I can’t help it.”

I grabbed his hand that hovered over my hips and brought it to my cheek. “The guys are already upset about how much time we’ve spent together. Did you not listen to them last night?”

“They’ll get over it.”

“I know that, but if they wake up to us going at it…?”

He shrugged. “Potential problem. I’d have to run the calculations in my head about the probability of them waking up. Randy? One-hundred percent chance he won’t. He sleeps like the dead. I’m not sure about Travis and Gabe.”

I looked out the window behind Liam. The blinds were pulled down, but rays of sunlight escaped through on the sides. “We probably shouldn’t be sleeping. I wonder what time it is.”

I pulled myself up to look at the clock on the nightstand, but another huge draft down my shirt pulled my gaze back down. Liam’s face was full red, and my shirt was hanging wide open. “You know,” I said, moving forward until he was flat on his back. “I don’t know how to sew.”

I placed my leg on the other side of his hip and immediately wished I hadn’t. He was hard and waiting for me. I bit my lip to keep myself from telling him how much I liked this. As much as I would’ve loved to have Liam, I really didn’t want to make the others feel as if I wanted him more because I didn’t. I wanted them all, equally. Liam just needed some extra special time with me lately and I would’ve done the same with any of them. It was difficult to navigate the fresh waters of having not one boyfriend, but four. I was surprised there wasn’t more jealousy, to be honest. 

Liam’s fingers grasped my hips and moved me down and forward. Both of us moaned. “I just can’t get enough of you lately,” he breathed.

I knew exactly how he felt. Romance in new relationships was supposed to be hot and heady and necessary all the time. Multiply that by four. I was amazed I even made it out of the bedroom to fight Dupre and run the shop and—

A vibration filled the room. Liam and I both stilled. The floors and walls stood still. It wasn’t that. It was like the air moved at a different frequency. “Liam…”

He sat, moving me off him. The front of his pajamas still tented, but his concentration was elsewhere now. His brows furrowed as he looked around. 

The hair stood on my arms, and the vibration in the room worsened. Randy’s hulking form moved, his shoulders turning so he lay on his back facing the ceiling. His eyes were still shut, but the look on his face pulled in, troubled even in his sleep.

The air became oppressive. It moved in thick like a physical monstrosity, weighing on us.

“Bloody hell,” Gabe said. He sat up, his hair going every which way. “If it isn’t you guys trying to snog, it’s…whatever this is.”

Travis tensed now, too. He moved to grip my calf, his eyes still hooded with sleep. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked around. His eyes flicked to each one of us and then finally to Liam. “The wards.”

“The wards?” I asked, putting a little, if not desperate, emphasis on the word. As in the wards that were keeping us safe? How could he just say it nonchalantly like that? “What is it?”

“Someone’s trying to come through uninvited,” Liam said. 

I turned to Randy as the rest of them scrambled up from their places, pulling on clothes. “Randy,” I whispered, shaking his shoulders.

“There’s no time for that, Love,” Gabe said, using his outside voice. 

He was right. I didn’t know why I tried to wake him gently when there was evidently someone on the property who was trying to get at us. We were stronger together. “Randy!” I said, shaking him. 

I did it a few more times, and finally, he woke. He blinked his eyes open and then looked at me. “Why is your shirt wide open?”

Ah, shit. Instead of answering, I said, “Get up. Someone’s trying to get in.”

He moved at that. Quick and graceful despite his size, he threw his feet over the side of the bed and stood. The athletic pants he wore hung low on his hips, giving me a peek of his massive, sinewy body. It made my nerves thrum just watching him. 

Travis held a shirt out to me, interrupting my thoughts. “You should probably put this on.”

I took it, smiling a thank you at him and then got off the bed myself. I found a bra on the floor, pulled it on, then yanked the shirt Travis gave me over my head. My pajama bottoms were loose around my hips, so I scoured the floor for some other pants and found joggers left there from the other day. I pulled them on and looked up.

My coven stood by the door, all eyes on me as they waited to descend the steps together. Randy held his hand out and I took it. His grip was large, making me feel small. At least the magic in me was big. As Liam had said, it had only grown since he’d come back. The guys had control over a few of the elements and though we didn’t know what mine was yet, we were just waiting for it to surface. 

Gabe opened the door and Travis went through first, his eyes scanning the hallways that were just now being filled with the day’s light as if they were waking just as we were. At the top of the steps, Gabe and Travis went down first, followed by Randy and I with Liam taking up the rear. The frequency downstairs was worse as if the epicenter was getting closer. 

Liam threw up a visibility spell. Orange magic swirled around us until it crept up the walls, making them shimmer behind them until they became see through like pure glass. Five bodies strode up the walk. They’d breeched the front gate, walking in a v pattern like migrating geese. “Who the hell is that?”

The attributes of the lead guy came into focus. His distinct dark hair with gray streaks. His formidable shoulders. I’d never seen him standing up before, but I recognized him from the glimpses I’d gotten of them through the laptop screen when they had their Order meetings. 

Yes. Walter and his coven were walking toward the house just now. It wasn’t a scheduled meeting, and they’d just broken through the protective wards of the estate, which alerted us right away.

This wasn’t a friendly visit. This was something else entirely.

Randy pulled on my hand. He started to move toward the back entrance, but Travis’s voice rang out loud and clear. “What do you think they’re here for, Randy?” He turned, staring at the both of us. His shoulders were straight though they sagged a little with the understanding. “They know about Norah.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Why else would they come?” Liam asked, speaking up now. “I knew it was a stretch to have them believe that we’d taken out Dupre without a fifth. I’d hoped they were too caught up in their own stuff to investigate it further, but they know, Randy. You’re not going to get very far. We might as well just all stay and see what they have to say.”

“What happens if they say something we don’t want to hear?” Randy barked. “Have you guys thought about that?”

“We’ve all thought about that, Mate,” Gabe said. “That’s why we kept her a secret to begin with. I vote we don’t say anything about what my grandfather said. Walter doesn’t like him anyway, so let’s just keep hush about that.”

“Agreed,” Travis said. “Let’s let them figure this out on their own. We don’t even know if what Gabe’s grandfather thinks is the truth, anyway. Let’s just all calm down and act cool.”

I raised my eyebrow at him. “Act cool?”

His face fell as his gaze finally focused on mine. He moved closer. Randy still had a strong hold on my wrist. He wasn’t letting go, and I knew that if one of his superiors came for me, they’d have a hell of a fight on their hands. Randy let Travis in though. He moved forward, his face intense, but sincere. “We’re in this together. You’re our fifth. There’s nothing they can do about that. There are no mistakes when it comes to the fifth.”

“If that’s the case, why didn’t we just tell them from the beginning?”

No one said anything, they all just looked through Liam’s spell, watching the five older men as they approached. We didn’t want to say what was on our minds. Maybe they didn’t want to say anything because it went against everything they had been taught about the Order. Me? I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t want it to be true. I was exactly where I was supposed to be, but I wasn’t supposed to be here either. It made perfect sense when you thought about it. I belonged here, but I didn’t. I wasn’t supposed to be here even though I belonged with these guys—my guys. 

The superiors were almost to the house now. I took a deep breath as they climbed the last steps up the walk. Liam pulled his spell down and Travis moved for the door. Just before they opened, I sent a prayer up. Whatever happened, I didn’t want them taking it out on my coven. Take me away, make me pay, but I wanted them left out of it. If they wanted the opposite, they’d have one hell of a fight on their hands.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Walter and his coven were greeted as they always were. Smiles, formality. Each of their superiors’ eyes grazed upon me and then moved forward. It still felt as if they were staring at me though, their eyes dissecting my soul, searching through all the different parts of me, and for all I knew, it could’ve been a spell and they were doing exactly what I felt like they were doing—sizing me up. 

We all walked toward the living room. My knees shook. If I wanted to be a member of the Order, I certainly hadn’t started off on good terms. Doubts and second guesses ran though my head the whole time as we proceeded to the seating area. What would’ve happened if we’d just told them when I’d first shown up? So, what? I was a girl. What did that matter? There were girls everywhere. Literally, everywhere. It didn’t matter how many times I tried to rationalize it though. It still felt wrong to tell them. Even now, my heart beat away in my chest like a mad hummingbird. Wings flapping furiously, making me jittery. 

Walter sat in the middle of the couch facing us. He moved to the edge of the cushion, his elbows on his knees and his fingers interlaced in front of him. “So, we were correct. You have a fifth.”

Travis took on the leadership role for our coven. Randy certainly couldn’t be trusted to speak right now, and Liam and Gabe were like coiled snakes in the background. How terrible that it had come to this. We were supposed to trust our superiors. “We do,” Travis said simply.

A gentleman on Walter’s right cocked his head. “Interesting that we weren’t notified as soon as this happened. Why is that, Mr. Shaw?”

Travis lifted his chin in the air. I once found the move pompous, but it worked well in this situation. He was the perfect person to speak on our behalf because he was nothing if not confident. He didn’t bow down or make excuses. He told them the way it was for us. “As you can see, Norah is female. We had never heard of a female Order member, so naturally, we weren’t even sure if her pull to us as the fifth was legitimate or not.”

“And now?” the gentleman asked.

“It is,” Travis stated simply. “Her powers fuse with ours beautifully. She makes us better.”

“Once you felt complete,” Walter said. “Why, then, did you not tell us the truth about having your fifth?” Without giving anyone a chance to respond, he kept going. “I did think it was odd you still got the call, but I told myself it was nothing because the Order in Salem has always been special. I wasn’t sure what might happen once we’d taken your fifth out of the equation when we stripped Jax. Not much is written about an Order member getting the mark and being found unworthy. We’re in uncharted territory when it comes down to that.”

“We still are in uncharted territory,” Travis broke in. “Norah, as far as we can tell, is the only female Enforcer ever.”

With Travis’s use of that term, all the superiors’ gazes locked onto me. They didn’t seem to like my name used in the same sentence as an Enforcer. Oh well. They’d just have to deal. I did.

“If she’s your fifth, you’d be right about that,” Walter’s coven member ventured.

“She’s our fifth,” Randy said, barely leaving the growl out of his voice.

I squeezed his hand, and he squeezed mine right back until I felt as if my bones would crunch if he gave me even the tiniest bit more pressure. 

Walter stood. “You are aware then that as soon as you receive word of your fifth, you are supposed to relay that information to your superiors.”

“We are,” Travis said, not giving the older gentleman an inch.

“But you did not.”

“We didn’t,” Liam said. He stood now, too. His face was the same sweet face I’d laid eyes on from the beginning. “We knew we were supposed to, but we also weren’t sure what to do because Norah’s a she. We know she’s our fifth, but we also didn’t know how the Order would react to that fact because we couldn’t find any information regarding there being another female Enforcer, even throughout history.”

“It’s natural that you feel protective of your fifth,” another coven member said. 

Walter nodded, still glaring at me. 

The other guy seemed reasonable. Why couldn’t he be the one talking?

I couldn’t take this anymore. I just couldn’t be quiet why they sat around and discussed me. I stood and approached Walter, holding my hand out to him. “My name is Norah Darbonne. I was called here all the way from New Orleans where my ancestry follows the female line. My grandmother was a Voodoo Priestess.”

Walter took my hand and a surge of electricity flowed through me. His gaze narrowed, and he tried sending one again, but I put a block up. Stop. 

His eyes widened ever so slightly. You are strong then.

Holy shit. I’d just heard his thoughts in my head. Did I? Definitely. I’d never heard a male’s voice in my head, it was only ever my own talking nonsense at me. This felt like an alien voice that came from the outside, not from within. 

I let Walter’s magic seep inside me just a little. It searched through my limbs, testing the bonds inside. There were pieces of me that linked to Travis, Randy, Gabe, and Liam. Together, they made up a whole entity, but their bonds were individual within me and he went right through them. He tested their strength, and I didn’t even try to harden them because there was no way he would be able to do anything to those bonds. They were the most precious possessions I had, and they were strong as galvanized steel. Not even someone of Walter’s magical ability would be able to destroy them, and that’s not even what I felt his prodding was. It was just that, a look inside to see what he was dealing with. To see if I was, in fact, the fifth. 

What is your relationship with them?

My lips thinned as I thought about his question. Why didn’t he speak it out loud? None of your business.

This made his eyebrows raise into his hair, and finally, he pulled his hand away along with all his magic. It retreated from me as if being snapped like a rubber band. My eyes widened as it whiplashed out of me, leaving me with a hollow feeling that my own purple magic swirled to fill. 

Jackass. What he’d just done was almost like the mental equivalent of a bitch slap.

He merely smirked at me as if he’d known exactly what he did. 

“You know it’s true now,” I told him. “I’m their fifth.”

The rest of his coven stared up at Walter, waiting for his response. “It’s true,” he said. My guys relaxed, but they certainly didn’t just come here to see if I was their fifth. That much must’ve already been evident since we’d taken out Dupre and gotten the pull. There must’ve been some other reason why they were here.

Liam stepped forward, the quizzical look I loved so much back on his face. “She’s the first female Enforcer, isn’t she? I’ve looked through all the books and I can’t find reference to a single other one. She has to be.” Liam peeked up at me reverently and it made my heart sing to know just how much he loved me when I felt the same exact way.

Walter’s coven all looked at him, and he only shrugged in answer. “That’s not the reason for our visit. We’ve come to place the Salem Order on suspension. Until we know how the new Enforcer affects you, we forbid you to continue to use your Enforcer abilities.”

“What?” Travis snapped. When Walter whirled to look at him, Travis skewed his face back to a professional one. “For how long?”

“Until we know how she affects your abilities. I believe I just said that.”

“We know how she affects our abilities,” Gabe said, speaking up for the first time. “We took out Dupre, didn’t we? And you can’t strip us of our powers when there’s still another threat.”

“You must be referring to this Jay. This threat has not made itself known yet,” Walter answered. “You only have this information from the threat that you took out. For all we know, he could have fictionalized this character in his head to support his own actions.”

“He was there that night,” Travis said. “We all felt him.”

“Our word is final,” Walter said, not even hearing them out. “Maybe next time you’ll be more forthcoming with information when you are required.”

“You can’t hold that against us,” Randy said, his voice tense with restrained anger. “The coven is everything. You know that. You taught us that. We felt a threat, and therefore, kept the fifth a secret.”

“From us.” Walter said. “That’s where the problem lies. Keep the fifth a secret, but not from us. We’re your superiors and need to know what is happening with all the Orders.”

The tension in the air thickened again as if the wards were warning us there were intruders. It was almost suffocating. I hated to see how upset my guys were. Especially Gabe. The coven was everything to him. 

Travis sighed. “What do we do if we hear from the other threat?”

“You will call us in like you were supposed to have done when the fifth came to you. Do you think you can manage that this time? Or, should we send in another Order like we were going to? Except we didn’t because we trusted you.”

My jaw clenched and even I felt the offense of that. Any instinct we’d had to defend ourselves had just been taken away.

Properly chastised, we stood there quiet. “When we get more information on how a female Enforcer affects a coven, we’ll lift the restraint,” Walter said. He made a move toward the door and the rest of his coven stood. Standing in front of us all like that, the power leaked from them overshadowing everything else in the room. They were a force to be reckoned with. No wonder why they were the superiors, and we were just the peons. They walked toward the door and we all followed them. At the last moment, Walter turned around. “I do hope you will remember not to keep things from us. We’ll find out anyway, and we wouldn’t want things to end up like this again, would we? Remember, we’re on your side,” he said, staring at Travis. 

Travis nodded, and the elder coven left without another word. They moved down the sidewalk, past the gate and then disappeared.

The heaviness in the house dissipated just like that. I sagged a little on my feet, not realizing I’d been putting up a lot of barriers just to keep myself standing. “You okay?” Gabe asked.

I nodded. “I’m so sorry guys. This is all my fault.”

“No, it’s not,” Travis said, scratching his chin. “We all decided to keep you a secret.”

I smiled up at him. We hadn’t actually given him a choice in the beginning when he was being all standoffish. Our votes outnumbered his, but since he pulled his head out of his ass, he’d been on board.

“On the bright side,” Liam said. “We can take a little break.”

“There is no bright side,” Gabe said. He shoved his hands into his pockets. “They just took our ability to Enforce away from us.”

“Temporarily,” Travis said, “and…we still have our powers.” He made a flower shimmer into view between us. He plucked it out of the air and handed it to me. It had a long green stem with a rose head, but instead of the typical colors one would find, it was a glittery purple. It didn’t even need to catch the light to shimmer, it did it on its own as if its light came from within. Before I could tell him thank you, Travis continued. “It was more like a suggestion to stop. If they’d have really wanted to place us on suspension, they would’ve taken away our powers.”

“They can do that?” I asked. I hated that there was someone else above me that had control over things I did. Back at home with Granny, I didn’t have to worry about that. Then again, I didn’t have as many powers when I was back at home with Granny. We were healers, locators, spiritualists, but not what we were now, nothing like we were now.

“They did it to Jax,” Randy grumbled.

“That’s because they could prove he’d done something completely against our nature.” I peeked at Travis when he grimaced. I hated bringing Jax up in front of him, but there was little I could do about it right now. “We didn’t do anything like that.”

“Which is why they didn’t just take it away from us,” Gabe explained. “There have been Orders that needed punishment from something or other, so yes, they have had their powers temporarily taken away from them. At least Walter hasn’t done that to us.”

“I bet we’ll still get the call,” Travis said.

“But we’re not allowed to go on it?” Wonderful, I grumbled inwardly. I loved getting cramps I couldn’t do anything about and wouldn’t even be able to help with the reason I was getting the cramps.

“Let’s just hope that it’s quiet with Dupre gone,” Travis said. “If something goes on, we’ll play nice with the Order and call them in. It isn’t worth having our Enforcer duties taken away from us over. They already know about Norah and they didn’t do anything to her.”

That was true. They didn’t have any information for us either though, which was what I was hoping for. Then again, maybe they had it, they just didn’t share it. Why the hell did Walter ask what my relationship was with all of them? It certainly wasn’t any of his business unless it meant something in the grand scheme of things.

“Yet,” Randy said, the muscle in his jaw feathering. “They weren’t exactly welcoming either. We don’t know anything more than we did this morning.”

“He’s right,” Liam said. “They seemed as lost as we are on the subject.”

Travis walked away from us and headed into the kitchen. “No one panic, okay? There’s absolutely nothing they can do to us or Norah because the worst thing we did was lie to them. So, let them teach us a little lesson. As far as I’m concerned, everything is out in the open now. We’re not hiding Norah anymore, so we don’t have to worry about what we say and do. They’ll let us sit for a week of not doing anything that we probably wouldn’t have gotten a call to anything anyway, and then they’ll let us loose again. Let’s be honest here. They need us. Salem is a major city for this type of thing and they need an Order here making sure everything is kosher.”

I watched Travis as he moved around the kitchen, pulling out boxes of cereal and bowls for all of us. He moved with such energy that I finally understood the toll it had taken on him to keep me a secret from his superiors. Travis was definitely a rule follower, but he was willing not to do it for me. Even when he was being a jackass, he could’ve easily told them who I was despite telling his coven he wouldn’t. That meant he had to have been a little curious about me even from the beginning.

“So, you’re going with the ‘play it by ear’ approach?” Gabe asked. He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t like this at all. I hate that we’re getting punished for this, for keeping our fifth safe.”

“I don’t think it’s necessarily that we’re being punished for keeping Norah safe, it’s that we kept her safe from our superiors. That doesn’t build trust,” Liam explained.

He had a point there, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been the right thing to do. We needed to not tell them, but now that they knew, I also couldn’t shake the feeling that Travis was right. We would get punished for a little while, but it wasn’t the end of the world. Not at all. 

I met Travis in the kitchen and helped him pull out spoons for all of us. He bumped me with his hip as he went to the fridge for the milk. Things were going to be okay. I could feel it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

I smiled at the college kid in front of me. He was cute, I’d give him that, but he was dumber than a box of rocks. How the hell had he gotten into Salem State?

Travis nudged me with his elbow as if he could hear inside my head. Who knew, maybe he could. Walter certainly had.

I should’ve just canceled all the employee interviews. Now that we were officially on suspension, I didn’t need help running the store. I could do it all on my own because even if I did get a cramp, I couldn’t leave anyway thanks to the Order superiors. Travis nudged me again, and that’s when I realized all three of us hadn’t spoken in quite some time. I was still shocked at the last words out of this kid’s mouth, so the interview was pretty much over. I stood, my chair scraping against the tile in the backroom where we’d set up a folding table to conduct the interviews on. Travis stood right after me, taking his cue from my actions. I held my hand out and the guy across from us stood. “Thanks so much for coming in,” I said brightly, not wanting to hurt the guy’s feelings and tell him he really had no chance in hell of ever working here because all he really wanted to do was to learn how to put spells on girls to get them to sleep with him. Hard pass on that one. “We’ll be interviewing throughout the week, so…”

“Don’t expect an answer soon?” the guy filled in.

Or ever, I thought while smiling. 

“Come on, let me show you out,” Travis said. He waved the guy out toward the door and then looked over his shoulder as they walked out, his eyebrows practically in his hair. 

The bell rang above the door, signaling the guy had left. I put my forehead down on the table and closed my eyes. Interviewing was exhausting. Was it so much to ask for someone responsible? I would even take ‘mostly’ responsible at this point. Just someone who could watch the store and make sure it didn’t get robbed and who could work the register. My expectations were low at this point, and I still couldn’t seem to find someone who would be right. 

Before I fell too far down the rabbit hole, I felt Travis’s presence. His fingers slipped around my shoulders and rubbed my tight muscles. I relaxed into his touch. He’d been so free and light-hearted after being put on suspension from the higher-ups, it kind of shocked me. 

“Mmm, that feels good,” I told him, hoping he wouldn’t stop.

“I know,” he said. 

My lips cracked into a smile and even though I wanted to make a snappy comeback at him, I kept my mouth shut. He might stop massaging me if I did that. “Who knew interviewing was such hard work?”

“I don’t think it’s supposed to be. It’s all the interviewees who are making it harder.”

“I must suck at picking out applicants I think would be good.” He pulled me up right and continued his work while I let my shoulders go limp in his hands. “I should probably just give up. We won’t need an extra person in here for…who knows how long.”

“We’re not going to be suspended for that long,” Travis said. “You’re better off doing exactly what you’re doing. You advertised part-time anyway, so you can just start using them little by little to introduce them to the store and train them until our superiors get their heads out of their asses and let us do what we do best. By that time, they’ll be ready to watch the store on their own.”

I turned around in my chair. “Did you just say that our superiors need to get their heads out of their asses?” I asked, surprised.

He grinned. “You must be rubbing off on me.”

“I’ll say.”

I stood up in his arms. His hands fell to my sides as he pulled me in. Mine and Travis’s relationship was newer than the others, but that didn’t make it any less fiery. As soon as he tucked me close to him, need stirred within me. 

Noticing the change, Travis dropped his voice and his gaze. “I locked up behind me for lunch.”

“Lunch?” I asked. “What do you want for lunch?”

He bent over, taking my bottom lip in his mouth and nibbling on it. “You.”

I reached up, sliding my fingers up his neck and into his hair before pulling him down to me. While I kissed him, I remembered what Liam had started with me this morning. I closed my eyes and held my hands in front of Travis’s jeans. Thinking about the button popping through and his pants unzipping on their own, I put my energy into it. The sound of the zipper lowering made me smile. I reached up to deepen the kiss with Travis, but he pulled away. He looked down, both of us gasping at the full view of his erection. His jeans and boxers were around his ankles. Well, that had worked better than I thought. I stared at his silky skin, my desire growing. 

“How did you do that?” Travis asked.

“I have ways.”

He pulled me down for a kiss. “Teach me.”

I stepped back a little and took his hand and placed it just in front of my chest. I had a front clasp bra on today. “Close your eyes and think about unclasping my bra.”

Travis did as I said and within a moment, my breasts were freed, spilling out of the bra as the sides draped away. I gave him a smirk before pulling my shirt up and over my head, giving him a full view of his handiwork. His gaze heated. “It worked.”

I slipped the straps off my shoulders and let the bra fall to the floor. Looking around, I realized that this backroom was getting about as much action as my bedroom was. Maybe we should put a cot back here. Or… Actually, no. I kind of liked it raw and heated like this as if we weren’t planning for it. 

Travis slid his hands up my thighs and up and under my skirt. He groaned when his fingers grazed my silk panties. Lifting, he picked me up easily and moved me toward the desk. He sat me down on the edge, his dick already right there, waiting. His cock grazed my core, and a moan slipped out. I didn’t have time to think about what had happened to my panties. They were suddenly not there but Travis was and who cared at that point.

I reached around his back and moved his shirt up. I had a fascination with chests. Each of my guys was different, but hot all the same. Travis was all functional strength. He had a body like a farm boy. He worked for it, but not with weights in a gym, but with body weight exercises that made him lithe and muscular like a jungle cat. I needed to see him. His hand slid under my ass and gave me a quick squeeze. “Mmm.”

He kneaded my bottom like he massaged my shoulders. He did it until I was pliable clay in his grip, and then he pressed a hand to my chest, working me back until my shoulders were propped against the wall. Slithering down, he moved my skirt up to my hips, exposing me in front of him. Pressing my knees apart, he bent even lower. “I want to taste you again. You’re like sugar candy.”

His tongue darted out and instead of jumping at the contact, I was too relaxed to move. I was completely at his whim. His hands smoothed over my thighs and worked their way in. He dropped to his knees, moving forward and pressing his tongue against me before curling it up over my clit. I wanted to move against him, but I didn’t have the strength. “More, Travis,” I begged since I couldn’t show him. 

He complied. His lips grazed over my slit before he let his tongue roam and explore, always ending at my clit where he would play or nuzzle or rub. His touches were like individual shocks of electricity that went straight to my core. Before long, I was already breathing heavy and on the verge of coming all over him. He slid a finger inside, mixing it up and a new caress swept over me. He worked it in and out while his tongue slid up, teasing my clit. I lifted my hand and set it on the top of his head while I watched him work. It was erotic as fuck. Sensual and dreamy, just letting him do what he wanted, and he could still make me feel like this without any direction from me. He was so in tune with me he knew when I needed more clit work to bring me to the edge, but stopping just before, to make it that much more profound. God, I wished he could enter me and still lick my clit at the same time. That would be amazing. 

His hands worked my ass again, moving me forward into his touch on a rhythm that rocked me ever so closer each time. My orgasm was right there, hovering, and I was ready for it. I laid my head against the wall, and said, “Now, Travis.”

He complied. He swirled up and around my clit, rolling the tip of his tongue over it again and again until I broke apart in his grip. He swallowed after licking me up, then stepped back, poised in front of me. He pushed inside, locking gazes with me as he did so. “Christ,” he said, his jaw locked. “I don’t know why I’m surprised every time about how good this fucking feels.”

He rocked into me until the haze from my first climax wore off and I was already headed toward the second. I sat up, put my arms around his shoulders and sealed onto his lips for a scorching kiss. He groaned into me and then lifted before moving us a little further away and stumbling against the wall. He pinned me there, and I gasped. Completely suspended, Travis angled my hips until he moved inside me just as leisurely as he did on the desk. I stared up at him. There was no hint of strain on his face from holding me up, just pure lust and love. I bit my lip as he entered me, my back arching against the wall, stopping me from moving back any further.

“This skirt is hot as fuck,” Travis said.

“I’ll wear it again,” I promised. If we were going to have sex standing up again, I’d make sure to wear it more often. I’d wear it every fucking day, actually.

He moved closer, his pelvic bone massaging my clit and I let out a moan. He smirked, his fingers working their way between us as he rubbed in circles. He knew exactly how to get me off. He quickened his pace, matching his strokes with his touches until there was no end to the pleasure. I flew up high on a cloud and then yelled when he slammed into me, his orgasm overcoming him, which brought on my own. My insides squeezed him, and Travis let out a gasp of surprise as I milked more from him, sending him into another round of shuddering. 

He fell against me and the wall, his head slipping against it as he breathed in heavy. Slowly, he let my feet hit the floor, but we both held onto one another, too scared to see if we could stand up on our own. 

“I was wrong,” I said. “Maybe I like giving interviews.”

“Me too,” he said, eyes gleaming. “We should schedule breaks intermittently throughout the day, so we can recharge.”

I slipped my palm over his cheek and moved him down to kiss him on the lips. “I like the sound of that.”

Travis backed away, rearranging my skirt. He bent over and handed me my lacey panties that he found on the floor by the desk.

“Hey,” I said. “How’d you even get those off?”

He wiggled his fingers. “Thanks to your new trick.”

I was going to have to thank Liam for his ingenuity. We now had an awesome game to play with this new power. No clothes whenever I wanted. That sounded like a hell of a good time.

The bell went off in the backroom and Travis stiffened. 

“I thought you locked the door.”

“I did.”

“Must be one of the guys,” I said, pulling my clothes on. Not that I cared if they saw me naked, or in what state we were in, but it was best not to poke the jealousy beast. Not when I had more interviews to do after lunch.

Heavy footsteps sounded, and I recognized them right away as Randy’s. 

I pulled my shirt on and was just arranging my hair when he burst through the doorway. “We’ve got a problem.”

His nose twitched, and he locked gazes with the two of us. Whether he knew what he just missed out on or not that wasn’t his focus right now. 

“Come on,” he said, his face pulling tight. “Close up the shop. We have other concerns right now.”

A heavy weight settled in my stomach. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. Always.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Randy was tight-lipped in the car on the way back to the estate. The only thing he said was that there was a situation we had to handle. A situation to Randy could mean anything, but he wasn’t the type to exaggerate. His feathering jaw was the only inclination I had that there might be a real issue.

When we were five minutes out, our phones pinged with a text message. It was Liam. “Damnit,” Randy snapped.

I peeked up at him while I read the text. A name popped out at me. “Dean Reid?” I asked to no one in particular. Travis was too busy reading the text on his own phone. It was Randy who met my eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Yes. He’s at the estate. He wants our help.”

“Okay, well, Liam is wondering if we should hide Norah,” Travis told him. “He knows Norah from the unsanctioned trip she took into Boston to try to get the Reids’ book. He doesn’t know if we want him to know she’s ours.”

I shrugged. “It’s all going to come out anyway with the superiors knowing. Sooner or later, everyone who knows about the Order will know I’m the fifth, so why prolong it?” Besides, I wanted to know what was going on. Why would Dean Reid be coming to the Order for help? That didn’t make any sense. His family was one of the richest witch families in the area. Well, his and Liam’s. 

“Personally, I don’t want her there, but it has nothing to do with the fact that Dean is involved. I’ve heard things about that family and when they want something, they end up getting it. That doesn’t sit well with me when we’re talking about Norah.”

“I have a mind of my own, Big Guy,” I told him from the backseat. The Reid’s weren’t just going to get me if they wanted me. That was ludicrous.

“They have a lot of power,” Randy said.

“So do we.”

“I’m with Norah,” Travis said after thinking for a moment. “They’re going to find out sooner or later and if we tell him now that Norah went into their house to try to help Liam and for no other reason, it will sound better coming from us. Plus, I hear that Dean is easier to deal with than Mr. Reid.”

“So I heard too. Owen, the guard, said he was pretty cool. I only talked to him briefly, but I have to believe that he can connect with us. We’re all the same age, so…”

“Fine,” Randy grumbled. “But somebody stays with Norah the whole time.”

Travis shook his head. Like I could ever get away from any of them even if I wanted to, and I didn’t. I was fine being all up on any one of them at any given time of day. Travis punched at his phone and soon another text came through to mine and Randy’s—Travis’s response to Liam’s text. We were all coming in.

“Where’s Gabe?”

The moment I said it, I already knew the answer. I could tell he was close by the tug in my gut that was quintessentially Gabe. Competitive, athletic, funny, soothing. He was like chocolate pudding on a stormy night.

“Forget it. He’s there,” I told them, even though they could probably feel him in their bonds too. We were a coven after all. It came with the package. 

Randy turned into the estate, bypassing the open metal gate and rolling up to the house. There was a sleek red Corvette in the driveway. Randy sneered at it, but Travis gazed at it in awe before snapping his jaw shut as if he couldn't care less, carefully avoiding the bright red as we got out of the car and sauntered up to the door. 

When we walked in, I felt my guys there. Their bonds were like elastic tethering me, pulling me in even tighter, but there was something else there, too. It must have been Dean Reid’s magic. It wasn’t a stain, or a bad tinge. He definitely had witch powers that much was evident. His line went back centuries, or so I’d heard. His family was not only the richest in this area, but it was one of the most powerful. Interesting that Dean hadn’t been called to be an Enforcer. He was from here though that wasn’t a prerequisite considering I’d been called all the way from New Orleans. I wondered why the magic called who it did. Was it something inside the witch? Was it who would work well with the others? Was there ever an Order that didn’t get along? Travis, Gabe, Randy, Liam, and I got along well. Very well. Was it like that for the other Orders? 

We walked in and Gabe and Liam stood from the couches first, followed slowly by Dean Reid. His dark blond hair was gelled to perfection, and he wore a crisp polo shirt with khakis, much like the first time I’d seen him. He eyed me as we walked in and I immediately went up to him. I held my hand out. “Norah Darbonne,” I said.

He gave me a quizzical look.

“I know that’s not the name I gave you the first time we met, but I wasn’t sure I could trust you and I was trying to help my friend.”

His lips thinned as he regarded me. “I think my guard and I are going to have to have a talk.”

“Owen?” I asked, suddenly feeling reluctant about this. “He was harmless, and I didn’t get anything I wanted, anyway. He was just, you know, thinking with his little head. That happens to some of you.”

Gabe chuckled. “You mean to most of us?”

Dean’s lips worked into a smile. It was just the icebreaker we needed. 

“There’s a lot of truth to that,” I told him. “Please don’t get Owen in trouble. I used magic on him and as I’m sure you know by now, I’m much stronger than him.”

“So, you’re a member of the Order… Norah?”

I nodded.

“And here I thought you were just a pretty girl?”

Randy made a noise in the back of his throat that drew Dean’s attention. My spine went rigid. Randy was losing his temper at an intense speed, which seemed a little out of place. A little. From what I’d seen, I didn’t know why Randy was getting so pissed off so easily. 

“You must be Randy Lacone,” Dean said.

He held out his hand and Randy took it. Their handshake lasted way longer than necessary, and I could see Randy’s knuckles turning white with the effort. I wanted to roll my eyes at the dick measuring contest, but men were going to be men. Finally, they pulled away, each of them trying not to act like whatever firm grip they had on the other hadn’t hurt. 

Travis came forward next. “Travis Shaw. We’ve heard a lot about your family.”

“Evidently,” Dean said, eyeing me. “Enough to find your way into my house to get something.”

“That was all me,” I said as I moved to sit next to Gabe. He was the only one who looked inviting at the time. He slid his arm around me and pulled me close. At least Randy wouldn’t have to worry about me not being next to someone at all times. “My friend had a—”

Dean held up his hand. “I know all about it. Ren told me.” He turned to Liam. “I’m glad to see that you’re fine.”

Liam only nodded, his gaze narrowing. My heart rate picked up a notch as I saw them eye one another. For whatever reason, it made me uneasy. Liam didn’t look pleased at all, and he was usually one of the most easygoing out of all of them that my Spidey sense tingled. 

Gabe’s hot breath caressed my ear. “It’s okay.”

I tried to relax in his arms but having someone else in this house was more difficult than I liked to admit. It was a sanctuary for us. It was the place we’d retreated to when we didn’t have anywhere else to go, and it was also the place where we deepened our bonds with one another. Doing magic, strengthening and exploring the others, and of course, there was the physical aspect too. Having someone else come in just felt wrong.

“We’re all here,” Liam said. “Tell the Order what you need help with.”

Dean Reid glanced at me. I tried to look open and nonchalant, but I was curious as fuck. What the hell could Dean Reid want our help for? We hadn’t felt anything lately. Did the superiors actually take our ability to seek out bad magic? Or maybe Dean wasn’t here for that reason at all. 

He took a deep breath. He was everything I thought someone would look like when I thought about a kid who was brought up rich. He had confidence, strength, and just a “look”. But there was a hint of vulnerability in his eyes, especially when he started talking. “I come here at risk of exposing a secret my family has had for centuries.”

Centuries. Okay. That got my attention.

“Not only that, I come here at risk of exposing something…unseemly…to the people who could do something about it. But please take into account that I come here on my own volition. You were not drawn to me or called to me as your powers are rumored to do.”

I looked around the room, first noticing Liam. He leaned forward ever so slightly, his eyes merely slits behind his glasses. I could tell he didn’t trust Dean at all, but that he was very interested in what he had to say. Randy was a motionless statue. I wasn’t going to get anything out of him until the threat was gone. He’d open up as soon as Dean left and could relax. Travis, as well, looked nonchalant, but that was basically him. He gave off the “I don’t give a fuck” attitude when it was to your face, but internally, he was processing everything. Gabe and I were the ones that just merely listened, not caring if we portrayed the fact that we were curious because hell, who wouldn’t be? A centuries old secret from one of the oldest families in the area? Was this going to explain how they had books in their possession that dealt with black magic, like the one we were able to get the spell from to take the familiar off Liam? Who just had those kinds of things lying around?

Dean sat up straighter. “There have always been rumors about my family. None that I’ve heard have ever gotten it exactly right. But there are a few things that from the outside seem odd.”

“Like how your family makes so much money.” I said. When he turned to look at me, I shrugged. “Owen said something similar when we met.”

Dean smiled. “Yes, the guards are kept completely in the dark as to what we have. Again, if it was truly bad, you would’ve been called to our house many times.”

That much was true. No one was immune to the Order magic even if they did have a shit ton of money at their disposal. You couldn’t buy your way out of the pull.

“Go on,” Travis said. “We’re aware that if our magic wanted us to come to you, it would’ve already happened.”

Dean nodded. “For over a century now, my family has had a djinn at our disposal.”

I craned my neck back, surprised. I wasn’t exactly sure what a djinn was, but as the surprise ricocheted around the room from the rest of them, I figured out that it was a novelty.

Before I could open my mouth to ask, Travis said, “A genie. You called a genie to you?” Disbelief colored his features.

“Not me,” Dean said, wringing his hands in front of him. “One of my ancestors. He tethered the djinn to us, so that it works exclusively for my family, bringing to us whatever we desire.”

“Like money?” Gabe asked.

Dean nodded once. 

“And power?” Liam asked.

Dean wavered. “It’s a little more difficult than that, but yes, essentially, it works that way, too. Through him we were able to enhance the powers we were born with.”

While they all asked questions, I was still stuck on the djinn part. There were real life genies to summon that would do our bidding? And if it wasn’t negative why wasn’t every witch calling a djinn to their side? I’d call one right now and get the second car we desperately needed, so we wouldn’t have to share Travis’s.

Liam noticed the look on my face and held up a finger. He stood from his position on the couch and disappeared up the stairs. Dean looked around, wrinkles marring his forehead, but the rest of us just waited because we knew what he was doing. Well, there were one of two things he was doing. One, getting his laptop, or two, getting one of the Order books. 

I turned when I heard his footsteps on the stairs. Sure enough, he held one of the Order volumes in his hands. He sat on the arm rest next to Gabe and thumbed through the index of a book before opening it to the page I needed. On the top was a picture of a djinn. He was a tan figure who looked like an Indian god, but his face was monster-like. Large, razor-like teeth that came to sharp points just over his bottom gums. The eyes were large with small irises, and the hair was just a plume on top. I made a face. “Is that what your djinn looks like?”

Liam tilted the book so Dean could lean over to see it. He smirked. “That might be his true appearance, but he comes to us in human form when we call him. He’s dark-skinned, darker than you, Norah. He almost never wears a shirt. He has large arms, a bald head, and an earring. Picture The Rock, kind of.”

Well, that was easy. I could do that. 

“This is their true form,” Liam explained, pointing at the picture. “They come as humans to us because that is what we desire to see.”

I looked up at Dean wondering why his family hadn’t chosen some sexy girl instead of The Rock. That didn’t matter though. “And he’s a genie? Who grants wishes like in Aladdin?”

Dean cracked a smile, but Liam answered my question for what it was, a genuine need for information. “Yes. Except the folklore surrounding genies-slash-djinn now is all wrong. The people who were lucky enough to find a djinn aren’t limited to three wishes. They get a lifetime of wishes.”

“Even over centuries,” Dean admitted. “Our djinn has been with us for that long. We were able to amass massive amounts of riches and power and get everything we desired.”

“How come this kind of magic hasn’t called us to them?” I asked, looking at my coven one-by-one.

Travis spoke up. “They must not be doing anything bad. You know yourself, witchcraft isn’t bad. You can use it for good. Even if it’s self-serving, you’re not going to call attention to yourself. It’s if they start using the djinn for nefarious reasons that we would be called, and then we would have to deal with a nasty genie.”

“But is it really the djinn’s fault if there’s someone or a whole family controlling it?”

Travis pierced Dean with a glare. “That’s a fine line I hope we won’t have to deal with.”

“Me either,” Dean said.

Getting back to the point, Liam shut the book. “So, your family has a djinn. We know why the Reid’s are so big and powerful now, but what’s the reason for you’re coming here?” he asked. “What help do you need from us?”

“It’s the djinn,” Dean explained, the nervousness taking over again. “Last week he disappeared for a while. My father nearly had a heart attack.” He gazed straight into Liam’s eyes. “He’s obsessed with the thing. He’s become so reliant on this thing that he doesn’t think he can do anything on his own. He uses the genie for the smallest of things. Over the years, it’s only gotten worse, and I’m getting scared for him. Scared that he’s descending down a road he can’t come back from. Imagine your life if you had everything handed to you and you didn’t have to do anything for yourself. You would revert back to a child with child-like behavior and wants.”

“Are you here about your dad then?” I asked.

“Both my dad and the djinn. The djinn is pulling away and we can’t figure out why and my dad is—” He broke off, struggling against a surge of emotion, his calm facade cracked. He cleared his throat. “My dad is deteriorating.”

“But he’s not doing anything bad?” Travis asked.

Dean shook his head. “Not yet.”

Liam tapped the book against his thigh. “I don’t know what you want us to do then. We haven’t dealt with djinn before and we don’t deal with people who haven’t done anything bad. If we don’t get the call, we can’t do anything.”

Not to mention that we couldn’t do anything right now anyway because we were forbidden from doing anything with the Order. Dean didn’t need to know that though.

“But you help people,” Dean insisted. “And my family needs help.”

“Yet, you’ve come here alone,” Gabe said, his voice soft. “Would your father disagree that your family needs help?”

“Of course, he would. He doesn’t see his slow degradation into wanting nothing but whatever whim he comes up with next. What happens when he gets the fleeting thought of wanting to hurt someone just because they cut him off on the road or—?” He stopped short. “Or something worse. You already know about our library of black magic books and other things that could be seen as negative. My father has been spending a lot of time down there, especially when the djinn left us. I think he got afraid he wouldn’t be able to do everything he wanted, so he went searching for other solutions. He’s so used to calling on the djinn to do his bidding that he doesn’t even have faith in his given magic anymore.”

“Not to be harsh,” Randy said.

Oh, Jesus. When he started out things like that, it was meant to be harsh.

“But it sounds like your dad needs a therapist, not us.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, there really aren’t magical therapists around and since the problem is strictly magical related, I came to the people who are supposed to keep the balance between good and bad.”

He had a point there.

“What about meetings with a spiritualist?” I asked. What I really meant was meeting with someone like my Granny. She was all about using your innate talents even if the person wasn’t born with an ounce of magical power. I could hear her words now: ‘People have in them whatever they need. They just need to be able to tap into it.’ “Someone like that might be able to help him.”

“The thing is, he doesn’t think he needs any help.”

“Magic is like a drug…” I said, thinking about the poor people from Ren’s magical crack den. They would’ve done anything for just the slightest touch of magic, including giving up their bodies. It made my heart sick…and sad for them. What if I couldn’t use my own magic? I’d like to think I wouldn’t go that low, but the truth was, I’d be devastated. Magic was a part of me, always had been. To miss a big chunk like that…I would suffer. 

“More than you know,” Dean said. “It’s made worse by the djinn because Dad doesn’t even do the magic for himself anymore. The djinn does it all. I don’t even know if he’d be able to pull on his own magic right now.”

“So, do you want us to get rid of the djinn for you?” Liam asked. “I guess I’m just still trying to decipher what it is that you want from us.”

Dean’s face paled. “I don’t really know either. When the djinn left, my dad started a downward spiral. I’d thought he finally lost it and he’s recovered some since the djinn came back, but there’s a hint of malice there now, as if he wants the genie to suffer for what he put him through. The djinn won’t even tell him where he went.”

“That’s odd,” Travis said. “If it’s your family’s wish to know, wouldn’t he have to tell him?”

Dean nodded. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I came to you guys because it doesn’t seem right. I don’t care that you haven’t gotten the call yet, but something’s not right. My dad has changed, and so has the djinn.” He shivered. “I don’t even like being at home anymore. There’s a veil of shadow everywhere.”

The guys and I all looked at one another. They were like me, so I knew they all wanted to help, but we were also stuck. We weren’t supposed to be getting involved in any Order business, but that was the least of our worries when it came to this case. What were we supposed to do to help when we didn’t even know what was wrong? Mr. Reid certainly didn’t feel like anything was wrong, so where would we even start?

Travis stood. “We’re going to need some time to talk about all this, Dean.”

He stood now too. He shook hands with Travis, holding his hard gaze. “I understand. I’ll wait for your call.”

The rest of us all stood up now while Travis walked him toward the door. They hadn’t even gotten two paces when Dean turned. “Remember who helped you guys out when you needed it. It wasn’t Ren who had the spell for the familiar, it was me. I’m merely only asking for a little something in return.” Without another glance, he walked away. Travis turned, shrugging at us as he showed Dean out. 

As soon as he left the room, the air in the house shifted. It went back to being my sanctuary again, especially being surrounded by my whole coven, each of the strings tethering us all together tightening when we moved in closer. 

When Travis returned, Gabe finally spoke up. “I don’t like that guy.”

I bit down on my lip. That wasn’t the problem though, was it? This was about doing what was right and what was wrong, and we always had to try to do what was right, right? That’s what we were here for.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

It’d been two days since Dean Reid contacted us about his family problem. We hadn’t come to a decision on what to do. Not because we didn’t want to help, but because his problem seemed to be on the outside of our jurisdiction. I certainly wasn’t Granny, so I couldn’t talk about all the spiritual stuff like she did in a way that would convince him to stay in the light. If we could find someone else…or I could sick Granny on him, but in death, Granny had a way of grating on people’s nerves. I could hear her now telling him to “suck it up” and “Boy, you better start doing what’s right or else”. None of that was particularly helpful right now. Mr. Reid needed an intervention, but by whom?

The djinn? That was a whole different story. He wasn’t doing anything wrong or else we would’ve been called. As Randy put it, we weren’t a one-stop-shop that dealt with everything magical. If I’d thought about it, I could’ve offered one of the all-seeing-eye bracelets I made at the shop to Dean. That might help get his father’s mindset back on track, and I knew for a fact they worked like a charm. Familiar-free I was, and I had nothing but the bracelet to thank for that.

As we stood at the bar, I checked the wrists on all my guys. My heart pounded in my ears until I realized they were all wearing theirs. I told them never to take it off. Especially Liam. I didn’t know if it was true or not, but I had an inkling that once you had a familiar on you, it was probably easier for others to attach. Not that Salem was swarmed by wandering familiars, but you never knew what would happen. 

The house music shook my ear drums, and the multi-colored strobe lights refracted off the dancing bodies on the dance floor. It’d been Gabe’s great idea to go out tonight. He’d just won his football game earlier in the day and wanted to celebrate. Since we didn’t have to worry about any call screwing up the day for us, we went to Nan’s, the place we all first unofficially met one another. Back then, the house music and the lights didn’t get to me. It made it even more exciting to watch them from across the room as they celebrated Randy’s birthday. Tonight, though, when there were so many other things on my mind, it detracted from my thinking.

Gabe pushed a bottle of beer closer to me. “You need to get out of your head. Drink this.”

I shook my head, but he jutted out his lower lip in the cutest pout face I’d ever seen on a Brit before. “You know all you have to do is talk and I melt inside.”

He scooted closer to me on the booth we all sat in off to the side. His hand came to rest on my thigh. “Love,” he practically purred. The muscles tightened in my stomach and instantly, I was drawn into his every word. He leaned over, his teeth tugged on my earlobe briefly before he whispered, “Please drink with me. I want to get snockered and then have wild monkey sex with you.”

“Monkey sex?”

That drew the attention of everyone around us. Randy’s teasing grin made my stomach turn to knots. Travis just shook his head while Liam’s brows furrowed in concentration, more than likely trying to figure out what exactly monkey sex was, same as me.

“Right,” he said, his accent teasing and alluring all at the same time. “No inhibitions. Just you, me, several of our closest friends.”

Gabe was up for threesomes. I already knew that. He was always up for the passion of it all. He didn’t care what it was as long as we were all enjoying it, the more erotic the better. Like the time he tried to entice Liam to us when he was entering me from behind.

My face blushed red. Oh, here we go. I should know better than to start thinking about sex with my guys in public. It made for a difficult night. 

“Perfect,” Gabe said. He pushed the beer toward me again and I slammed it. Smiling, he tugged on my arm and he pulled me toward the dance floor. With his hands on my hips at the outskirt of the floor, he urged me closer until we rubbed against one another, not quite close enough for my liking, but closer than was appropriate for a public setting. “You know what I love about you, Norah Darbonne?”

I shook my head. With Gabe, I never knew what was going to come out of his mouth. It was best just to ride the wave. 

His eyes twinkled, and I knew he was going to be sincere instead of making some sarcastic comment about my ass or something. “How wild and free you are.” He leaned in closer. “I love that you know what you want, and you go for it. I love that you’re not afraid to tell me or any of the rest of us exactly what you want down to the letter. That you embrace who you are is sexy as fuck.” He paused for a moment, his tongue grazing the outside of my ear. “Oh, and I also love that you’re a kickass witch.”

His hand trailed down my back, following the line of my spine. Goosebumps spread over my arms as he went. For a moment, I thought about putting a sleep spell over the whole bar, so Gabe and I could get down to business right there right now. His blue eyes danced with mischief as if he was daring me to.

Another body entered my personal space from behind. I tilted my head back, already knowing I’d see Travis there. His hips pushed mine right into Gabe’s and I groaned. Tilting my chin with his finger, he pressed his lips to mine in a heated, short kiss that only started my engines running for the night. 

Maybe going to a bar and not having to think about anything else was a great idea. I could think of more than a few fun things to do pressed between these two men. 

“I wish you had your skirt on,” Travis said, grinding his pelvis into me.

My hips pitched forward, sending me right into Gabe’s erection. Damn, these guys know what they were doing when it came to my body. I was with him one hundred percent. With a skirt on, Gabe could just sneak inside me right here. Everyone danced this close. It would be almost impossible to tell as long as I could keep the sounds coming from my mouth under control. I hadn’t been able to do that yet, but there was a first time for everything. 

“What do you think, Gabe?” Travis teased.

His face softened as I looked up into it. His blue eyes sparked with energy, and magic, and everything that made me attracted to him. “I think we’re extremely lucky.”

When I pushed back against Travis, he was hard now, too. Peeking over at the booth we’d come from, I’d noticed Randy and Liam had both gone rigid. We all weren’t focused on our problems anymore, it was just the five of us. 

Travis moved his hand around to my stomach and then lower. He got to my jeans and my breath hitched. Daring a look around, no one was even paying attention to us. They were all caught up in their own lives. 

The zipper lowered on my jeans. 

“Travis,” I breathed out.

He kissed my neck. “It was a neat trick you showed me earlier. Perfect for what I want to do now.”

The button popped next and Travis’s fingers inched just under my panty line. My legs quivered, and sensing my hesitation, Gabe pulled me closer. “I got you.”

Travis dared even lower, caressing over my hair and then to my clit. He pressed down, and I made a choked noise in the back of my throat. There were so many people around us. My heart galloped in my chest as if it was going for a long run but didn’t want to start out slow. 

Travis’s teeth teased my neck. “Fuck, you’re wet.”

“That’s because you’re going to finger me in public,” I breathed out.

“Yes, I am. And Gabe’s going to kiss you senseless, and Randy and Liam are going to watch.”

I looked over at them. Their gazes were intense. They knew exactly what we were up to. Randy was barely keeping it under control, and I knew he had to be sporting the biggest boner right now. I stifled a moan by biting down on my lower lip.

Gabe moved his hips forward, pushing Travis’s finger inside of me. “Oh God,” I said.

“You should probably start kissing her now,” Travis said, and before Gabe could even get his lips to mine, he started working his finger. He pulled it out, likely moving against Gabe, and then Gabe made another slow movement forward, pushing his hips—and Travis’s finger—into me. It was like they were connected, working in tandem to get me off in front of all these people.

All these people.

I looked around, my head falling back a little, but Gabe followed, closing the distance between all of us. I moved my hips against Travis’s finger. Gabe responded, using hip thrusts of his own, which only heightened the feeling. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him to me as Travis slid his finger in and out. 

“Fuck, Norah. I’m going to feel you come right here in front of everybody.”

My legs quivered at his words. I was so wet; his finger must’ve been dripping. Doing something like this in public was more than a little arousing. I wanted to come in front of all these people, like we were sneaking around in plain daylight—or with lasers glinting off us every once in a while. Same thing.

Travis pushed his finger inside and then hooked it. I made a soft noise into Gabe’s mouth, but he ate it up. He pulled away just long enough to stare down at me. “That’s right, Baby Girl. Take what we give you.” He ground his hips into Travis’s hand again. His jaw clamped down as a roll of pleasure went through him. 

“Yes,” I said, loving the way his face looked. I didn’t want to just take pleasure, I loved that they were having fun, too. 

“We’re going to need some place private after this,” Gabe ground out.

Travis moved faster. My head fell back on his shoulder and Gabe kissed my neck, following the curve that led down onto my collar bone. The halter top I had on gave him plenty of access to skin and he took advantage of it. I pressed my lips together as Travis’s moves became more urgent. 

“Pull her legs apart,” Travis ordered.

Gabe snuck his knee in, pulling first my right leg out, then my left. Travis pushed up on my ass, giving him a better angle. I let out a low moan that Gabe quickly silenced with one of his fierce kisses.

Travis took most of my weight now as Gabe just moved forward urging us all together. “That’s right, Norah,” he whispered.

His other hand tracked over my belly and I stiffened. He knew me, and he knew what I wanted. As soon as he touched me there, I was going to come apart. I pulled Gabe closer as my knees went weak. His scorching kisses pushed me higher and higher until Travis’s thumb grazed over my clit.

I came. Hard, and fast.

Travis swore as my pussy clenched around his finger. Gabe took every sound I wanted to make and kissed it away, keeping me from sharing with the world what I’d just experienced, but at the same time, prolonging the orgasm until I just shuddered in their hands. We danced to the end of the song, Travis keeping his finger inside until the last notes sounded. Then, he carefully pulled it free, rearranged my panties back up, followed by the zipper.

“Allow me,” Gabe said. He reached for the button and pushed it through the hole until I was all wrapped up nicely again. Then, he let his hand drift down, pressing over my swollen lips in a promise for more.

I looked around. No one was the wiser until my eyes laid on Randy and Liam. Their eyes were rounded and the muscles in Randy’s forearms were prominently displayed as he gripped his beer bottle fiercely.

“Another dance?” Travis asked.

I tested my own weight, making sure I could carry myself. I was sure I needed a trip to the bathroom to freshen up. “Rain check?” I asked. I turned around and kissed him on the lips. “Thank you for that.”

“My pleasure.”

Then, I turned to give Gabe a kiss. “We should dance more often, and not just if that happens. You’ve got some moves.”

He winked. “You haven’t seen all my good moves yet, Love.”

I couldn’t imagine what else he had in store, but I was a willing participant.

I winked back and excused myself to go to the bathroom. Dodging people as I went, I finally got to the back hall. It was one of the dingiest areas in the place, or maybe that was because it was one of the few places that was well lit. Writings littered the wall. Some in sharpie, some in highlighter. Reaching out to touch it, I immediately pulled my hand back. Who knew what kind of gross things were on the wall? If my guys and I could get away with fingering me on the dance floor, I was sure other people did more than that right here against the wall. It was in the back after all. A ways away from everything else.

I pushed the door to the ladies’ bathroom open. The glaring white light from the fluorescents above made me blink. Stepping into one of the stalls, I was right. I was completely soaked down there, but thankfully, it hadn’t gone through my jeans. I cleaned up as best I could and then walked out. Fixing my hair in the mirror, and rearranging my shirt, I finally felt put together enough to go back out there to face my guys. A fleeting thought about strip clubs entered my mind as I pulled the door open, a paper towel in my hand. I turned to throw it away and when I turned back around, I stopped mid-stride. 

In the dim light of the small hall, a figure stood in front of me. It was no person. At least all of it wasn’t. It had hair over its large thighs and chest. Little tufts that sprouted in some areas more than others. Moving up, his back was a hunched though his shoulders were wide with scarce fur coating them. I swallowed when I met its gaze. A monster. Its teeth glinted in the light. The light flickered overhead, lighting and then relighting the figure, but it was still the same every time. Thick, dark eyebrows lay atop wide, large eyes. The lips were thin over the sharp fangs. He bared his teeth, and I took a step back. Inching closer, my hands came forward in an immediate reaction. “Sleep.”

It only blinked. Son of a bitch. My magic hadn’t worked. 

It took another silent step forward. I inched along the wall. It hadn’t made an aggressive move toward me, so there wasn’t anything I could do. With my back completely against the wall, I scooted down it until we were face to face. His eyes flashed, and a deep growl came up from its throat. 

Djinn.

I knew it. He looked almost exactly like the picture Liam showed me from the Order book. Why couldn’t it have come as The Rock? And what the hell was the djinn doing here in the first place? I didn’t call it.

He let me move around him until I turned, mixing in with the crowd, and even forcibly moving people away from me so I could get to my guys quicker. I was stronger with them. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the djinn slip through the crowd quietly. The people didn’t even notice as he stepped around them, his eyes fixated on me. 

I kept going, not even looking to where I was going until I ran into a hard body. Randy. Thank fuck. I threw my arms around him and he immediately wound his own around mine. “Djinn,” I said, sneaking a peek behind me.

Randy’s muscles tensed. He looked up. “Shit.”

Then, the rest of them were there, too. I could feel them come in close, hovering around us like we did best. Stronger together.

I turned, more confident now that they were all there. We faced off right in the middle of Nan’s. The djinn held back though. It eyed me, then moved outward, taking in the rest of my coven until bam, it just disappeared. The bar moved along beside us as if nothing had happened. My heart was in my throat and I blinked at the spot where he’d just been, but he wasn’t. The djinn was just gone.

I faced the rest of the guys. “What in the fuck was a djinn doing in here?”

“The Reid’s?” Liam asked, voicing what I was sure was on all our minds.

That was the only djinn I knew, but what the hell had it meant by coming here and finding me? What was the point?

“Fuck if I know,” Randy said. “I knew we shouldn’t have gotten mixed up in the Reid’s shit.”

“We haven’t though,” Travis said. “We didn’t make a decision yet.”

“Yeah, when has that ever stopped anything from happening? Let’s just get back home and beyond the wards.”

We were already walking toward the exit when I said, “If the wards even help. I tried to put him to sleep, but he just blinked at me.”

“Great,” Travis said sarcastically. “I love it when our magic doesn’t work.”

A pit opened in my stomach. A djinn. A powerful family, and now my magic was on the fritz again. What in the actual fuck?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Randy leaned over me while I sat on the couch. He rubbed the back of my neck in small circles. “You okay?”

I shivered just thinking about that ugly thing. “I’m fine,” I grumbled, upset at the way I’d handled things back at the bar. I was stronger than that. Who cared if he didn’t react to the sleep spell? I could’ve tried something else. I didn’t have to run to my coven just for protection. I was Norah Darbonne for Christ’s sakes. For all that inner monologue, there was something else though. The djinn had just looked creepy as fuck. He’d looked like the monster reincarnate I’d been convinced was under my bed as a child. The same one that got me so scared, Mom had to come in and lay with me until I’d fallen asleep. 

Another shiver racked me, and Randy pressed his fingertips deeper into my skin. “Talk to me.”

“It’s just that he was so gross.”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice dropping into a low husk. “He was a nasty looking thing.”

“I’ve never seen a monster like that before. Dean said his djinn came to him in human form, so is that the Reid’s djinn or not?”

Randy pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “I don’t know but I plan on finding out.”

Liam held up a hand. “Before you do that, I feel as if I need to bring up the fact that we’re not allowed to do any Order business. Walter forbid it.”

“Fuck Walter,” Gabe said.

I looked up at him, surprised at his outburst. 

He shook his head. “Its bloody nonsense is what it is. We acted in a way we thought was best for our coven and now we’re getting punished for it.”

“It’s not exactly a punishment,” Travis said. “I think they really don’t know how Norah’s going to affect our magic, so they’re taking precautions.”

“But we know how she affects our magic. She makes us better, so I’m still on the ‘I don’t give a fuck what Walter says’ plan. The djinn came after Norah, so we have to do something about it.”

A moment of hesitation ran up my spine while Gabe and Randy nodded at one another. 

Liam looked at me. “Do you think he was after you?”

I shrugged. “I can’t say that he was. It was evident he was there for me because he showed himself to me first, but he had plenty of opportunity to get to me when we were in that small hallway, but he didn’t. He let me walk right by him and get back to you guys after I tried to put him in the sleep spell. Then again, he kind of growled at me at the same time.”

“A warning,” Gabe said.

Liam grabbed a book from the coffee table and tossed it in Gabe’s direction. “Let’s just keep reading up on the djinns. We don’t know enough about them yet to make a decision about what to do.”

“We know enough about this one. It came there for Norah and it’s not as if he offered to grant her a wish. If he didn’t do that, then he’s not on our side. She didn’t call him to her.”

They all looked at me as if they expected me to refute that. “Listen, I’ll be the first to admit I thought it was cool to have a genie, but no, I didn’t call one and I wouldn’t even know how to even if I wanted to.”

“See,” Gabe said.

Liam just shook his head and looked down at the webpage he’d been reading on his laptop before Gabe’s outburst. 

I gave Gabe a small smile, but he just kept stewing. His face was red, framed by his blond hair he reminded me of an erupting volcano. Why couldn’t we go back to the bar where we were having a good time dancing? Maybe that was part of the reason I’d been scared when the djinn showed up. We thought we were finally getting some time where we wouldn’t have to worry about these types of things then, bam, another paranormal thing happened right in the middle of our good, stress-free time.

Travis walked over to Liam to look over his shoulder. “What are you finding out?”

Liam shrugged. “Not much so far, but the best I can tell, djinn aren’t necessarily bad. They’re strictly creatures that follow through on whatever their master wishes.”

“And their master,” Gabe started, unrelenting. “Somehow wanted to get to Norah. Why else would it have showed up at Nan’s? It’s not like it just happened there by accident and found us. Dean Reid sent it.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense either,” Randy added. “Why would Dean Reid come ask for our help and then send the djinn to Norah? I don’t know if I buy that, and trust me, I don’t like the Reid’s either.” He flicked his gaze toward Liam for a moment who was too enthralled in reading to even see.

“We can figure all that stuff out later, but we have to come to a decision on one thing,” Travis said, his fingers curling into the couch cushions. “Are we telling Walter and the superiors about this, or no?”

“No,” Gabe said immediately. 

My stomach dropped with the intensity of his reaction. I sat up from my own position and went over to him. I unwound his arms he’d curled around his chest when he noticed I was coming over and then sat down facing him, my legs pulled up onto the couch beside us. “Hey,” I said.

“Don’t try to change my mind.”

“I’m not,” I told him earnestly, then I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I’m just worried about you.” I tracked my finger along his jaw bone until he looked me in the eye. “Where’s my smiling Gabe?”

“He’s taking a vacation,” he said, deliberately looking away from me.

“Well, I need him back. I get why you’re upset, but we have to all come to a conclusion on this.”

He looked down, an almost challenge in his voice. “You know why I’m upset?”

I nodded, making sure I had his full attention before I said anything. “Because your Gabe and you’re an Enforcer. Your grandfather was an Enforcer before you and it’s all you ever wanted to be. Well, besides a football champion. You don’t know how not to be a member of the Order and just because you gained your fifth, which you have no control over, Walter comes in here and tells you that you can’t do any of your Order duties until they figure things out.”

His eyes widened the more I talked, and he started to loosen up. 

“Does that sound about right?”

He swallowed, then moved forward, his head angling until his lips pressed into mine. They were firm yet soft. Sure, yet pliant. We melded so well together it made my heart sing. I understood his sentiment though. It was nice having someone know you. Someone who really understood you, sometimes even before you knew why you did things yourself. It made you feel far from lonely. I got him and he got me, and he told me all that in the kiss we shared in front of everybody.

“Good,” Travis said. “Now that Norah’s calmed Gabe down, can we talk about this rationally?”

Gabe finished the kiss, appreciation and a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Screw you, Mate.”

I lifted up and gave him a peck on the lips. Then, I turned around on Gabe’s lap and pulled his arms around me while I faced the rest of them. “I say we come to a conclusion the way you always do. A vote.”

“Sounds good to me,” Travis said. He gave me a wink, and I smiled back at him. “Who thinks we should tell Walter what’s going on?”

Travis, Liam, and I all raised our hands. A rumble started in Gabe’s chest. 

I turned to him, pulling his head down so I could whisper in his ear. “Just because we tell them doesn’t mean we can’t do anything about it on our own. It’s a courtesy.”

“What if they send someone else here to deal with it?” he asked, his voice still hard. “Salem’s our territory.”

“Do you really think they’re going to do that?” I countered. “We didn’t get the call. Nothing really happened. We’re just giving them a heads up.”

“I vote for Norah’s idea,” Randy said. 

Travis and Liam gave me a disapproving look, but I just smiled back at them. If there was anything I’d learned, it was that you had to make decisions for yourself. Not everyone had your best interests at heart. Gabe and I felt the same about that. If the Order had really wanted to know about us, they would’ve stayed and asked questions about what I did to them, but they didn’t. Which told me they already had their preconceived notions about what a female Enforcer did. The one and only question Walter asked me, inside my own head no less, was what kind of relationship I had with the guys. Why should that matter unless he had proof of something else? They were holding back, so we should be able to too.

“Fine,” Travis said, “I’ll make the call.” He turned away, his hand already on his cell, but I called his name. He looked over, and I crooked a finger at him. He came forward and Gabe pressed me back against him. My heart stuttered. I was a few seconds away from being in a Travis and Gabe sandwich again. 

I called Travis down. “Closer,” I told him. When he was only several inches away, I leaned up and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you.”

Gabe’s hips moved up, sending a satisfying thrill through me. I loved that this boy was up for anything. It was hot as fuck. We’d have to do something like that again.

“Any time,” Travis said, his green eyes blazing.

Travis spun on his heel and left the room to make the call. As soon as he left, the sexual tension in the room died a few notches. Randy’s jaw locked, but then he moved closer to Liam, taking up Travis’s spot looking over his shoulder. “Is there anything in there that explains why Norah’s magic wouldn’t work?”

Liam’s head lolled from side to side as if he wasn’t exactly sure, but he had a theory. “Not really,” he said.

“But what do you think?”

He looked up over his laptop, then shut the cover and moved it to the table in front of him. “I think maybe that the djinn was sent to us by someone more powerful than you, and so the djinn was there to do whatever its master told him to do, and it didn’t matter that you tried to stop him.”

“Because he was controlled by a more powerful witch than Norah?” Gabe asked, pulling me closer against his chest.

Liam nodded.

“Well, it’s not Dean Reid, then,” Randy said. “Norah could take Dean.”

“But what about his father?” Gabe asked. “If his family has had control over the djinn for centuries, maybe that would override anything Norah has even if Mr. Reid isn’t more powerful than her. Since Mr. Reid is the one who technically has control over the djinn and not Dean, he could’ve sent it.”

“For what reason?” I asked. “Mr. Reid doesn’t even know about me.”

“Maybe he knows Dean came here to ask for help, and he’s trying to scare us off,” Randy said with a slight shrug. 

That was the best working theory yet. “So, you know what this means?” I asked. I waited until they all looked at me. “No matter what Walter tells Travis on the phone, we have to contact Dean to find out what the hell happened. We don’t have a choice because there’s no way I’m going to let a djinn just follow me around all the time and not do anything about it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Randy blinked at me. “Do you have to wear that?”

He’d just knocked on my door to see if I was ready. I’d answered in a low V-neck cut shirt that showed major cleavage. The v cut so low it was at least an inch under my breasts before it stopped. “This is how you get guards to open gates for you, so yes.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Are you going to go all caveman on me?” I asked, intrigued.

He stalked forward and all the breath in my lungs whooshed out. I bit down on my lip to keep from smiling. He could throw me over his shoulder and carry me to the bed. As I thought it, he did exactly that. He plucked me off the ground easily and carried me back inside the room. “You, Norah, are in so much trouble.”

Heat seized between my legs. “I am?” I asked, sucking in a breath.

“First,” Randy said, his voice gruff. He let me go, and I bounced onto the bed. He stood over me, his eyes hard. “You let me watch you get off in between Travis and Gabe in a crowded bar.”

“You loved it.”

“I’m talking,” he said, drawing closer, inching my legs open.

“Then, you let Gabe devour you when you’re two feet away from me. Again, I watch.”

“You can always join.”

He gave me a menacing look. “Now, you’re going to wear this shirt for someone else, so he can get a full look of you. You know he’s going to be thinking about your tits, what they look like on display, what they feel like in his hands…”

My nipples hardened at his words. They really wanted to feel Randy’s rough hands on them, torturing them with his skilled movements. I had so little time it was impossible to fill it with everything I wanted to do with my guys. There were too many other things to worry about, like djinns and powerful families, which made it more difficult to do what I really wanted. Right now, it was yanking Randy’s pants down and telling him he’d better enter me or else.

“What time is it?” I asked, my voice breathy even to my own ears.

“Time to head out,” he said. He reached out, trailing a finger down my cleavage, then up and under my shirt where my nipple pebbled and waited. He kept going though, glossing over it, barely even a thought to give me what I wanted. 

I groaned in frustration.

“Sucks, doesn’t it?”

“Then…?”

“We don’t have time,” he said simply if not with a bit of revenge. He was talking about the fact that Mr. and Mrs. Reid were headed to a gala tonight, and we saw it as a perfect opportunity to show up at their house, hoping Dean would be home alone. As for me, I was planning on getting past Owen again like I did the first time. It worked once, so it would work again.

I trailed my own hands down over my breasts, my chest heaving into my palms to fill them until I kept going, lower and lower until I was at the inseam of my jeans. “You know what was best about being at the bar?”

Randy’s gaze had followed my hands and they were now stuck to where I was. I pressed down, right over top of my clit, my hips reacting on their own accord while Randy’s eyes filled with fire.

“Feeling like we were free to do anything. No worries, no magic, no djinn. Just me and a couple of my guys acting out of instinct.”

So, I was bad. I was trying to get him to cave. He’d started it though, so there was no way I was going to apologize. He was the one who instigated it with the rough talk. He was the one who touched first, heightening my senses. I was just going to finish it. 

Randy made a noise in the back of his throat that sounded like a tortured harrumph. I hooked one leg around his, and then grabbed his hand, throwing my weight over top of him until we rolled, and I was in the power position now. That old saying, the bigger they are, the harder they fall? It was true, especially when he didn’t fight me. He could act as tough as he wanted, but he wanted this. 

Once he was flat on his back on the bed, I went to work on his belt. I unclasped it, pulling it out from its restraints and then worked on his jeans next until they were yanked down, his huge cock standing there proudly just waiting for me.

“Don’t tease me, Norah,” he breathed.

“It’s like you don’t even know me,” I said, moving forward. I wrapped my lips around his hard cock and sucked. His hips pumped up into my mouth and I took him all in. He was already salty at the tip, and he was on fire, waiting for me. This wouldn’t be a nice, sultry jaunt toward climax. This would be quick and dirty, strictly out of need to feel the other. 

I teased him with my lips for as long as I could stand it. Then, I stood, undoing my own jeans and letting them fall to the floor before kicking them off. My panties were next. I tossed them to the side with my feet and then climbed on top of Randy. It was like climbing on top of a sleeping rock. He grabbed my hips, already pulling me forward and I sank down onto him, making us both cry out. He was big, by far the biggest out of all my guys. Size truly wasn’t everything, it was knowing how to use it, but damn if it didn’t fill me, making me stretch and ache in a glorious way.

“Fuck, Randy.”

He grunted, urging my hips to move, and I obliged. I was already slick with want, and the way he filled me, touching all the sensitive areas made it easy to already be on the uphill stretch to orgasm. 

I ground against him, coming down hard. His eyes sparked. “Again.”

“Fuck,” I breathed again. There was nothing like seeing him just as aroused as I was. I reached up under his shirt, feeling his massive muscles. His strength, his power, lent an irresistible urge to make him come for me. That I could give this guy anything was amazing. I could make him go to his knees in want, cry out in ecstasy. Little old me and this gorgeous specimen of a man. He was so hard inside me. His hips came up to meet mine until he hit the backside of my wall time and time again.

He reached up, tearing my shirt open so he could see my breasts instead of just the cleavage. I was bare, exposed in a beautiful way as I rode him. “Make them bounce,” he ordered.

My thighs squeezed together as I made my motions more pronounced, forcing my hips up and then down furiously until they did just as he asked. 

“That’s right. Fuck me. Show me what I’ve been missing.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. I went to turn, but he grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him.

“Don’t you even dare. Fuck me good.”

The footsteps stopped, and I pictured any one of the guys in the doorway watching us. I slammed own on top of him, throwing my head back to let out a cry. 

“Again.”

Fuck yes. He was so hard, so perfect. I felt my breasts bob as I came down again, harder and faster, doing exactly what he wanted, exactly what we both needed. The last one sent my world spinning. “Oh, Randy,” I started. “I’m going to come.”

“Again,” he ordered. “Squeeze me tight.”

I pulled my muscles in until I sank on top of him again, losing the fight against the oncoming orgasm. It ripped through me in a delicious pleasure, and I made sure he knew it too, calling out his name. 

He took my hips, angling them while pumping up a few short times until he, too, ground into me, his cock constricting and then spurting what he had inside me. I closed my eyes, loving the feeling of being fulfilled like that. When I opened my eyes, I smiled down at him. “You should punish me more often.”

“I might have to if you don’t straighten out.”

I moved over top of him and he groaned. God yes, I could so go for a round two.

Someone cleared their throat behind us and I turned. Travis stood in the doorway, leaning against the doorjamb with his hands crossed over his chest. He looked sexy enough to eat. “The rest of the guys are already in the car.”

“We’re coming,” I told him.

“So I heard.”

“Don’t be jealous,” Randy said.

“It was my fault,” I told Travis. “There was a low-cut shirt involved. Randy couldn’t stand it.”

“I bet,” he said, smirking. “Are the rest of the guys going to be able to handle it?”

“She just needed to know that she was ours because she wore it for Owen.”

“Owen?” Travis asked, his forehead wrinkling.

“The guard,” Randy explained.

Travis’s jaw locked down just as I’d seen Randy’s do.

“It’s nothing,” I told him, thrilled that they were a little jealous. “It’s just how you get things done around men who think with their little heads.”

“Men don’t think with their little heads,” Travis said. “Boys do.”

I couldn’t argue with him there. If Owen was a true man, I wouldn’t have been able to seduce him in that way unless he was mine. He thought he could have me just because of what I wore. A true man would know the difference between a woman wearing a shirt like that for herself and wearing a shirt like that to get attention from her man.

I backed off Randy and turned, letting Travis take his fill of me. “You’re right.” I found my clothes on the floor and got dressed, pulling my shirt back into place so Travis could see what the fuss was about. “What do you think?”

“I think you look hot as fuck. I don’t mind you wearing a shirt like that as long as one of us gets to take it off you at the end of the night.”

A smile peeled my lips apart. “Have I mentioned lately how much I love you guys?”

Travis started to walk toward me, but his phone rang in his back pocket. His jaw set even though he took one last look at me. “We better get going. We don’t want to miss the opportunity to talk with Dean in private.” When I pouted, he silenced the phone and kissed me on the forehead. “I know. Hopefully soon, we’ll be able to get things back to normal.”

“You guys never had girlfriends when it was just Order business, did you?” I asked.

Travis rubbed his jaw. “Jax did. He was the only one of us with a serious girlfriend.”

I swallowed, unsure of what to say next. Obviously, it had worked out for them because Jennie knew about the Order. If she hadn’t, she might’ve wondered why her boyfriend was always running off to do things. 

A completely dressed Randy came up behind me and put his arms around my waist. “It will all be good when things calm down. You’ll see.”

Randy knew exactly what he was doing. I never felt safer when I was wrapped in his huge python arms that swallowed me up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

We parked just down the road from the Reid’s grand estate. The Spanish looking mansion was set apart from the houses surrounding it, not only in construction, but in grandness too. It was by far the biggest on the street and there was also something else about it. Maybe it was the magic that surrounded it, something only noticeable by those who were like us. We got out of the Jeep and then the guys hung back as I approached the gate by myself. We thought it would be easier to get their attention if I went first, especially if it was Owen on duty again. It was about the same time of night, so it wouldn’t be a shock.

Instead of walking nonchalantly by like last time, I went right up to the iron gate and wrapped my hand around the cylindrical bars. A shaped moved out of the corner of my eye and I turned, “Owen?” I whispered.

He moved forward, coming into the dusky light of the streetlamp that reached only so far. “Hi,” he said, a smile reaching his ears. “I wasn’t sure if I would see you again.”

“Yeah, sorry we had to leave it like that.” I truly was, too. Yes, I wanted to use Owen to get in to see Dean, but he was actually a pretty nice guy. I hated he’d gotten caught in what we were trying to do last time. “You didn’t get in much trouble, did you?”

Owen shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

“Good,” I said, a little relieved. “Listen, is Dean home? I need to talk to him.”

Owen’s face fell. He was probably used to getting overlooked by someone who had more money and more power than him. 

“It’s about something important,” I said. “He actually came to my friends and I for help and we didn’t know of another way to contact him without his family around.”

Owen moved closer. “You’re right about that. Mr. and Mrs. Reid are out at another party and yes, Dean’s home. He’s asked to not be disturbed though.”

Randy moved in behind me, his patience wearing thin. I sighed when I felt him next to me. If he’d just let me do my thing, but no, he had to come butt in. “We need to see Dean Reid.”

I looked at Owen with a pleading look even though he lost all his friendly attitude and now looked much more like the guard who was guarding an important house with important people inside. 

“Like I said,” trying again. “He asked us for help. Could you just tell him that we’re here and let him make the decision?”

Randy made a growling noise in the back of this throat, but I reached behind me and pushed him away, telling him to let me deal with it.

“Who’s he?”

“A friend,” I said, being intentionally vague.

The rest of them came out of the shadows now. I could imagine what this looked like to Owen. Me in the front with four men flanking me. His eyes rounded, then he turned to me, his expression changed from one of openness to incredulity. “Who are they?”

Liam stepped forward, his hands coming up by mine on the iron bars. “We’re members of the Order. Please tell Dean we’re here to see him.”

“The Order? Of the Akasha?”

“Yes, that Order,” Travis said dryly.

“He really did ask us for help,” I said, trying to get Owen’s attention back to me. “We’re not here to do anything bad. Really. He’s not in trouble. Just call him and tell him we’re here to see him. Please.”

Owen’s shoulders sagged. “Just, hold on.”

He turned away, taking his cell phone out of his pocket. Randy sized up the iron gate in front of us, but I touched his arm and shook my head. That wouldn’t be necessary. Dean would see us. There was no reason for him not to.

Owen had a brief conversation with someone on the other end of the line. When he turned around again, he unlocked the gate and pulled it open. “Dean said he’ll be waiting for you by the front door.”

“Thank you,” I told him. The only other one to say it was Gabe and he said it almost haughtily that it wasn’t anything anyone would’ve considered sincere.

We strode forward and as one, descended upon the front door. Dean pulled it open for us. He was still dressed in complete snobby fashion. Today he wore a black polo shirt over gray dress pants. A black belt with a silver buckle completed the ensemble and his dirty blond hair was still styled to perfection without a single hair out of place even though it had to be close to midnight. Was this guy constantly in this state? I was lucky if I ran a brush through my hair in the morning and the only reason I did was because it would be a crazy nest only a few hours later and I’d have to suffer through a detangling the likes normal people had never seen. It was awful.

We walked through the elaborate foyer and then Dean led us into a sitting room with leather couches. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the high fashion brown leather. “I’m assuming you’ve come here because you made a decision?”

Gabe held his hand out, stopping us all. He had that look on his face again from earlier. “We’re here because the djinn showed itself to Norah. So, there’s only one question we have for you. Did you tell it to do that to scare us into helping you? Because if that’s the case, you can just go fuck yourself and your riches and your power and—”

“—your sweet Corvette,” Travis finished.

Seriously?

Dean’s face fell. “You saw our djinn?”

“I don’t technically know if it was your djinn. He didn’t come to me as you explained. He wasn’t a dark-skinned man with a bald head. In fact, he wasn’t human at all. He looked like the picture from the book Liam had.”

Dean blinked. He backed up until the backs of his knees hit a leather chair and then he sat, looking relieved to be doing so. “We haven’t seen the djinn. In fact, I kind of thought maybe you guys had done something like I asked.”

“So, you didn’t send it to Norah?” Randy asked.

Dean shook his head.

“What about your father?” Liam asked right after as if we were in a police interrogation room.

He shook his head again. “He doesn’t even know about Norah, so there’d be no way he would send it to her. Besides, he uses the djinn for power and money and prestige. What would sending the djinn to Norah do? Trust me, he’s all about that right now and there’s absolutely no other reason why he would use the djinn.”

The guys and I all looked at one another. Dean certainly seemed sincere. “Has this ever happened before?” Liam asked. “Your djinn acting on its own.”

“No way,” Dean said. “He’s tethered to us. He does what we say, and I’m telling you we didn’t sick him on Norah. I want your help. Why would I send it to frighten her?”

“He didn’t frighten me,” I snapped. Okay, maybe I was a little sensitive to the fact that he kind of did frighten me. Whatever. 

“Pardon me,” Dean said, and he actually bowed his head. 

Who freaking did that?

“Let’s get one thing straight,” Randy said while the rest of us tried to work the problem out in our heads. “I don’t like you, Dean Reid. I don’t like what your family does, and I certainly don’t like the idea that you’ve had a djinn doing your family’s bidding your whole life. But,” he said, emphasizing the word. “There’s no other djinn we know of and if it is acting on its own accord, we’re going to need your help to figure out why it showed itself to Norah.”

A tingle started in the back of my neck. If it was just coming for me, that sounded awfully familiar. “Dupre.”

“Dupre’s dead,” Gabe said. “It’s not him.”

We all knew that, but that wasn’t technically my point. “If it’s not Dupre, it’s got to be who he was working for. That’s the only other reason why I would be targeted.”

“You’ve been targeted in the past?” Dean asked.

“Yep,” I said, plopping down into one of his big leather couches. “Someone has it out for me…bad.”

“That still doesn’t explain why my family djinn would be involved in this. It’s only supposed to do what we tell it to do.”

“And there’s no way around that?” Liam asked.

Dean shrugged. “Not that I’m aware. I don’t even have complete control of it until my father passes, so…”

“And you’re sure this couldn’t be about your father?” Gabe asked. “You don’t think he knows about Norah, but what if he does?”

“I guess I don’t know,” Dean answered. “She’d have to have something he wanted. And he gets what he wants, trust me. It’s why we have the djinn.”

Me? Having something a man like Mr. Reid wanted? What did I have that anyone could want? I literally moved here with nothing but the essentials. I didn’t even have enough clothes. I didn’t even have enough dollars to rub together to have a nice place back in New Orleans. The only things I had now were because of my coven.

“I don’t have anything,” I said. “I literally have nothing. I’ve never been wealthy.” I almost laughed thinking about the little cabin I grew up in with Granny.

“Wealth can come in other forms, too,” Dean said. “Don’t pretend you’re not a powerful witch. I could feel the imprint of you just when I was walking up to the Pryor Estate yesterday. Your purple magic was like a glow over everything.”

“Why would you be telling us this, Dean? Are you saying your father does want Norah?”

“I don’t know if it’s him or it’s not, but he has to be stopped.” Dean stood now. “I told you that the other day, he’s going to drive himself insane. My ancestors have always been able to reign it in, but not my father lately. His greed, his wants, are becoming venomous and he’ll stop at nothing to get them. If he goes dark, there’s no bringing him back. That ruins our family for more than just him. For all of us.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Liam

 

I couldn’t shake the feeling I kept having about this guy. First, he walks up to my parents’ house like he’d been there before. Got past the wards that we knew worked because they went off when the superiors came in. Then, just knocked on the door like nothing. I wasn’t sure if anyone else had noticed this, but I certainly had. It meant he’d been allowed in the house before and thought of as a friend. 

He knew something about my parents. It would make sense because the Pryor’s, my birth parents, were rich and powerful just like the Reid’s. 

Norah tugged on my arm as Dean led us into his basement. I’d talked him into letting us look inside because there was nothing in the Order books except generalities about the djinn. We needed more information and where better to find it than a family who’d had one at their disposal for centuries. 

“Hey,” she said, to get my attention again. “Is there something going on?”

I tried to ease the tension out of my shoulders. I didn’t know why I cared to know more about my family. They’d abandoned me. They’d let me go when they’d had more than enough of everything to take care of me, so why should I care? But there was always this tug there to try to figure out why. I knew deep down that it wouldn’t do anything to satisfy me, but I wanted to know. I rubbed my forehead and the cute crease between Norah’s eyes deepened. “I’ve just got this feeling that Dean knows a lot about my parents.”

Her eyes rounded a bit. “And you want to know more?”

“It’s stupid,” I told her, relaying what the nagging voice in my head kept saying.

She shrugged. “Not necessarily. You want to know why your parents gave you up because it’s obvious they weren’t starving or unfit or any of the other reasons you made up in your head as a kid.”

“It still feels like a slight toward my foster parents. They did everything for me.”

She bit her lip, thinking. “I know it’s not the same, but after my mom passed, I kind of resented Granny a bit. I should’ve been thrilled that she was up to the task to take me in, but I was too busy being angry at her because she was just so…weird.” She cracked a smile. “Anyway, I can understand it. No matter what happened afterward, you’re going to have this feeling that your true parents should’ve been the ones taking care of you. It didn’t matter how good you had it. I mean, I know why my mom couldn’t, but for you, that’s left in the open. You should ask him.”

“We have way more important things to worry about than that right now.”

“I could give two shits if we were facing down a reincarnated Dupre right now, I still think you deserve answers to your questions, Liam. Ask him.”

Dean opened the door, and I saw Norah make a face. This must’ve been the door she wasn’t able to open when she came here last time. It was the only thing separating her from getting answers about how to get the familiar off me, and in essence, to save me from myself. 

I held back and watched as the parties split up. Travis and Gabe trailed their fingers over old volumes. In another time, I would’ve been impressed with the number of books in this room, but I was too preoccupied. Randy crossed his arms in front of his chest and after giving me a small smile, Norah walked over to him. She was always making sure we were okay, and sometimes we weren’t. She’d clamped onto that emotion from me just now. Noticing Dean was by himself in the corner of the room, I walked up to him. I was never one for being sociable, so I said the first thing that came to my head. “Did you know my parents?”

Dean started a little, but then turned coolly toward me. He was a little younger than me, but the way he held himself made him feel older, wiser. I hated feeling I was lesser than him. It was just a fault of mine in my own head, but I couldn’t help feeling that way, regardless. He had power and prestige. My self-doubt was in an uproar.

“I was wondering if you were ever going to ask me that.”

“Well…?”

“I did,” he said. His eyes got this far away look. Through the coven bond, I could feel the rest of their attention on me even though they were giving me space. Randy’s was heightened, but Norah’s was calm and cool as if she was talking him down on the outside as well as the inside. “Your parents were best friends with my parents. I’m surprised you don’t remember me at all. We used to play together when we were younger. Then again…”

“I had my mind wiped.”

He nodded. 

“If we used to play together, how come when I came back to Salem, you didn’t try to make contact with me?”

“You came back as a member of the Order and in case you haven’t been keeping up, my family has a djinn, bordering on the line of good versus bad. So, no, I wasn’t going to reach out to you. I knew you wouldn’t remember me, anyway.”

“Okay…”

He looked at me as if he didn’t know what else I wanted him to say and I didn’t know either. I wanted a reason, I guessed. I wanted their excuse for giving me up, for not bringing me up in the world they grew up in.

“I don’t know what it’s like for you,” Dean said, his face switching to sincere. “What do you want to know, Liam?”

Again, I asked without thinking first. “Is that my real name? Liam?”

Norah made a sharp intake of breath, but through the bond, I felt that Randy was there for her. I’d never expressed that before. I wasn’t even sure Liam was my given name. How could I not know that?

Dean nodded, and a wealth of relief wafted through me. “Your parents named you Liam Pryor. Is it changed now?”

“I’m Liam Castries. I took my foster parents’ last name.” Without skipping a beat, I asked the next question that came to mind. “Why’d they give me up?”

His face reddened, and he looked unsure.

It only spurred me to talk even more. “I don’t think you have any idea what it feels like not to know something so basic as that. It was evident they had the means to bring me up. There had to have been some reason for them to place me up for adoption. I just need to know.”

Dean held his hands up. He looked around me and I knew what he would see. My coven. Everyone had stopped and was looking at us, waiting for his answer.

He shook his head, his hand coming up to wipe across his forehead. “This is important to what we’ve got going on now, and before you start berating me with questions, I can tell you I don’t know. Okay?”

“You don’t know what?” I urged.

His face pinched, and he lost several shades of his normal color. “We all know there are several prominent families in the area. Mine is one of them. The Pryors were another. The Pryors gained their power and wealth the same way my family did.”

My eyebrows furrowed as I tried to understand his explanation. The same way his family did…

“A djinn,” he said simply. “The Pryors had control of a djinn.”

“The fuck?” Norah breathed behind us. 

Yeah. My sentiments exactly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Randy

 

I knew this would fucking happen. This was why I was relieved Liam wasn’t around when the Reid’s were brought into this the first time. Not that I was happy he had a familiar on him and was fighting for himself over the evil festering inside him, but this…I knew what it was like to have your past dredged up like some unwanted haunting memory. Since I was from Salem, I knew about the Pryor’s and the Reid’s. I knew getting them involved would somehow bring up what had happened to Liam in his past, and sometimes those things were better left forgotten.

Norah’s muscles were locked tight, and I reached up to massage them out. I felt her need to go to Liam as the same want surged inside me. He blinked as he took in the information. He’d been rapid firing questions at Dean but no longer. Now he was deep in thought, searching for memories that were no longer there because his real parents had his memory wiped right before they adopted him out to the Castries. There was nothing there, but Liam always thought he would come up with something. 

Finally, he turned his chin to look Dean in the eye again. To think that they used to be friends. Liam was nothing like Dean and I couldn’t help but be glad that he got out of that social circle when he did. He never would’ve talked to me if he hadn’t. “So, they had a djinn. You grew up with your parents and they had a djinn.”

I looked at Dean expectantly, making sure to keep my touch on Norah’s shoulders just as calm and sure as it had been even though I was fuming inside. I wished one of the other guys would take over for a second. I needed to blow off some steam and Dean may just get the worst of it. 

“Again, I just want to reiterate that I don’t know, okay?”

“Stop fucking saying that and tell us,” I snapped.

Gabe moved in beside me, gently nudging me out of the way. I looked at him gratefully as he took over the spot behind Norah, holding her in place and caressing her shoulders. 

Dean glared at me, but I had no fucks to give. None. The spoiled brat just needed to come out with it. We were talking about someone’s life he’d been kept ignorant of. He looked back at Liam. “The djinn they had started…misbehaving? That’s probably not a great word for it, but it went dark. It started acting on its own accord, doing whatever it wanted, or at least that’s what Mr. Pryor kept saying.”

My hands turned to fists. Sounded familiar. “And you didn’t think this was relevant to what’s going on with your family djinn? Why the fuck didn’t you tell us sooner?”

Liam turned to me. “It’s okay, Randy.”

“The fuck it is. He’s intentionally keeping stuff from us.”

“I’m not,” Dean seethed, finally losing some of his cool exterior. One of the perfectly gelled strands of hair fell over his forehead. “I just didn’t think Liam would want to find out about that this way.”

“I like information,” Liam said. “The more the better. I can handle it.”

Dean shook his head. “It’s not about the djinn going bad. That’s not what I don’t want to tell you, it’s what the djinn did. You know your parents died, right? But you don’t know why or how. There’s been rumors, but that’s all you’ve heard. Well, I know what happened, and I didn’t think you just wanted me springing it on you when we were talking about my family djinn. I’m not trying to hide anything from anybody,” he said, eyeing me. “I’m just trying to be conscientious of your feelings.”

I gulped as the tension in the air thickened. Travis and I moved in on Liam. I lost sight of Norah and Gabe, but things were coming to a climax. This was what Liam had wanted to know ever since he got to Salem and found out about his parents.

“What happened?” Liam said softly.

“It was the djinn,” Dean said. “The djinn turned on your parents. They wiped your memory and put you up for adoption so you wouldn’t be involved in any of it. They tried to fight it, but it didn’t work.”

“The djinn,” Liam said, realization dawning on him. “The djinn killed my parents.”

Dean nodded. 

“They gave me to the Castries to keep me safe?”

Dean nodded again, and Liam’s shoulders sagged. Norah made a choked sound in the back of her throat, but Liam was wavering. I went up behind him and put my hands under his arms, holding him to me. I looked down at his pale face, my heart going out to him. For so long, he’d hated his parents.

I looked up at Dean myself, who averted his eyes. “You’re sure?”

“One-hundred percent. My father was very good friends with Mr. Pryor. He knew what was happening.”

Liam stiffened, finally getting his bearings and stepped out of my arms. His face was stoic, calm. “Do you think that’s what’s happening here? Maybe the djinn is turning on your family like the other djinn did to the Pryor’s.”

Norah moved forward. “Liam, we don’t have to do this now.” She slid her hand into his and they interlaced their fingers.

Dean’s gaze dropped down to their hands, a wrinkle creeping up between his eyes. 

“I’m fine,” Liam said. “We need to figure this out.”

“Not right now we don’t,” Norah urged. “There’s no djinn here. We can go back to the house and the djinn won’t be able to get through the wards there either.”

“I’m sorry,” Dean ventured. His mouth worked. “To be the one to tell you, I mean. I know you don’t remember me, Liam, but I remember you.”

For once, the fucker looked sincere, not his pasted on holier-than-thou asshole eating bullshit. 

Liam swallowed, and I saw Norah grasp his hand tighter. “Can you just point me in the direction of one of your books about the djinn? If you don’t mind, I’ll take it home and read it.”

Dean scanned the shelves and then pulled out a leather-bound book that looked ancient even to Order standards. He handed it to Liam, not relinquishing control right away until Liam looked up at him. Then, he said, “Keep in touch.”

“We’ll definitely be keeping in touch,” I rumbled. “If you hear anything about your djinn, let us know right away.”

Dean tilted his chin in the air. “Same goes for you, I hope.”

“Let’s hope it’s not really stalking me,” Norah said. “Then again, we don’t know which djinn it is now. Whatever happened to the Pryors’ djinn?”

Dean shrugged. “Hadn’t been heard from since. When the owner passes and there’s no one else to give ownership to, they’re allowed to leave the family until someone else finds them.”

I put a hand on Liam’s shoulder and he turned away, Norah in tow. We left the basement room and walked up the steps and out of the house without even saying goodbye to Dean. Owen was at the gate and he gave Norah a once over that I couldn’t even get mad at him for. Call it shock or something else, but I wasn’t in the mood to kick his ass.

She waved at him and we made it back to the Jeep. Travis slid into the driver’s seat and I got into the passenger’s side. When all the doors shut, I said, “I think—”

“One thing,” Liam said, cutting me off. “I don’t want to talk about my parents. When I’m ready, I’ll come to you guys.”

I turned. He slunk back into his seat and Norah curled into him with Gabe laying a hand on her thigh as she did so. If I wasn’t so big, I’d crawl back in there next to them all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Liam.

Holy shit, Liam

It started with kisses on my neck, then he reached up to touch my breasts. It was dark in the car, but everyone else was there. Right there. Gabe knew what was going on. He got fidgety, pulling his pants out and rearranging himself, but when Liam’s hand ventured to my crotch, my breath caught. That’s when Randy turned. His eyes focused on me as Liam passed his fingers over my inseam until I was breathing heavy. This was like in the club, but better because no one else was around but my guys. 

He kissed my ear, then whispered. “I want you. You’re one of the few things in my life that’s real. I need to feel that right now.”

I made a low groan, and the car swerved.

“I guess we know how it felt for them in the club,” Gabe said, once again fidgeting next to us in the car. Gabe wasn’t one not to jump right in and help, but maybe he sensed what Liam needed, and he needed me.

He held his hand over my jeans and they popped open like he’d showed me this morning. I was beginning to like that trick more and more. His hand swept inside the deep cut of my shirt and closed around my breast. “Holy shit,” I moaned. His other hand ran over my panties. His breath caught when he felt the dampness. Of course I was. We were doing this in front of everyone. It was hot. I knew I should be getting him to talk about what he’d just found out, but when he started with things like this, I just lost control of myself. I ran my hands over his jeans, pulling his button from the hole and then tearing the zipper down the old-fashioned way. Randy growled deep in his throat. I looked back, already poising to move. “I hope you guys don’t mind if I just slip Liam inside of me for a little while.”

“Oh, fuck,” Travis said. The Jeep sped up.

I turned, and another hand was on my ass. Randy. He helped me pull my jeans and panties down and then kept the touch on me until I was too far away. With barely any room, I wiggled Liam’s jeans down until I could just see his cock. He lifted his hips, and we moved them down further. I straddled him, and Liam pulled the sides of my shirt away until my breasts were bare. He took one nipple in his mouth and Gabe sighed, his hand coming up to touch himself over his pants. 

Liam lifted his hips. His hard cock jut out and I angled him toward me until I sank down on top of him. “Oh, fuck me, Yes,” I breathed.

He felt so amazing inside me, hard and reckless. 

“Can you take her shirt off?” Gabe asked, his voice breathy. I looked over to find his dick in his fist, watching us. I zeroed in on it and sank down onto Liam again. Gabe matched his movements with mine, stroking his dick the way it would feel if I were on him instead. 

Liam palmed my breasts, forcing them up into view and continued to wrap his lips around one then the other. 

Gabe made a strangled noise and it wasn’t until then that Liam pulled my shirt off.

“Fuck,” Gabe said, his movements jerkier on his dick. “Watching you get fucked is almost as hot as being the one fucking you.”

“I hate you all,” Travis said. 

I leaned over Liam, pressing my lips to his as I continued to roll my hips into his. “It’s Liam’s fault.”

Liam shook his head, his hips coming up to slam into mine. “It’s yours for making everything better.”

We gazed at one another. His beautiful brown eyes were large and open. I leaned forward, whispering in his ear. “I love the feel of you inside me.”

His hands surrounded my hips, pulling me down. 

“Yes,” Gabe said. “Give it to her.”

I loved having an audience. Shit. So hot.

I ground my pelvis against his, making Liam hiss at the pleasure. 

I moaned, and the rest of the car moaned in response. 

“You’re torturing us,” Randy said.

“Fuck, sorry,” I said, moaning once more as I rolled my hips into Liam. “He just feels so good.”

“Liam. Fuck, man. Please?” Travis said.

Liam groaned, his hand coming up to rest on my clit. I pushed him away. “I don’t need it.” I rested my forehead against his, grinding our hips against one another repeatedly until the inside of the Jeep filled with our mixed moans. 

I knew the moment Gabe lost it. He cried out, his other hand coming up to catch his cum. 

I started to shake, the pleasure overcoming me. Liam was right there, his hand working its way up my back, pulling me in closer with each stroke. “Fuck, Norah. Yes.”

I moaned in response. “I’m almost there.”

“Thank fuck,” Randy said.

I barely even heard him. I rode Liam’s cock, it’s hardness hitting all the sensitive spots until I tipped my hips forward and flew right over the edge like a bird stretching out its wings. I screamed, and Liam pulled me close, his short and furious strokes driving me higher and higher until he stilled, his cock seated deep inside me before it constricted and relaxed several times. 

“Oh my God,” Liam said.

The Jeep pulled to a stop and we all just sat there, breathless. Spent, I leaned against Liam while trying to control my breathing. 

“Are we home?” Gabe asked. “I’m going to need a napkin.”

I chuckled at first, then burst out a laugh. “Things got a bit messy, did they?”

He glared at me as Randy opened the glove compartment and then handed back a stack of napkins left over from some fast food service restaurant. “Your fault.”

“I couldn’t help myself.”

“As much as I’d like to be pissed,” Randy said, his eyebrow raising. “I think we’re all pretty lucky that you just can’t help yourself sometimes, so I’ll take that as an excuse.”

“I’m going to have blue balls for a week,” Travis groaned.

I leaned away from Liam and we smiled at one another. “Thank you for that,” I told him.

“I’m the one who needed it.”

It was my turn to raise my eyebrow. “In case we’re all not clear, I need it. Like, all the time. You guys try having four boyfriends and not being obsessed with sex.”

Randy was the first to open the car door. Gabe cleaned himself up as best he could and then hid his package away behind his pants again. With little to no room inside the Jeep, Liam opened the door and I backed away from him and out the door, standing out in the night air with no clothes on. Travis put his arm around me, tugging me close.  “You are…a force.”

I smiled up at him, then stood on my tiptoes and gave him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you.”

“I’ll get your clothes, Norah,” Liam said, “Go ahead inside.”

I looked up at Randy and he nodded. I still didn’t want Liam anywhere by himself since the familiar and definitely not right now after figuring out what had actually happened to his birth parents. I stared up at the house, a smile gracing my lips.

“What is it?” Travis asked as we walked toward the house.

“I’d always felt kind of bad for loving this house when Liam hated it. Now we just found out that Liam’s parents weren’t all that bad. It’s kind of…nice to think that they were just trying to protect him.”

Travis sneaked a glance over his shoulder. “I agree. Look behind you.”

I peeked over our shoulders. Liam stood in the moonlight, staring up at the estate. He didn’t show much emotion on his face, but this was the first time I’d actually seen him look at the place for longer than a second. There may have even been a hint of pride twinkling in his eyes somewhere.

Good for him. I knew it was a lot to deal with, but maybe he could feel more settled. After all, Liam was all about having the information, and he’d just found out a major chunk of missing information he’d never had. Even though he was still processing it, the part of his brain that loved facts was probably all giddy with knowledge. No wonder why he’d felt feisty in the car. I looked away and turned to Travis again. “Sorry about your blue balls.”

He shrugged. “I was just teasing.”

“Only because you know I’ll eventually take care of it for you.”

“Are you offering?”

I pushed up on my tiptoes again and kissed his cheek before streaking naked into the house, giggling like a little girl. It was weird how I could find so much happiness in things when there were other, bigger obstacles that lay ahead of us. But, if we were only caught up in what was wrong, how were we ever going to live? Life was more than just bad magic and djinns and murdered parents. If it weren’t, there would be nothing to keep going for, nothing to live for. 

Whenever I looked around at who I had around me, whether we were facing down Dupre—or some other bad guy—or not, I couldn’t help but feel grateful. I was blessed. There was just no other way around it, and a stalking djinn wasn’t going to ruin it for me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Saturday morning came. Most of the guys were still asleep when I decided to roll out of bed, take a shower, and get out on the road. It dawned on me that I’d never been to where Randy worked before. I’d been to one of Gabe’s games, saw SSU where Travis, Liam, and Gabe still went as they finished their last semester, but I’d never gone to the gym and I’d only seen his tattoo parlor from afar.

So, I left the rest of the guys a note and took the Jeep to follow after Randy an hour or so after he left. The gym stood just on the outskirts of Historic Salem in a row of businesses with the same brick facade. Spotting it, I went around the block a few times before I noticed a small parking lot that said, ‘Gym Parking Only’ and pulled into that. I grabbed my bag and water bottle and hopped out of the seat before pushing the door closed and making the short trek down the sidewalk to the main entrance. Randy’s bike was parked in the first spot and I ran my fingers over it as I walked past. 

The interior was far different from the exterior. There was no brick or anything else inside that could’ve been construed as historical. It had a modern feel, sleek lines and a lot of light. Immediately, the air pricked at my skin. A juice bar and a half moon shaped welcome desk were the first to catch my eye with the facing opaque glass. The cardio equipment was on the right and the weights and everything else was on the left. Just beyond the desk, a set of wrought iron stairs led up to a loft. When I followed the lines upward with my eyes, I saw a yoga studio complete with a class going on at that exact moment.

The girl behind the desk smiled at me as I took everything in. “Hi there.”

“Good morning,” I said, still choking on how early it was, and on a Saturday no less. “I’d like a guest pass for the day, please.”

She rang me up, telling me where the locker rooms were, and I smiled politely, but immediately went over into the weight section to look for Randy. 

I caught his thick arms first and then had to do a double take to make sure it was him. He was instructing an elderly lady on a strength machine. I smiled, watching him interact with her. It seemed like they had a good rapport going on. She even smiled up at him, so it didn’t feel like intruding when I walked up to them.

This time it was Randy’s turn to do the betake. “Norah?” He smiled big, then glanced at his client. “Mrs. Sawyer, this is Norah.”

She gave a small intake of breath, her gaze starting at my face and traveling down to my toes. “My dear, she’s exactly like you described.”

The woman stood up from the machine shakily with Randy’s help and then stretched her hand out to me. 

“Nice to meet you,” I told her, giving Randy a look. He’d never mentioned he talked about me to his clients. My heart melted inside.

Randy helped her back down and then instructed her to do one more set of the same weight before turning back to me. He looked down at my bag and then turned a quizzical expression to me. “What are you doing?”

“I thought I’d come see you at your work today.”

This big hulk of a man blushed. Not even joking. It made my heart soar knowing I could do that to him. He leaned down and pressed a short kiss to my forehead. “And you actually brought stuff to work out in?”

“Well, yeah, I’m not just going to follow you around like a creeper,” I said, winking at him.

“You can creep me any time you want.”

He gave my hand a quick squeeze and then turned back toward Mrs. Sawyer to check on her. “I have to go back to help her, but I’ll find you when we’re done.”

“Go ahead,” I said, pretending as if I knew my way around a gym. “I’ll be fine.”

I decided to stay in the same area. The free weights I wasn’t so sure about, but I could figure out the weight machines. If Mrs. Sawyer could do it, I could too. I walked up to a leg curl machine and tried to lift my legs. “Jesus,” I grumbled. I looked over, checking to see what the weight was at because it was evidently set up for someone Randy’s size and not me. I took the pin out of the seventy-pound weight and moved it to the beginning. When my legs flew up in the air with barely any resistance at all, I moved it down a couple until I found a weight that was a little challenging, but something I could handle. Then, I looked over at Randy coaching Mrs. Sawyer and counted how many reps he had her do and then did the same. After moving through the reps five times, I changed to a different machine. This one was for my shoulders. I noticed that there was an instruction sticker on this one, so I read it briefly before sitting down and turning to a lower weight automatically. I tried to move my hands closer together, but they wouldn’t go. Yikes, I’d overestimated my abilities. I moved the pin up and did the same amount of reps I did on the leg machine before trying a different one.

This went on for about a half hour until Randy was finally free. He came up to me while I was staring at a leg press machine. He grinned, going through the motions of how to work it and then told me to lie down and he would change the weight for me. With him there, he knew exactly what to do. He didn’t need to keep changing the weight around and after getting three sets under my belt, he helped me up and right into his arms. He held me to his solid chest, his breath tickling my earlobes. After a few moments of silence, he said, “This was a surprise.”

I shrugged, trying not to make it a big deal. Though, anytime he wanted to hold me like this in public would be fine by me. “Now I know where to find you in the mornings, so if I ever need you…”

“You know I’m at your beck and call, anyway.” He smiled down. “Did you talk to Liam this morning?”

I shook my head, my lips curling up at the thought. When I’d left, Liam’s face was smooshed into a pillow. “Are you kidding? They were all still asleep when I decided to get up.”

His strong touch sagged a little. “I was just wondering if he’d said anything about his parents yet. He hasn’t talked to me about it at all.”

I rubbed his muscular biceps before putting my hands around his neck. “He seems to be doing just fine.”

“I know,” his forehead wrinkled anyway as if his words and his mind were at odds. Looking at Randy, no one would know he had such a soft heart, but he did. The tattoos and strong muscles, and of course his nipple piercing, told a different story from the outside looking in.

“I’ll see if he’ll talk to me about it, okay?” I promised him.

He smiled down, sneaking in another kiss. 

I wound my arms tighter around him. “Are you supposed to be kissing gym members? I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”

“Definitely not,” he said, sneaking a peek around to see if anyone was watching us. It was a good thing we were hidden between two big machines.

“Ooh, rebel,” I teased, stepping closer. “And you’ve told Mrs. Sawyer about me?”

He grinned. “She’s the nicest client I have. She asked me one day why I’d been smiling so much and the only reason I could think of was you.”

I lifted onto my tiptoes and kissed him again, this time giving everyone who might be watching a show. I couldn’t just let that hang between us without showing him how much what he said meant. I was the reason for his happiness. Essentially.

He stepped away right after. “We probably should stop. I might actually get in trouble.”

I looked around, checking to see if anyone was watching. A few people had entered the weight area, so I let him go. “I have to leave anyway to open up the shop. The bathroom is…?”

Randy pointed me in the right direction and then told me to meet him by the juice counter before I left.

I moved away from him, wishing he could come to the shop with me. It would be nice to have some company and since I’d taken the Jeep, there was no way for one of the other guys to come unless they wanted to take an Uber in or something. 

Compared to the gym portion of the building, the bathroom wasn’t quite as bright. I changed into different clothes, watching the light above the stall I’d chosen flicker in and out. A rush of cold swept over me and I shivered, looking for the vent for the air conditioner that must’ve just kicked on. I pulled my shirt into place and lifted my bag onto my shoulder before walking out of the changing room.

Stopping short, my sneakers squealed against the tile. I gasped in a breath. 

It was the eyes I noticed first. They stared at me from across the bathroom. Large and round, they were unearthly. Too much white that led to fangs and tufts of animal hair. I grabbed the side of the dressing room door, bracing myself. The djinn tucked its head and stomped toward me, its human feet eating away at the distance between us. “Stop!” I yelled. I’d already known I couldn’t put a sleeping spell on him, but maybe this would work instead.

He kept coming. 

My heart flew up through my throat and beat away a mad rhythm that turned my stomach. I focused on the bottle of hand soap on the sink and sent it flying at the djinn’s head. It soared through the air and hit him right in the temple. He staggered for a moment, then growled, coming at me again, this time with more ferocity. I slipped out of the way, backing up a few steps until I pressed against something solid and cold. The djinn swiped at me, but his clawed hands went right through me. 

He looked down, a growl ripping through his throat. I hurried up and shimmied away until I fell through the door leading to the gym and landed on my ass. I scrambled away, doing a whacked-out version of the crab crawl until my palm landed on someone’s sneaker. I kept my gaze on the door and didn’t move it. It stayed shut. Thankfully. Before I could even relax, a woman’s voice broke in. “Are you okay?”

I let out a short squeak and then stood, pulling my bag back up on my shoulder. She was a middle-aged woman, the type that went to the gym in full makeup and looked just as perfect as they did leaving as they did when coming in. “Excuse me,” I said, pushing past her. Moving forward, I scanned the gym for Randy until I saw him standing by the juice bar exactly where he said he’d be. I ran up to him, pulling on his sleeve. He turned with a big grin on his face, but it fell the moment he saw my expression. “We need to talk.”

He told the woman at the counter he was taking a short break and then followed me outside. “What happened?” he asked, pulling me to a stop. A piece of hair tracked across my face and he pulled at it.

“The djinn.”

His eyes widened. “In there?”

I nodded.

He took my shoulders and forced me back against the side of the gym, then he took off at a dead run, slamming right through the doors. I let out a breath and bent over, trying to take the fresh air in as quick as I could. While I waited, I ran through what had happened several times wondering if I could’ve done anything different to take it out. Or, if I’d somehow done something to call it to me. A few minutes later, Randy came back out, strolling leisurely this time. “Not a sign of it.”

“It tried to touch me,” I told him, adamant now. “It swiped at me with these enormous black claws, but they just went right through me. He looked confused afterward as if he didn’t understand why that happened. Then, I fell back against the bathroom door and sprawled out on my ass.”

“He didn’t follow you after that?”

I shook my head, my temper rising. Why couldn’t I go anywhere without something happening? “What the hell, Randy? The club? Now here?”

“You call the rest of the guys. I’m calling Dean Reid.”

“Dean? How’d you get his number?”

He gave me an ‘Are you kidding?’ look. “You think I walked out of that place the other day without getting that prick’s number?” He turned away while the phone rang in his ear. When someone picked up, he said, “Yeah, it’s Randy. Where’s your djinn right now? It just showed itself to Norah again.” He paused. “Yeah, no shit.” There was another pause again. Randy’s shoulders bunched, an impressive display in his gym tank top. “You have no idea? I swear to God, Reid, if this is your family doing this to Norah I’m going to break every fucking bone in your body the old-fashioned way. I won’t need magic to kick your fucking ass.” Then, he yanked the phone away from his ear and hung up. 

“Well, that was diplomatic,” I said.

“I hate that fucking guy.”

“You hate everyone who’s not the five of us.”

Randy shrugged, completely accepting my observation with one caveat. “I like Mrs. Sawyer.”

“Fine. You like Mrs. Sawyer, too, but Dean’s done nothing but try to help us.”

“Only because it helps his ass too.”

“Aren’t we also doing the same thing?”

Randy’s dark eyes locked onto mine. The smell of maple swirled between us and at our feet, the sidewalk began to crack. 

“Chill,” I warned him. Our magic was getting stronger. In Randy’s case, it seemed to heighten when he was mad.

He shook his head. “You’re not going to the shop today. What did the others say?”

“I didn’t have time to call them,” I grumbled. “You were on the phone with Dean for like two seconds.”

His chest rumbled, and I reached for him. He slid his hand into mine and we both relaxed. 

“I’ll go back to the estate, okay?” I offered. I supposed I didn’t have to open the shop today. It was a good thing Liam put up all the money to start the shop, so I didn’t have to worry about paying back a bank who wouldn’t like it that I wasn’t open for business to recoup the money I’d borrowed. 

He eyed the parking lot around the corner. “By yourself?”

“Well, yeah, you’re working, and I’ll be fine until I get there.”

“Norah,” Randy said, his lips thinning. “The thing tried to hurt you this time.”

“But he couldn’t,” I reminded him. “I doubt he’ll figure out how by the time I get to Ipswich.”

He relaxed a little at that. I could tell he hated the plan, but he also knew I was going to get my way.

“I’ll have Liam call Dean when I get to the house and see if he can’t smooth things over from your miserable ass.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up, taking pride in the fact that he was a miserable ass. “Just let me know what happens, okay?”

“Okay.”

I gave him a quick kiss and then hurried to the car, images of the frightening djinn hovering just beyond my eyes. If he’d come to me in the shape of the blue genie like Aladdin, that wouldn’t have been so bad. I could handle that. Or The Rock picture Dean had painted for us. I would be down with that. Not this disgusting thing though. His look sent shivers up my spine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Driving through Salem was a blur. When I got past the city limits and onto the highway, I pressed the gas pedal down a little further. Being visited by a djinn in the close confines of the Jeep was not my idea of a good time whether he could touch me or not. Sooner or later, he’d figure out how to touch me and since my magic didn’t seem to work on him, I’d be screwed.

“Damn, Norah Girl. I know I did not teach you to drive like that.”

I let out a short cry of surprise and then glanced over at the passenger seat where Granny sat, her arms over her chest and staring at the speedometer in disapproval. “What the hell, Granny? You can’t just pop in on me like that.”

“One, don’t swear, and two, I swear to God, Child, if you do not stop calling me Granny, I’m going to make all of your guys limp for a week.”

My mouth dropped. One, that she even knew about guys being limp skeeved me out and surprised me at the same time, but even worse, two: that was brutal. That cut deep. “Grandma!” I yelled, not sure what I wanted to comment on, but wanted it known I did not like where this conversation was headed. At all.

She smiled big and then winked. “That’s what I thought. You keep that mouth under control and listen to me now, you hear?”

I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling. 

When she knew I wasn’t going to interrupt her, she said, “I see you’ve got a djinn on your tail.”

How in the world did she know these things? “Are you following me around? Are you watching my life like it’s a TV show or something?” Because if she was that was…weird. What would my life be categorized or rated? Well, that was simple. Rated R for sure because of all the sex, but…hmm, who in their right mind would watch this kind of fuckery go down and get enjoyment out of it?

“I see things, Dear,” Granny stated, bringing my attention back to the present. “And yes, don’t for one second think I don’t have a tracker spell on you like I did when I was alive. Those things don’t just go away in death.”

“You’re tracking me?”

“Then and now. How do you think I found out that instead of going to prom, you went to the local pub down the street and got sick on Schnapps?”

My mouth dropped, remembering that clearly. Or, not so clearly, since my brain was in an alcohol haze. “I thought the owner of the bar called and told you.”

“Oh, he did. But I knew before then. I was just watching you have too much to drink and laughing and laughing. That was more fun than any of those evening sitcoms. The more you drank, the sicker you looked.” She laughed like I’d been her own personal comedy show. I guessed she was the type of person that would find my life humorous. 

I narrowed my gaze at her. “You’re not supposed to laugh at your grandchild like that. That’s evil.”

She huffed, rolling her eyes as if I was being too sensitive. “Will you just listen to me about this djinn? We don’t have time to bring up the past.”

I clenched onto the steering wheel tighter. I missed Granny so much when she was gone, but when she was here, she grated on my nerves something fierce. It was a good thing she was family. 

“Djinns are no ordinary paranormal creatures,” she started. “They don’t have a mind of their own, they’re constantly under control of their owners. Do you know who is controlling this djinn?”

I rubbed my forehead, still tracking the road in front of me making sure I didn’t veer off into the forests on either side. “We think we do, but—”

“But nothing, they’re the ones sicking it on you, Norah Girl. When you find that out, you’ve got who’s causing you all this trouble.”

“The Order hasn’t gotten any feelings though.”

Granny looked offended. “Are you seriously going to trust cramps more than you’re going to trust me? I’ve been around a lot longer than you’re menstrual cycle, Girl. I wouldn’t think I’d have to explain that to you. Whoever this is has control of the djinn and they’re sending it to you. That, I know.”

Dean’s father then, I presumed Dean seemed so sincere that I really didn’t think it was him. Plus, he was a friend of Liam’s. He was worried about his dad. We didn’t know if his dad even knew about me, but evidently, he did. Something was going on. “I’ll take care of it,” I told Granny.

She nodded once and smiled. “Good girl. I wouldn’t mess around with it. The sooner the better.”

I rolled my eyes but kept back the retort that wanted to spring from my lips. “Thanks, Gran—”

She made a sound in the back of her throat and I cut myself off. I certainly wasn’t going to test the whole making my guys limp for a week thing. That would be pure torture. I wasn’t sure if she could pull it off, but there was no sense in finding out. 

“Thank you,” I said again, this time much more committed and sincere. 

Granny reached out, her hand filtering through my hair. She couldn’t touch me, but I felt her intention. “Be happy, Norah Girl. One of these days, you’ll have a normal life. Until then, I’ll always be looking out for you.”

I bit down on my lip to evade the sudden onslaught of feelings, but when I turned away from the road to say something back to her, she’d disappeared. I leaned back against the seat, all fight leaving me. 

The only good news was that Granny’s visit had made the drive go by quicker and I was close to the estate now still djinn-free. Without her in the car, I pressed the gas pedal down even further and floored it. I had to tell the rest of the coven this new information, so we could work on it together.

The world flew past and the sunlight streaming in through the windshield glinted off my all-seeing-eye bracelet. I eyed it, a thought taking shape. Could that have been the reason the djinn couldn’t get through to me? I wasn’t quite sure why, but my intuition told me no. It wasn’t the bracelet at all. It was something else entirely. What I did know that whoever was trying to get me would figure it out. I had to be prepared before that happened.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Liam was outside checking the wards when I pulled up. As soon as he saw me, he ran to the Jeep to help me out of the car, doing a once-over like I was a porcelain doll. “I’m fine,” I assured him. 

“I know. Randy told me, but I’m just checking. Did anything else happen on the way here?”

I shut the door and grumbled. “Only that Granny came to visit to tell me that someone must be telling the djinn to do these things because it would absolutely not be doing anything on its own. That’s not how djinn’s work. Also, we probably shouldn’t call her Granny anymore.”

Liam stared at me with a furrowed brow.

“Trust me.”

He shook his head. “Let’s just get you inside. We walked in and Gabe and Travis were right there, waiting. Liam gave them the quick update about what Granny had said. 

Travis immediately spoke us, suggesting that we go see Dean. “If he’s playing us…”

“Randy called him,” I said.

“We know, but that doesn’t mean he’s not playing us. Even if it’s not him, it’s probably his father.”

That’s exactly what I’d thought, but I still had my reservations about it. Something about it just didn’t add up. “It couldn’t hurt to have another talk with him,” I finally said.

Travis pulled out his cell phone and touched a number on his screen. He held it to his ear, but all it did was ring and ring. He ended the call and tried again. “Fucking wonderful,” he said, ending the call again. “Now Dean’s not picking up. It won’t even go to voicemail.”

My insides churned. I stood from the stool, my heart racing. There was a possibility the djinn did something to Dean. Look what a djinn had done to Liam’s parents. I looked over at him, gaging his reaction, but his face was passive. “We have to go to the Reid’s house to find out what’s going on.”

Without speaking, Liam pulled on my arm and we were out the door just about as fast as we came in. Travis hopped in the driver’s seat with Liam in the passenger’s side, calling Randy to tell him to meet us over at the Reid’s.

I watched the way Liam’s jaw tensed and relaxed as if he were grinding away at his own teeth. After a moment, he turned to Travis, “What exactly did Walter say again?”

Travis rubbed his jaw. “He said not to get involved and that we should only tell them when we got the pull.”

“Which makes it sound like we should get the pull still.”

Travis shrugged. “It did to me, but…semantics. Who knows what they did?”

I looked inside myself, searching for the area that led me to black magic. I felt that it was right there, hovering at the surface, but it just wasn’t getting triggered. Why would a rogue djinn not be triggering it?

“We should probably tell them it’s showing itself to me now. Then, we won’t have to lie about what we’re doing,” I mentioned.

“Couldn’t hurt,” Travis said. “I still don’t know though. They’re pretty adamant about us not doing anything.”

“Which is ridiculous because if I have a djinn coming after me, and djinns are known to do—” I flicked my gaze to Liam. “—unkindly things to people, then we’re going to do something about it. It’s not like we’re just going to sit back and wait until the djinn does something to me.”

Travis pushed down harder on the gas the more we talked. We made it to Boston in record time. Traffic wasn’t half as bad on a Saturday, but it was still a major U.S. city, so it wasn’t a cake walk either. Finally, we pulled up to the mansion and got out. Randy was already waiting there, his bike propped up by the kickstand while he leaned on the bike, looking every bit the badass he was. The churning in my gut calmed a little, or maybe that was because we were all together again. 

He kicked away from the bike when he saw us and we all met up just outside the gate. “I knew I didn’t like that prick,” Randy said. “He ghosted on us.”

I looked from him to Liam, thinking Randy’s dislike had something to do with Liam having a surprise old friend and Randy not knowing how to take that information. He was so used to Liam not having anybody but him. Then, Dean tipped the status quo and he was anxiously waiting to see where he would fall into all this. “The djinn could be going after him, too,” I explained to Randy.

“We won’t know anything until we go up there and ask,” Gabe said. He grabbed at the iron gates and shook them, hollering out for the guard. A different one came up to the gate this time. Gabe spoke to him, telling him we wanted to see Dean Reid and if he wasn’t available, Mr. Reid would do. 

He seemed hesitant to do anything, but then Randy stepped into view and the guard changed his tune. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said, pulling the radio off his belt and walking away.

“Tell him we’re from the Order,” Travis called out after him.

The guy looked over his shoulder, his forehead creasing.

“He’ll understand,” Travis said.

The guard shrugged and continued to walk away from us. Within a couple minutes, he made his way back. He unlocked the gate and let us in, telling us that Dean wasn’t in, but that Mr. Reid was happy to see us. 

Unlike when we’d come here to see Dean, an actual servant stood in the main doorway as we walked up to the entrance. He bowed and then showed us through the house to a dark sitting room. A middle-aged gentleman with a suit on stood near a table against the wall with crystal decanters, each one sporting a different hue of brown liquid. He turned when the servant showed us in. He was all smiles. Before the servant left, Mr. Reid asked him to close the door behind him.

A slight wave of shock went through the servant though he said nothing. Once we were all in the room by ourselves, Mr. Reid turned fully toward us. Upon closer inspection, his upper lip and forehead had dots of sweat and he was pale with a high blush over his cheekbones that didn’t look normal. 

Liam stepped forward. “Where’s Dean?”

Mr. Reid held an exquisite cup to his lips, his hand shaking slightly. “I don’t know.” He tried to smile, but then just gave up. “I assume that’s why you’re here.”

“We know you’re having problems with your family djinn,” Liam said. “We need to know where it is and where Dean is as soon as possible.”

“I wish I could tell you.” He swallowed long and hard, his gaze retreating to the other side of the room where no one else sat, a far-off expression on his face.

“Listen,” Randy said, screwing all pretense. “That djinn has been following one of us around, and since we know you’re the only one who controls it—”

Mr. Reid looked up, startled. “B-but, I’m not. Not for the past couple weeks, anyway.”

“Bullshit,” Randy said, his arms bulging.

Liam held his hand up to calm Randy down, but all it did was infuriate him even more. He swore, the sound ricocheting off the walls in the room.

“It’s true,” Mr. Reid said. “I’m not.”

Liam came forward. Mr. Reid’s face blanched even more, his eyes growing wide with each step he took toward him. “We need to know about this djinn if we’re going to help.”

“You’re—?”

“Yes,” Liam said, cutting him off. This wasn’t the time for any reunions. “The djinn, Mr. Reid? How does it work?”

Mr. Reid leaned over, putting his glass on the small table in front of him. I crossed my hands over my chest, waiting for him to continue while still keeping my guard up. He ran a hand through his hair and started with his story. “My family, among others, found out about djinns a long, long time ago. Around that same time, we also found out that witches could control them to get what they wanted. Some people called it lazy witchcraft, but it worked well for those of us that had one.”

“Who all had one?” Liam asked.

“Your family,” he said. “The Pryor’s. There were also the Goode’s, the Hawthorne’s, and the Peabody’s.”

Shit. I recognized just about every one of those names from Salem’s history. It was impossible not to know this stuff if you spent any time in Historic Salem. 

“For hundreds of years, the djinn worked very well for all of us. Nathaniel Hawthorne became an impeccable, famous writer. The Peabody’s became so wealthy and respected that they named a town after them. But, little by little, their worlds started to go under. Subsequent families disassociated themselves from the line who had the djinn, the Hawthorne’s even dropping the ‘e’ in their name until you see it used as Hawthorn today. Decades and centuries passed, each of the founding families falling into obscurity, sometimes in harsh ways like death, sometimes in ruin. Finally, it was just the Reid’s and the Pryor’s who had a djinn. Since you know about the djinn, I don’t know how much information I need to go into there.” He took a deep breath. “Then, the Pryor’s djinn started to…go bad.” He shrugged. “There’s just no other word for it. So, when the Pryor’s…died.”

“Were murdered,” Liam said, interrupting.

Mr. Reid just nodded. “Afterward, it was just us who had a djinn left.”

“And how is it that you were able to keep your djinn from ‘going bad’?” Travis asked. “Weren’t you the least bit afraid of what would happen after you saw what happened to the Pryor’s? Did you ever think about giving it up?”

Mr. Reid’s face went scarlet. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted because of that djinn. That’s not something that you just give up.”

“Even if it would save your own life? Your family’s lives?” Randy demanded.

“We placed it under safeguards,” Mr. Reid spat. “It worked for years until now.”

“Now fate’s probably caught up with you,” Randy said. “You know what I think? I think this is karma we’re dealing with here. You can’t just use something to get whatever you want out of it, lock it up, and then expect it not to do anything in return. You’ve treated it like it’s your slave.”

“It’s what djinns do.” Mr. Reid stood, his hands making fists. “We didn’t do anything to it that it already didn’t naturally do.”

“And are they naturally supposed to be chained to one family for centuries?” Travis asked, calmer than Randy, but with the same displeasure staining his words.

“Well—”

“They’re right,” I said, stepping forward. “You probably pissed it off. Where do you think your son is, Mr. Reid?”

He ran a shaking hand through his hair. “We got in a fight. He said he had to see where the djinn was, that it was our responsibility, but it had gone missing again. I just want him back!”

“Your son or the djinn?” Randy barked, looking down his nose at the pathetic father in front of us. Dean was right. His father had an unhealthy attachment to this thing.

“Both!” Mr. Reid snarled. He bent low, picking up his drink again and throwing the rest of it back.

What a freaking whackjob. He was putting the djinn and his son on the same level. He was obsessed with this thing just like Dean said he was. “You didn’t tell the djinn to go after me?”

He shook his head. “I don’t even know who you are.”

Thank fuck for that. I didn’t need anyone this self-absorbed in my inner circle. “If the Reid’s are the only ones who have control over their family djinn, why would it be doing whatever it wants?”

“The only thing I can think of is that it’s some sort of curse,” he said, his voice dripping with desperation. He moved forward, his face had fallen. “It’s just like what happened with the other families. We’re being punished.”

“You should’ve thought about that before you made the djinn stay here to do your bidding.”

“It’s what it does!” Mr. Reid shot back. “I will not apologize for that. Ever.”

Randy just shook his head, the muscles bulging in his forearms as he no doubt thought about putting his fist through Mr. Reid’s head. He couldn’t stand any type of abuse whatsoever. Physical abuse, abuse of power, and mental abuse. What Mr. Reid did seemed to tick all those boxes.

“When Dean, or the djinn, comes back,” Travis said, his leader voice on. “You have to ask it what it does when it leaves and why it’s doing it now?”

Mr. Reid’s forehead crumpled. “It doesn’t work like that. The djinn doesn’t talk. It just does what we say.”

“Apparently, that’s not the case,” Liam said.

But he could barely be heard over Randy’s bellow. “Then you’re going to fucking tell it not to come after Norah anymore.”

Liam moved forward after Mr. Reid and Randy had a glaring match that could’ve made it into the Olympics. “We’re trying to help,” Liam explained. “When you see or hear from the djinn or Dean again, we need to know about it.” He took a card from his back pocket and dropped it on the table in front of Mr. Reid. “And, if you can get it to stop popping up on Norah, that would be great.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Mr. Reid said, his voice hollow and stricken. “It hasn’t done anything I’ve wanted in a while. I’ve been lost.”

“But you’ve said it’s only been doing this for the last two weeks?” I questioned. That didn’t seem like too long of a time.

Mr. Reid only nodded. “Yes. Two weeks. It’s been terrible.”

Lord, have mercy. Dean was right. His father was going overboard on this. He looked exactly like the type of guy who would lose it and just do whatever he wanted. I could see why Dean came to us in the first place and now here he was, caught in the middle of all this because his father, and all his ancestors, were too greedy. 

I suddenly had a new appreciation for Granny. At least she instilled good things into me, telling me that being a witch was about helping others, not being able to get exactly what I wanted whenever I wanted it. She told me I still had to work for things, and that was probably the best thing she ever could’ve done for me.

Liam motioned toward the card. “Just let us know,” he reminded him.

We showed ourselves out. There was no use in talking to Mr. Reid anymore, he was just a shell of a man, too consumed in his own desires to see that his son could be in danger right now. He was more interested in getting his precious wish-giver back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

As soon as we entered the house, Travis put his hands up and stopped in his tracks. I ran right into his backside. Not that I cared about that, it was a fine backside, but it was the shift in his demeanor that worried me. The look on his face heightened my senses. “Smell that?” he finally asked.

I sniffed. A very light scent of nastiness met my nostrils. It wasn’t overbearing, just a light haze. In fact, I was impressed he even picked it up. To me, it just smelled like someone had left something in the refrigerator for too long. 

“The wards?” Randy asked, his eyes narrowing.

“They were still in place,” I told them. “I felt them when we came up.”

Liam pulled out his cell phone. He touched an app on it. We all stood around him. On his screen, a picture of the outside of the house showed up. He then hit a rewind button. 

“Cameras?” I asked.

“The house isn’t just set up for magical protection,” Liam said. “I had the security system revamped when we decided to move here instead of stay at the apartment. It’s just a precaution.”

I didn’t care that he’d done that. It was a smart move. I was just embarrassed I hadn’t even noticed.

He looked up, his gaze softening. “You were at the shop when I had them come in.”

That made me feel a little better. I supposed.

“There,” Randy said.

Liam stopped the video and then played it back. We couldn’t see what had penetrated the wards, only that they vibrated silently when something came through it. “Let me switch to another camera.”

He moved to the inside of the house and then set it for a couple seconds after the penetration of the wards. One second, there was nothing there, but the next, the djinn was clear as day, caught by our security cameras. The same tufts of gnarled hair and fangs looked up into the camera. He wasn’t even trying to keep his presence a secret. “How is that possible?” I asked.

Liam shrugged. “It must have something to do with their powers. If their owner wishes them to do something, it might take over anything else, even things people have set in place to stop them from doing whatever it is they want it to do.”

“So, if the owner said specifically to break into our house?” Randy asked.

“Exactly. No wards or any spells could’ve stopped it because it’s just doing what it’s told to do.”

“That’s scary,” Gabe said. 

I agreed. But it made sense too. Maybe that was why my magic wouldn’t work against it either. The more I thought about it, the more I didn’t like the sound of these djinns at all. If they were put into the hands of the wrong person, things could escalate quickly. Though Mr. Reid was a greedy asshole, at least he hadn’t made the slippery trek into black magic yet. With a djinn on his side, who knew what he could do?

Through the video feed, we followed the djinn around the house until we noticed it took the book back that we borrowed from Dean’s family library. It also went up to my room and came out holding onto one of the shirts I’d worn the other day. 

A shiver went up my spine as we watched it walk out of the house with both those things. “My shirt? What the hell for?”

Liam turned his phone off and slipped it back into his pocket. “I’m sure someone has a reason.”

This djinn was truly like an actual stalker. Someone was breaking into my house and stealing my shit. Not to mention following me around to places I went. To top it all off, this one couldn’t be detoured with magic, not when it was being controlled by someone.

“We can’t stay here,” Travis said. 

Liam threaded his fingers through mine. “The safest place is The Order. Order magic has to be even more powerful than the djinn’s.”

I swallowed. Displaced again. When would this stop?

Travis took my other hand and led me up the stairs to my room. He stood there as I grabbed a bag and put a few things into it. I may not have had much back home, but at least I was able to sleep in peace. I was able to live in my house without threat. I turned, feeling down, but saw Travis standing there just looking at me. My heart immediately expanded. Yes, this wasn’t the best of times. We’d look back at all this and shudder, but when we got through this, we’d be so happy that we were all still together as one. That’s what I had to keep in mind.

“What?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“You were looking at me…funny.”

I grinned. “I was just thinking about how all sorts of crazy this is.”

He moved forward, his thumb brushing my cheek as he wrapped his fingers around the back of my neck. “The crazy is worth it as long as we all still have each other. It’s not going to be like this forever, Norah. If you really want to stay here, we—”

“It’s not that. Not really. I love it here, but I’m not about to sacrifice any of you just so we can sleep in a nice house. Our safety is more important than anything else. We’re just going to have to work harder and faster to find out what’s up with this djinn so we can kick its ass and send it packing.”

The corner of his mouth tipped up. “You always have a way of saying things.”

I pulled the bag up onto my shoulder. “A blessing, I guess.”

He held his hand out, and we left my room and went into his. He dumped his college bag out, textbooks and paper falling onto his comforter and then started stuffing it with clothes. There were so many things we had to put on hold when things got like this. Jobs, school, relationships… It would all be worth it as long as everything worked out in the end, but what if it didn’t? What if this was the time that something bad happened? A memory of the familiar-controlled Liam popped into my head and I shuddered. I didn’t want anything like that happening again.

Travis and I walked back down the steps and huddled in the entryway. Randy was already down there and soon, Gabe and Liam joined us. The ride back into Salem to Headquarters was somber. No one really spoke, and I wondered if they were all thinking the same things I was thinking in my head. Thank goodness we had each other. Going through this without my coven would’ve driven me batty already.

The Jeep rocked as we made our way down the back road. When we finally pulled to a stop, we got out. The magic pricked the hair on my arms and led me right toward the entryway. I hoped they were right that the Order magic was more powerful than the djinn’s. No doubt both were old. From what we’d been able to find out about the djinn, they’d been around for a long time and in many cultures. Each people had their own name for them, yet here we were in Salem where families decided to take their future into their own hands. I couldn’t really fault them for that, but when things started to go downhill, why keep the djinn? Why even risk it?

From watching Mr. Reid, I knew what the answer would be. They were so caught up in their own greed they didn’t want to get rid of the one thing that was giving them all they ever wanted. I hoped if anything like that came to me, I would have the mind enough to realize that the one thing I wanted was hurting me and was hurting everyone around me too. 

A hand moved across my shoulders and I was pulled back into a solid body. I laid my head against Gabe’s shoulders and he kissed my temple as the door opened in front of us. We walked down the stone steps. Around the cavernous room, fire lit in the torches, sending an eerie glow over everything. 

“Okay,” Travis said as we all moved inside. “When we don’t have to leave this room, we’re here. And if we do have to leave, someone else goes with. Especially you, Norah. The djinn doesn’t seem to be preoccupied with us. There were plenty of times it could have come to us, but it chose to come to you instead. There has to be something there.”

“If it’s not the Reid’s dicking around, it’s whoever this Jay person is,” Randy said, throwing his bag down near his stone seat.

“The problem with that,” Gabe said, “Is that we have no idea who Jay is or what he wants with Norah. At least Dupre was pretty up front about what he wanted.”

I would never make a freaking voodoo doll again. Seriously. Who knew such a little thing would cause so much drama?

“I don’t know if you guys have noticed, but there’s a very real problem with this place.” I waited until they were all looking at me. “There're no showers, no running water, in fact. There’s no internet and no TV.”

“But most of all no ocean view?” Liam asked, his lip curling up, understanding that I was just trying to infuse a bit of humor into such a sucky situation.

“Yes, that too. I don’t know what the original Order was thinking. We should most definitely rebuild Headquarters closer to the ocean. I mean, this is ridiculous.”

“Priorities,” Gabe said, smirking.

“Exactly. I want my view and the sound of the ocean.”

It only took a few minutes in the space before Randy got stir crazy. Liam was looking at old texts while the rest of us tried to find something to do, but he just couldn’t take it. Finally, after pacing for several minutes, he said, “I have to get to work at the parlor.”

Travis stood. “You take someone with you.”

“Fine,” Randy sighed. “Who wants to see me put tattoos on people?”

I was about ready to stand when everyone looked at me and shook their head. “Not a good idea for you, Love,” Gabe said. “I’ll go.”

I grumbled but sat down, anyway. The last thing Randy needed was the djinn showing up when he was putting a tattoo on someone. Yikes. That could go very wrong. We were talking about needles here, and permanent ink.

Randy and Gabe left soon after. Liam still had his nose stuck in a book and Travis just gave me a small smile before laying down and staring up at the ceiling. From my perch on the stone bench, I walked over to Liam and sat down next to him. “How’ve you been?” I asked.

He looked up at me, his eyebrows furrowing. “What do you mean?”

“You know, with finding out about all the big names in Salem, your family being one of them… You must have some thoughts about that.”

“I do,” he said.

He pushed his glasses up his nose and didn’t say anything. I felt like I was going to crawl right out of my skin. “And?”

“I’m surprised,” he said finally. “I spent so long thinking they didn’t love me and that was the reason why they gave me up. I’m still not sure if that’s true. I mean, why give me up? Why not drop the djinn and then leave Salem with me? Make a run for it?”

I ground the toe of my shoe into the stone beneath us. “You’ve seen Mr. Reid. I guess that’s what getting all you ever wanted does to you.”

“It kind of scares me,” he said, dropping his voice low. “That maybe I could be like that, too. I’m happy that I know what happened, and that it wasn’t just because my parents didn’t care about me. I’d already come to terms with that but to be proven wrong—sort of—is nice. But that said, I’m glad I wasn’t just a hindrance they decided to get rid of. I’m sad for my family, in a way, too. That they stooped to getting a djinn to bring about all they ever wanted was low. I mean, we’re magic, Norah. We can do pretty much whatever we want unless we’re trying to harm someone. What more could we ask for? We’re blessed in so many ways over and above those with no magical abilities whatsoever. I don’t know,” he said, still thinking out the scenario in his head. “I just hope I never end up like that. I don’t want to be the person who keeps striving for something, and everything I have is never good enough. It’s tough because I think I have that in me. Sometimes I’m not satisfied with just an answer, I have to figure out everything behind it and then some. What if my obsession was power and money and not just being good at something? I could turn out like them.”

I shook my head. “Not even remotely possible, Liam. You are so far from them it’s not even funny.”

“No, I’m not. I can see it. I can see that I’m hardwired toward the same thing. Just luckily, I’m not obsessed with power or anything else, yet.” He scooted closer. “That familiar…he brought out my deepest desires in me. You heard him say those things. About not wanting to just be Liam anymore, the smart one. About wanting other things… I never would’ve said it, but he got those thoughts from deep inside of me. If they weren’t in there to begin with, he never would’ve been able to use them against me.”

I reached up to move his chin to face me. “Look at me. All of us have things inside they’re not so proud of. It’s whether we can keep that thing inside us under control is what really matters. You have yours under control, and you’ll never be like your parents. You wouldn’t give us up just so you could get something. I know it.”

“I’d like to say I wouldn’t, but I don’t know. What if it was your life on the line?”

“Don’t think like that. I can take care of myself.”

“I’m just saying…” He took another stab at it. “When you start to love things so much, you would do anything for them. With that comes a bunch more complications about what you’re willing to do and what you’re willing to sacrifice.”

“That’s not going to happen to us.”

“It already did,” he said, face matter-of-fact. “Look what you guys did for me when we were in the other headquarters. You wouldn’t hurt me, even when I had that thing on me. If that’s not falling into the same trap as Mr. Reid, I don’t know what is…” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

I’d been staring at the ceiling for far too long when the cavern started to shake. I turned my head just slightly and saw Randy and Gabe returning, fast food bags in hand. I leaned up on one arm, staring at the bags and trying not to drool. “You guys are lifesavers.”

“I can’t believe you guys can eat this shit,” Randy snarled.

I gave him a warning look. I’d been cooped up inside fucking headquarters all day, so if I wanted to have a fucking greasy ass cheeseburger that would go straight to my thighs, he could eat a dick. Yep. That’s how bored/angry/emotional—did I say bored? B. O. R. E. D. Bored.

He stepped forward, giving me a slight grin as he dropped the bags at our feet. I stared up at him, incredulous once more. “You better not have spilled fries all over the place.”

“I was supposed to buy fries?”

My eyes widened, and I glared at him with what I hoped was the ferocity of a thousand suns. When he still looked unperturbed, I glanced at Gabe. Gabe gave a quick nod, and I instantly relaxed. They were lucky. Right now, I would probably blast them with some of my cool ass purple magic just to see what would happen. It would definitely liven the place up a bit. 

We’d found nothing more useful on djinns than what Mr. Reid had already told us. They were so rare that the Order didn’t have great information on their kind. Liam was already writing up his thoughts to add to the journals. He was also muttering about doing something called a field report and sending it to the superiors after all this was said and done. When I asked him what that was about, he said it was something they did where they gave their observations on every case to their superiors. They were helpful especially in cases like this where we dealt with something that was not so normal.

This damn djinn. I swear to God, it was going down.

“In other news,” Randy said, still completely ignoring my shock of horror about the supposed lack of fries. “Dean Reid called me.”

Liam looked up and blinked. His nose had been stuck in books all day that he probably saw words scrolling across Randy as he spoke. “He did?”

“Yeah, I tried to call you guys, but cell phone reception in this hole isn’t so great. He says he’s okay and that he was just out trying to find the djinn.”

Travis scooted forward and grabbed at a bag as soon as I got my cheeseburger and fries in front of me. “Do you believe him?”

Randy shrugged. “He seemed sincere. He said he and his father got in a fight again. His father was being fucking greedy again and he wanted to do something about it, so he left the house in search of the djinn. He said he used some of the ways his father taught him to call the djinn. Even though it wouldn’t come to him, he thought he could get a fix on where the djinn was only it didn’t work.”

“No shit,” Travis muttered.

“Did you tell him what the djinn did to us?”

“Yes, even though I hate telling that fucker anything. I told him the djinn showed itself to Norah again, almost taking a swipe at her and then it showed up at our house and stole the book he gave us and one of Norah’s sweaters. He’s at a loss and he doesn’t think it’s his dad either. He wouldn’t care about those things. He said his father would ask to win the lottery or for more money in his hedge fund but wouldn’t give a shit about Norah’s sweater.”

“There has to be a reason for the sweater,” I agreed. “What kind of spells use a person’s personal objects?”

“Locator spells, for one,” Liam said. We all looked at him and he shrugged. “It would make sense why the djinn would want one since he keeps showing up wherever Norah is. Maybe he wanted to be able to track her down more easily.”

“Or whoever is controlling it wants him to be able to track her down more easily,” Travis said.

“Or wants to be able track her down himself,” Gabe suggested. He took a bite out of a chicken nugget, then stopped chewing. His lip curled up in disgust. “Bugger. This is rubbery. Anyone want these? I think I’d rather have a burger.”

“They’re rubbery because it’s all artificial,” Randy said. “You’re literally poisoning your bodies by eating that shit.”

“Poison doesn’t taste this good,” I said, taking a big bite and gnawing it down. 

“I’ll give you something that tastes good,” Randy offered.

Gabe sputtered out an objection. “I suddenly have no more appetite.”

“I never thought I’d say this,” Liam said, “But I miss my parents’ house. This floor is hard, and the lighting in here sucks for reading.”

“When all this is over,” I said, looking around at our primitive surroundings, “…we should probably modernize this place a little in case something like this happens again.”

“You want to modernize headquarters?” Travis asked, his eyebrows moving up.

I closed my eyes, picturing my ideal space. “I’m thinking electricity. Maybe a refrigerator.”

“A hot tub,” Gabe suggested.

I burst out a laugh. “I don’t think it would go with the decor, but maybe we could get a hot tub at the house…” I said, turning toward Liam. 

Liam shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

“Norah in a bathing suit all the time?” Travis put out there. “We’ll never get any work done again.”

“I’ll call around as soon as this is over,” Liam said, eyeing me with a special twinkle in his eye. “I also want to get another car. We need more than one because sharing the Jeep is getting old.”

“Yeah,” I added. “Especially when you’re stuck underground for hours because someone has to go to work.”

Randy moved forward. “Aww, were you lonely?”

“Hey,” Travis said, “We were here.”

“I wasn’t lonely. I was bored out of my mind.”

We talked the rest of the evening. Since we had no outside light, we could only tell what time it was by our watches and cell phones. We came up with ideas about what to do to headquarters and what we could do to the Pryor Estate once we could live there again. Dreams of the future helped fill the time. In every single picture, I had all four of them around me. All four of them in our supposed new hot tub. All four of them in the hammock that Gabe suggested. Travis brought up a dock and jet skis and I could see us out there bouncing over waves and laughing. It was nice to dream. Even if it never happened, it got us through that evening when there was literally nothing else to do. It helped me focus on the future instead of how bad my back ached from laying on the unforgiving stone.

Eventually, Gabe came over and used some of his extra clothes he packed as a makeshift mattress for us both. It reduced some of the hard impact. The last thing I remembered before drifting off to sleep was Liam talking about the kind of car we should get. With a smile on my face, I cuddled down into Gabe’s frame and dreamed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

I sat at the front desk at my shop, Travis behind me, his hands on my shoulders. We’d taken turns giving one another massages since we’d woken up with creaky, aching bodies. I’d slept more than I thought, but that still didn’t make up for the pain I felt after pulling myself up off the hard surface that morning. “I say before we head back tonight, we grab a few air mattresses.”

Travis circled his thumbs into my spine and I stiffened into his touch before relaxing again. “Amen,” he said.

He was on first watch over me since he didn’t have any classes until later in the day. Gabe and Liam were at class now while Randy was at the gym. He was probably the only one who’d been able to take a shower this morning and I was immensely jealous. Gabe may have had the opportunity too since he was an athlete. He could probably go into the locker rooms and do his thing. Me? I’d went into the back room and splashed water on my face and arms, trying to make myself act alive even if I barely passed for the living at the moment.

“My turn,” Travis said.

I got up, and we switched positions. Travis got on the stool and I stood behind him, working my fingers into his tired, aching bones. He moaned every time I hit a good spot, so I stayed there working out the kinks until they subsided and I moved on to another part. We were due to have more interviews today but not until a little later. Business was slow for a Monday. We’d only rang up four sales by the time the afternoon hit. Within the next half an hour, Travis would be switching out with Liam, so he could go to his class. 

My hands drifted lower onto Travis’s back. He stood up straight, giving me ample ground to work with. My fingers curled around his hips and he let out a soft groan. This was different from the others. This wasn’t like a painful one he knew would feel good as soon as I sank my fingers into his skin, this one started out feeling good from the start. A smile quirked my lips as my fingers dug in harder, inching closer around his hips to the front. From the side, I saw the muscle working in his jaw as he clamped his mouth shut. He turned, giving me a wry look, but I took it another step further like I usually did. I moved my hands down the v of his hips and out over his thighs.

“Norah,” he ground out.

“Yes?” I asked innocently.

“You know what you’re doing.”

“I know.”

“We’re in your shop. A customer could come in.”

“I know,” I said, my heart trilling a little. “But we’re hidden behind the counter.”

His legs started to drop open, and I inched closer, almost to the goal spot I had in mind. Travis stiffened, and I caught my lip between my teeth. Unfortunately, the bell rang above the door just then. With a gasp, I pulled my hands back, my heart in my throat.

Travis let out a sigh, his face about twenty different shades of red, but when we saw who’d come in, we were all business. “Dean?”

The ever posh, rich witch strode into the store as if he owned the place. He wore a turquoise colored polo shirt over khaki shorts with a pair of boat shoes that looked trendy enough to make him look like he was trying too hard. He looked around the store, giving a casual glance over all the stuff before finding us behind the counter and coming closer. “Is it just you guys?” he asked.

We nodded. 

He stared at my hands around Travis’s hips, his face pinching. He’d seen me with my hands on all of them lately. I was sure he had questions but because he was brought up with manners, he didn’t ask. That was fine with me. I didn’t feel as if I had to explain my lifestyle choices to anyone, especially Dean Reid.

“Liam’s not here?” he asked.

“Not for a little while,” I told him. “Why? What’s up?”

His face smoothed out a little. “Just curious.”

I eyed him a little longer this time. He’d told Liam the truth about his parents and how they were childhood friends. I wondered if he wanted to be his friend again, if he wanted to pick things up now that they weren’t in the sandbox anymore or if he was just as content with the way things turned out. If they were as close as he made Liam believe, I couldn’t imagine he’d want to forget it all. They had so much in common. It might even be good for Liam to have him as a friend. He’d be able to understand more about what happened to him and who his parents were. 

“So, what happened yesterday?” Travis asked.

Dean ran a hand through his hair and for the first time, I realized it wasn’t gelled to perfection like it normally was. He was also pale with shadows under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept very well the night before. Welcome to the club, I wanted to say. Looked like we were both having a harsh day of it. At least he probably slept on a nice, soft mattress in a kickass room that was probably decked out in whatever he wanted. 

“Crazy stuff,” Dean said. “I was able to track the djinn a little, but he kept avoiding me. Kept blipping out and showing up somewhere completely different. It was like a game of cat and mouse. He’d lead me somewhere and then leave. I’d pick up the trail once more, only to lose him again.”

“Well, Randy told you some of the places he went, right?” I asked.

“Yeah, I wonder if that’s when I lost him, when he was messing around with you.” He looked at me in earnest. “I really wish I knew what was going on.”

Travis looked at me and I gave him a slight nod. During our massage sessions, we’d been tossing around ideas and we couldn’t get Jay out of our head. He was the only person that made any sense, even more so now that the djinn had taken a piece of my clothing. If he’d truly done it so he could have easy access via a locator spell, well, who else could it be? 

“Here’s the thing,” Travis said. “We have an idea of who it could be.”

“Yeah?” Dean asked. He stepped forward, eager to hear what he had to say.

“If it’s not your father, there’s only one other person that we know of that wants Norah. We don’t know why this person wants Norah, which makes it even more difficult to trace though.”

“I thought you guys defeated the guy who wanted Norah. Isn’t that what I was helping Ren with?”

“Yes, and no,” Travis said. “We did take care of him,” he said, careful about what information he gave Dean. “But he wasn’t the one calling the shots. Dupre had someone else above him and we think he’s the one that might be behind all of this now.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense.” Dean shook his head. “My family is the only one that’s supposed to have control over the djinn. How does that come into play?”

“That’s one of the mysteries, but it has to be linked,” Travis said. “Have you ever heard of a guy named Jay?”

“No,” Dean said right away. He stood straighter and looked down at the counter. “I haven’t heard that name.”

“He was working with Dupre.”

The air in the room thickened. A tingle of awareness started at the base of my spine and worked its way up. It wasn’t until the tail of the familiar peeked out of Dean’s collar that it dawned on me why. 

I gasped, but it was too late.

Travis stood, moving in front of me, but it wasn’t me Dean was going for. His hand shot forward, full of magic that was hidden behind the counter. Travis careened backwards, knocking into me until we fell as a heap on the floor. 

I winced when I made contact with the tile. That did not feel good on top of all the other aches I had going on that day. I peeked down, noticing Travis’s head on my stomach. I took his shoulders and shook them before whispering, “Travis, Travis.”

He didn’t move. My stomach lurched. “Travis!”

Footsteps sauntered around the counter. Looking up into Dean’s face gave me déjà vu. I didn’t know how I didn’t recognize it before. The pale face, the lost eyes. It was like staring at Liam when he had the serpent familiar on him. I pushed at Travis to get my body free. “You know who Jay is, don’t you?”

A wicked glint started in Dean’s eyes. “Just met him myself. It turns out the djinn was leading me…right to Jay.” Dean wiggled his fingers in the air and then stared at them. “This power is pretty cool.”

He glared back down, and I threw myself in front of Travis’s unmoving body. Instead of feeling a sharp pain, I felt my shoulders being pulled back by an unseen force and my hands moving together behind my back. I tried to pull my wrists apart, but to no avail. They were fused together. Hard, forceful hands clasped down on my shoulder and he pulled me to my feet. Travis’s head fell off my thigh and fell onto the floor at my feet.

I stared down at Travis’s unmoving body. “You better not have hurt him.”

I kicked out, hoping to hit Dean where it would catch him off guard, so I could try to make a run for it, but instantly, my ankles were fused together and I started to tip over. Without having the use of my arms to brace my fall, Dean caught me just before I head-butted the counter.

“That would’ve hurt,” he said.

“Fuck you.”

He pulled me close to him, so close his nose and lips were the only things I saw. “I got to ask,” he said, his false voice dripping with curiosity. “Are you sleeping with all of them? Do they know you’re sleeping with all of them? I’m just curious as fuck because I’d love to get in on a little of that action.”

I screwed up my facial features to seem impartial. This wasn’t Dean Reid. I wasn’t saying the guy wasn’t cocky or full of himself, but he truly wouldn’t be saying these things if it weren’t for the familiar on him. It was the same thing that happened to Liam. Liam did and said things he never would have if it weren’t for the familiar. Dean—the real Dean—had done nothing but help the Order. It was just hard to remember that when my hands and feet were magically tied, and his creepy hands were feeling up my backside under the pretense of helping me walk from the store. 

“That’s none of your business.”

“Oh, I agree. Actually, I don’t. I want to jump your bones and I’m used to getting my way.”

“Don’t,” I said, my voice hard, almost pleading with Dean. If he was still in there somewhere, maybe he could help keep himself under control… unless I completely misjudged him. 

His jaw ticked, and he swallowed hard. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to walk out of the store before the others get here and then you’re going to get into my car. I’m going to take you to Jay.” I struggled against him and he pulled back on my arm, my shoulder cracking in pain. “You’re going to do that because if you don’t, I’m going to come back here and finish off Travis. You know I can, too. You’ve seen the familiar at work before.”

I closed my eyes, feeling for the magic in my palms, hoping I could do something to incapacitate Dean so that Travis and I could get the hell out of here and back to headquarters where we’d be protected by ancient, powerful magic. 

Dean burst out into a laugh loud and hard. “Do you think I placed regular magical restraints on you? No. These take all the power you just tried to pull from you and put them back into the restraints itself. Thanks for making them even more powerful. Now, are we ready to leave this store?” He checked his watch. “I imagine the others will be on their way. I believe Liam gets out of class in about five minutes.”

I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“My good friend came back to Salem and you don’t think I keep tabs on him?”

Part of me knew that to engage with him would be stupid because it was mostly the familiar talking, but I also couldn’t help myself. “You know his schedule? Why didn’t you ever try to talk to him?”

He pulled at my arms and I shuffled toward the front door. He loosened the leg restraints a little, so I could take regular strides but still felt the pull limiting my range of motion. I had enough just to walk without tripping and falling on my face. 

“I thought I’d made that clear before. My family is on the downhill slope to bad. How in the hell was Liam, who’d come back as a member of the Order, ever going to be my friend? It wasn’t going to happen. My dad had pretty much assured that.”

I swallowed, suddenly feeling bad for Dean. If familiar-controlled-Dean was telling the truth, he cared about Liam more than he let on. 

“Don’t make a sound once we step outside. You know no one can help you. They’re just normal.” He pushed me out the door and then pulled it closed behind us. I took one more look inside, trying to see Travis. He still hadn’t moved, his feet peeking out from behind the counter exactly as they were when we fell.

Dean angled me down toward the good restaurants where the historical part of Salem suddenly turned into the commercial part. There was a bank down there and offices. It was also in the opposite direction Gabe and Liam would be coming from. “Where are you taking me?”

“Like I’m going to tell you. For all I know, you have some freaky way to tell them.”

“If I can, don’t you think I can end up telling them anyway, whether you tell me now or when we just show up there?”

He didn’t answer. He kept his face straight ahead. We passed vacationing families on the street and others in suits and dresses for their work day. We even passed other people on the street I could tell were a part of Salem’s witch businesses. Some wore capes or goth makeup. They looked like the quintessential centerpiece to Salem, but none of them knew what was going on here. The reality that was so close. To them, we were just two people walking down the street next to them. He was right about them being useless. I tried to pull on my magic again, but the wrist restraints only cinched tighter. He was right about that too. I was stuck, and he knew it. 

The only thing I could do was hope that when Liam and Gabe got there, they could wake Travis up and find out who had taken me. If there was a way to share where I was going, I didn’t know it. Even if there was, I had no idea where I was headed yet. Not that it mattered. When Dean walked me toward his fancy sports car, he pulled open the passenger side door and helped me sit. After that, he snapped his fingers in front of my face and the world went dark.

I was alone and going to Jay. The only good thing about it was that I might be able to find out what he wanted with me now. Even though he was stronger, we might be able to take him out like we had with Dupre. 

Maybe.

Hopefully.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Travis

 

“Fuck.”

My eyes blinked open. A hand came down hard on my shoulders and shook me. I’d remembered vaguely Norah doing that right before... Norah! My eyes flew open, but instead of seeing her sweet brown eyes, I stared up into Liam’s terrified face.

I sat up fast, my head spinning. I closed my eyes to try to stop it from happening, but the world tilted and even though my eyes were shut, I felt as if I was in a kaleidoscope. Colors shifted, and the world moved in front of me like it was an earthquake and I was barely holding onto the edge. “Where is she?” I was finally able to get out.

Liam sat hard on the floor beside me. “I was hoping you would know something about that.”

I racked my brain trying to think of the last thing I remembered. We were talking to Dean. I got a chest ache and then everything went black. But no, there was more. “Shit. The familiar.”

Liam’s eyes widened, and true terror swept over him. He knew firsthand what it was like to come up against that thing. “What about it?”

“The familiar is on Dean.”

He sucked in a breath. “And he took Norah?”

With a major case of cotton mouth, I tried to swallow. I looked away from Liam as he took out his cell phone. I was supposed to be watching her. How did I let this happen? Now she was with someone who had the familiar and we didn’t know where she was. Because of me. 

I must have let some or all of that out because Liam spoke up. “It’s not your fault.”

Fuck that. It was completely my fault. I should’ve been just as paranoid as Randy and not trusted anybody. He sure as fuck didn’t trust Dean, but I had. 

“I’m calling Randy. You call Gabe.”

My stomach did a mad somersault. Now someone else would know what I let happen. I pulled my cell from my pocket. The screen was cracked. I must’ve landed on it. Thankfully, the thing still worked, it was just a little hard to see. Liam’s conversation with Randy was going about as good as could be expected. He was a raving lunatic when things like this happened. The guy could turn into an ogre in three seconds flat, which was good for us most of the time, but it only served to deepen my guilt. Norah was taken because of me.

“Hello? Travis?” Gabe asked, a little forcefully. I wasn’t sure how many times he’d tried to answer the phone when my mind was occupied elsewhere.

“Norah,” I said, my voice cracking.

There was a pause. “What about her?”

As soon as I said the words, hot, thick guilt soured my stomach. “Dean came into the shop. He has the familiar on him and now he has Norah.”

He didn’t ask how I could let that happen, but I knew they were all thinking it. 

“He hit me with some magic,” I said immediately as if that would explain everything away.

“I got to go, Coach,” I heard Gabe say. His coach yelled multiple protests, but Gabe ignored him. “I’ll be on the South lawn. Pick me up.”

He ended the call, and I slowly pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at Liam. He helped me to my feet, and I shifted a little, uncomfortable. My chest still hurt like a bitch. I brought my hand up and rubbed there. “Are you going to be okay?” Liam asked.

“I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “Let’s just get the fuck out there and find her.”

He walked to the door, and I followed him as steady as I could. When he got there and turned around, I was only halfway through the store, so he slowed up. “We can’t just start searching for her without a good place to start. We’re heading to the Reid’s again and I don’t care if we have to raid the fucking place, we’re looking through his stash of books and we’re also going to get Reid to fucking call that djinn, so we can figure out where she is.”

All of that sounded like a damn good idea. 

When I got to the door, Liam put a hand on my shoulder and urged me forward. He kept it there as we went for the Jeep. We got a few glances from confused people as we walked down the sidewalk, providing me with proof that I looked a lot worse than I felt, and I felt shitty.

He helped me into the passenger seat and then sent a text out to Randy. “Telling him to meet us at the South Lawn of SSU. We’ll go in the Jeep from there.”

I nodded, resting my head against the seatbelt. He turned the keys in the ignition and pulled out into traffic, making a few cars beep in the process. It didn’t faze him, he just kept on about his business, weaving through traffic as if we were in an Indy 500 race and we needed to get to the finish line first. We kind of did, didn’t we? Norah was at stake here. 

Because of me.

“Is there anything else you remember?” Liam asked.

My head had started to throb, so I put my fingers on my temples as I thought. “We were asking Dean if he knew about Jay. I think that was the last thing we said before he hit me in the chest with some powerful ass magic. I had no idea Dean was that powerful.”

“Remember,” Liam said. “It’s not all him. Some of it is the familiar. Trust me. That thing is powerful, and old, and evil.”

Wonderful. “Can you pick up the speed?”

A motorcycle roared past us then. It was Randy. He was able to flit through the traffic faster than we were. Liam tried maneuvering the Jeep through the gaps in traffic Randy left like we were as small as the motorcycle, but it didn’t work as well. Too many minutes later, we ended up at the campus in front of Gabe. Randy had already parked his bike, so they both jumped into the backseat, not even Randy bothering to waste time to ask for one of the front seats. 

As soon as their doors closed, Liam pulled out into traffic again, telling them the plan he had. Gabe leaned forward. “You okay, Mate. You look like shit.”

I rubbed at my chest again even though my head was feeling clearer the more time went by. “I’ll be okay.”

I peeked behind me to find Randy wound up tighter than a coiled spring. He had the worst temper out of all of us, and the fastest instinct to fight. It was a sign of how he’d grown up, the shit he’d had to endure ingrained that into him. Maybe if I’d been more careful, more cautious of other people…

“If that fucker doesn’t work with us, I can’t promise you guys anything,” Randy said.

I knew the feeling. I was usually the first one to think of Jax and how things could start to escalate quickly, taking us in the exact opposite direction we wanted to go in, but I was right there with him this time. Norah had been my responsibility at the time and now she wasn’t here. 

“Did you try calling Dean?” Liam asked.

“You really think he’s going to answer?”

Liam shrugged, looking at Randy in the rearview mirror. “The familiar is cocky. He might just answer and if he does, we might get some clues as to where he’s taken Norah.”

Randy didn’t need more convincing than that. He pulled his phone out and called Dean. The phone rang and rang. Just before the voicemail switched on, a voice came through the other line. “Yes?”

My heart flew up through my chest, and I turned around in my seat to stare at Randy. He had the phone on speaker and we were now all just staring at the screen as if it was our lifeline. “We know you have her.”

“Well, I didn’t try to hide it.”

“Where are you?”

“Can’t tell you that yet. Trust me, it will all come out in good time.”

“Let us talk to her.”

“Mmm. No.”

Randy growled in his throat, but Dean only laughed. Though, it was more like the familiar controlling Dean’s body laughing. I hadn’t heard him sound as sinister as that before. He’d actually been cool with us. He was the reason we’d found out how to take the familiar off Liam in the first place. “If you tell us, we’ll help you get that familiar off you, Dean. We know how to do it. Remember, you gave us the spell? We can get it off you. Please. Tell us.”

The line was silent, and my stomach squeezed thinking maybe I had gotten through to the real Dean.

“I can’t do that,” Dean’s voice said. “You see, despite all my worry about my father and his greed taking over him, part of it was just jealousy. I really like all this power. My father was so power hungry that he hardly ever shared it with me, but now I have all the power I want at my disposal.”

“And Jay did that, right? You also know how that turned out for the last person Jay used to do his bidding.”

“That is true,” Dean said. “I guess I’m going to have to risk it. Trust me, you guys will be here sooner than you think. Perhaps not as soon as you want to be, but—”

“Is Norah okay?” Randy interrupted. “Let us talk to her.”

“She can’t talk right now.”

A sharp pain formed in my stomach. If they’d done anything to hurt her…

“Why?” Randy growled out.

“Well, she’s just sleeping. Don’t get too hyped up, Lacone. I couldn’t have her awake and sending you guys a message somehow. You guys are a coven, and I’m not sure how that all works yet. I suspect I’ll find out sooner or later though.”

A creak sounded on the other end as well as an echoing slam. The phone call ended right there. “Dean?” Randy asked. When there wasn’t an answer, he said it again. He made the screen wake up and noticed that the call had ended. Swearing, he forced the phone back into his pocket. “Son of a bitch.”

“We still have other things to do,” Liam said. “We’re not SOL.”

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” I said. “If we’re going to win this, we’re going to have to do it with magic.”

The long drive into Boston seemed even longer with the traffic we were up against. When we finally pulled up in front of the Reid’s house, we didn’t wait a second longer to jump from the Jeep and run to the gate. During the drive, I’d recovered enough that I’d felt almost normal as I approached the iron bars and shook them. Owen, the guard Norah had dealt with, stepped forward again. He quickly scanned our group, his eyes lighting with recognition. Seeing that Norah wasn’t there though, he frowned.

“We need to talk to Mr. Reid,” Liam said.

“Mr. Reid doesn’t want any visitors.”

“Listen,” Liam snapped. “You know that girl who was with us before? She’s in trouble. We want to help her, but if we don’t get to talk to Mr. Reid right now, we’re wasting fucking time. We need to see him right now.”

Owen’s eyes rounded. “H-he’s not here.”

“Fuck!” Randy screamed.

Even Owen jumped back. 

“Let us in,” I said steadily. “We’ve already met with Dean and Mr. Reid. We’re not here to hurt them or to take anything from them, we’re just here to find out information we need to save Norah.”

“If we don’t hurry, something might happen to her,” Liam said. He steeled his voice. I knew he was saying it for affect, but it also could’ve been true. Besides all that, it was probably the best excuse we could’ve used with Owen. The guy was totally smitten with her.

He opened the gate. We didn’t wait for it to swing open, we just ran forward, jumping up on the Reid’s front steps and hurtling through the door. A girl in the kitchen screeched as we all ran forward.

“We’re not here for you,” Liam said. She had magic coming off her. She wasn’t quite as strong as her father and brother, but she had some magic—Reid magic. “We need you to open the secret door downstairs.”

She opened her mouth as she backed up against the refrigerator.

“We know you have a secret room in the basement. Your brother has already taken us down there.”

Owen followed in after us, giving the girl a quick nod. 

Her shoulders deflated. “My father’s going to kill me.”

“He probably won’t,” Gabe said. He immediately caught her attention. It was the fucking accent. It was always the accent. He gave her a smile. “If it makes you feel any better, you can tell him we threatened you, but I really don’t think that will be necessary. We’re friends.”

“I’ve never heard of you,” she said, even though she was already walking toward the basement door.

“We’re the Order,” Liam said.

She turned, her eyes widening. Gabe chuckled. “The Order of the Akasha? And no, we’re not here for your family, it’s just that we think your family has something we need. Oh, and your brother’s in trouble, too. If you don’t let us down into that room, something might happen to him.”

That spurred her even more than Gabe’s accent. “Dean?” she asked in a frightened voice. When we nodded, she pulled the basement door open and ran down the steps. At the bottom of the stairs, she turned toward the door. It opened right up for her. What with that Reid blood and everything, it didn’t give her a hard time like it did us. We never would’ve been able to get into it without her. 

“Thank you,” Gabe said. She nodded and stood off to the side as Liam rushed in first with Randy and I following quickly after. Once we were inside, Gabe asked her if she knew where her father was and if she could call him and tell him we were there and that we needed him.

She told him her cell phone was on the counter upstairs and that she’d do it right away.

Afterward, he sauntered right in and I wanted to smack the smirk off his face even though it was always uncanny. That accent did everything for him. 

“We’re looking for anything to do with djinns,” Liam said. “Start with the books that look like they’re old and dark. You can feel the difference if you concentrate. We need to figure out how to call the djinn because then the djinn can lead us to wherever Norah is. He’s wrapped up in this somehow, most likely Jay was trying to take the power from him and out of the Reid’s hands. Maybe he thought he needed more power because we were able to defeat Dupre? I don’t know. I haven’t quite figured it all out yet, but I know we’re headed in the right direction. There has to be something in here that tells us how we can call the djinn even if he doesn’t want to come.”

“Maybe the original calling?” Gabe asked.

Liam looked up from what he was doing. “Shit. I didn’t think of that. Good idea. If Mr. Reid can call the djinn using the original spell, he might have to come no matter what. Shit, Gabe. That was genius.”

I looked at all the books in the room. Who knew where the hell that spell was, but since it was the only thing we had to go on until Mr. Reid returned home, we had to run with it. At least we had a direction now and weren’t just flying by the seat of our pants. A good thing, too, because Norah was missing, and none of us were able to concentrate as well when we knew she was in danger.

I hoped to God she was okay. And if she wasn’t, there’d be hell to pay.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

I inhaled. The stale smell of God knew what met my nostrils. I was lying on a bed of prickers, sharp points sticking into my arms. Blinking awake, I coughed immediately, the smell of whatever was around me making my eyes water and my nose tickle. Pushing myself up, I looked around. Wood. Straw. And yep, what smelled like the ripe old smell of manure even though it looked like no one had come into this barn in years. 

Thick, circular beams stretched out across the roof overhead while the planks of wood that made up the barn walls let in tiny shafts of orange light from the sunset outside. In front of me was a wide-open space with a barn door pushed back on its rolling track, letting in the sights of trees and waist-high grass parted by an old driveway. Jay wasn’t intent on keeping me locked away then. Of course, he wasn’t. That wasn’t what this was about. 

“Good,” a voice said. I jumped and looked to my right where I believed the voice had come from. In the distance, a shadow moved that was of human build. It wasn’t a shadow at all though. It was a person. “You’re awake.”

I cleared my throat, making sure I could talk with authority before I even attempted anything else. My hands were still bound behind my back in whatever magic familiar-controlled-Dean had used to stifle my own powers. “Jay, I take it? So nice to meet you finally.”

The guy chuckled. “I knew you’d be like this. Funny, quirky, maybe even a bit of a bitch…”

I shrugged at that. I had been known to do and say some bitchy things, but I wasn’t so sure he should be calling me out on that since he’d basically kidnapped me. If that wasn’t a bitch move, I didn’t know what was. “I guess it suits me.”

The shadow moved forward. I peered into the darkness trying to make out the figure. After all, who wouldn’t be curious to find out the face of the person who’d been trying to ruin their life for the past month or so? This guy was the one behind fucking Dupre and the crazy shit he did. Dupre wasn’t the mastermind of most of that stuff. He was the type to use a voodoo doll, hiding in the shadows to take care of business. That wasn’t Jay’s style at all. Interesting he had stayed silent for so long.

“I see you’re trying to get a glimpse of me.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Don’t worry. You don’t know me.”

A harsh laugh whipped out of me. “Don’t know you? So, why is it that you’ve been trying to get me for so long? If I don’t know you why even bother?” I stifled a gasp. Mr. Reid. It had to have been him in the shadows behind all of this. He had control of the djinn, and he didn’t know me. However, that still didn’t answer the question as to why he would be doing this. 

“It has nothing to do with you, really. You just got caught in the crossfire. Hey, how’s that coven treating you?”

The shadow shifted to lean against a rotting piece of wall. The musty hay smell in this place was overpowering. Every time he moved, it kicked up a whole different layer inside the space. “Why do you care?”

He chuckled long and hard. “Oh, I care.”

I pulled myself up into more of a sitting position and checked the area behind me. One of those thick circular logs was at my back so I leaned against it. “You know what’s not cool?” I ventured. “When someone takes you, presumably to hurt you, but they don’t even tell you why.”

“You know what’s also not cool? When your friends completely desert you and then you have nothing.” His voice cracked out like a whip. “Nothing,” he seethed. “They took everything from me.”

This wasn’t about me. I didn’t know anyone enough to make them so angry. This sounded deep-rooted, and painful.

“Still don’t know who I am?” he breathed. “That’s…. Actually, I shouldn’t be surprised. They have you now so…”

I stared into the shadows, narrowing my gaze to try to see through the wall of darkness, but none of it worked. If I’d had access to my magic, I could’ve made a light or something else, but I didn’t dare to try to pull on my magic again with what happened last time. All it did was make the restraints tighter and stronger. 

Gazing around the interior of the barn again, I looked for anything that might help me escape. These restraints weren’t going to come off, but if I could somehow get Jay out of the picture, I could run off. I didn’t know where I was, but it was better than just staying with this mentally unhinged guy.

He laughed darkly again, pulling my attention back to him. He said ‘they’ had me, whoever that was. Since he was intent on talking, I should keep him talking. If he was talking, he wasn’t hurting me and that was one of my main goals for the moment. “Who has me?” I asked.

“The Order.”

I stood up straighter then. “What about them?”

“You’re their fifth.”

“So?”

The shadow from the corner of the room came charging out at me. He stopped mere inches from my face, crouched down to my level. “So, I was their fifth,” he spat.

He was my age, dark hair. He had a good build and a handsome face. My stomach tugged as if I should know this guy, and I guess I did. I’d heard stories about him. Jax. The one who’d been stripped of powers because of what he did while a member of the Order. ‘Harm none’ was their motto, and he certainly hadn’t done that. 

But the feeling in my stomach wasn’t just because I knew his story, it was a pull I recognized. No, it wasn’t as strong as my connections with the other guys, but it was there all the same. His furious mask softened a little as if he noticed it at the same time I did. 

“Jax,” I said, confirming for him that I knew who he was. I wanted to roll my eyes and tell him how clever it was that he called himself Jay, but also slap myself in the forehead. We’d really missed out on that stupid clue. 

“At least you know who I am.”

My first thought was of Travis and how he’d shunned me at first because of his relationship with the guy in front of me. They’d been best friends for years. Grew up together, hung out with one another, became members of the Order together. Despite all the evil things he’d done, the guy in front of me wasn’t all bad. Or, at least he hadn’t always been. “Travis is going to have a hard time with this.”

Jax’s eyes turned black. Not just from the poor lighting or because of some inner emotional turmoil, but they turned legit black like a curtain coming down over them. A shiver ran up my spine and my first instinct was to move away, but there was a post at my back and the fact that my hands were tied together with magical restraints. Faced with pure evil and I couldn’t go anywhere. 

“I think you’ll understand when I say I don’t give a good Goddamn if Travis isn’t going to take this very well. He knew me best.”

“Knew you being the operative words. Then again, I wasn’t there. I shouldn’t say anything, but from what I heard, you’d changed, Jax.”

“They put the mark on me. They let them strip me.”

“Did they have another option?”

“There’s always an option!” he screamed.

He sat back on the hay. He was only a mere three feet from me and the anguish inside him blasted off in waves. It was hard not to get pulled into it. On one hand, I felt like I knew him. Even my stomach was tugging me toward him, but on the other hand, he’d done awful things and it didn’t matter if they had a history with him. He was what he was now, not what he was before.

“What’s your plan here?” I asked, my voice soft. “What was all this about?”

He ran a hand through his hair and then brought his knee up to drape an arm over it. “I want them to feel alone. I want to do to them what they did to me.”

“What Travis did to you nearly killed him.”

He snarled, his lip pulling up into a sneer. “Why do you say that? Because he hesitated to jump you unlike the rest of them? I hate to break it to you but that’s just Travis. He loves girls, don’t get me wrong, but he’s always had this thing about not getting involved while he’s a member of the Order. He can’t bring them into this world, so he didn’t usually bother.”

I shook my head. He was wrong. Travis wasn’t in a good place because of what happened to him in the recent past, including what had happened to Jax. It had nothing to do with wanting me or not wanting me.

As I watched him, his eyes returned to their normal dark color, the black sheet dissipating. I had some ideas about what that meant, but I was hoping I was wrong. 

“So, let’s make this clear,” I said, trying to figure him out. “You found Dupre because he wanted to get back at me for selling him a useless voodoo doll. Congratulations by the way, he was a winner. Now since he’s gone, you actually have to come out of hiding yourself to do it.”

“Dupre was always just supposed to bring you to me, and you’re right, he was a dumbass. I needed to find someone with half a brain, so when a little birdie told me the Reid’s had access to a djinn and were also smart and powerful, I didn’t need to look any further. Mission accomplished. And look, Dean did just what I asked him to do and in far less time than Dupre.”

“Only because he had the familiar on him.”

Jax smirked. “And because he had your trust.”

I ground my teeth together. “But that had nothing to do with you, did it? Dean didn’t always have the familiar on him. He approached us when he was just himself. I’d already trusted him by the time you got the familiar on him. Maybe I should’ve been more like Randy.”

“Aww, Randy. I miss him,” he said without feeling. “I think you’ve damn near broke him though. He’s not near as much fun as he was when you weren’t around. I could always count on him to go out and have fun with, but you’ve got him trained now.”

“I didn’t train him,” I snapped. There was nothing I hated more than a woman being thought of as a reason for why a guy changed. We were all individuals. Randy could do what he wanted.

“So, how do you account for his suddenly being so tame?”

“You’d have to ask him.”

He tapped his chin. “I might do that, but we have other, more important things to discuss when they get here. I don’t think I’ll be getting to that discussion point right away. As soon as they figure out where we are that’s when the fun will begin.”

“And how are they going to figure out where we are?”

“Trust me, I’ve left a trail of breadcrumbs. Also, don’t underestimate their feelings for you. It seems like they’ll go through anything to get to you while they didn’t even reach out after what happened to me. They lied to the Order for you. I guess that was just too much to ask for me.”

“You’ve got it all wrong,” I said slowly. “Maybe it’s because of you they decided to change things up.”

He shook his head. “No, you got it wrong. It’s because you’re more important. I mean, I can’t blame them. I wasn’t banging all of them.”

Great. Another person to give me their commentary on my love life. “Right. You had Jennie.”

He reacted so fast I couldn’t even prep myself. His palm came down hard on my cheek. My head rattled inside, and I tasted blood in my mouth. 

He’d slapped me. A big old bitch slap to the face. What a dick.

“Don’t bring her up.”

I turned back to him slowly, my jaw clenched. It seemed I’d hit a sore spot. I’d have to save that information for later when I got out of these restraints somehow. I really didn’t feel like getting the shit kicked out of me when I couldn’t fight back, but when these magical cuffs were off, so were all the bets. 

Jax looked down. He pushed a button on his watch and the face glowed. “I wonder how long it will take them to figure it out.”

Not soon enough for me. Jax was unhinged. At some points, I could see the person he was, but not all the time. To be brutally honest with myself, I could understand his anger, his pain. What if the Order came back to us and said I couldn’t be a member of the coven, or worse, that in order for me not to be a part of them, I was getting stripped? 

What if the guys did to me what they did to Jax? I didn’t want to be just their memory. With as close as covens were, I understood Jax’s raw feelings, but there was still that conversation I had with Travis that lurked in the back of my head that proved him wrong. The coven had tried to reach out to Jax. He’d just never returned it. Whatever his reason, he was blaming the guys for something they couldn’t have done anything about. I think. I guessed Travis didn’t have to mark him, but Travis would probably mark me. Marking wasn’t the bad part. It was up to what was inside the individual witch that mattered.

Jax’s true disposition stripped him. I knew that much about Akasha magic. Even if he’d done something just a little bad, he may have been punished but not necessarily stripped of his powers. It’s when the witch went all the way bad that their powers were taken away. That wasn’t, and could never be, Travis, Liam, Randy or Gabe’s fault. That was on Jax alone. His true self shined through during the Akasha ceremony, and the rest of his coven wouldn’t have been able to do anything about that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Liam

 

There were just so many books. I normally wouldn’t complain, but these texts were so old and not as helpfully put together as the Order texts. Most of them comprised of journal-style writings with spells intermixed, which was impossible to check through easily without skimming entire pages of text. It was taking so long. Too long. I kept checking my watch as if that could tell me what was happening to Norah at that exact same time. Unfortunately, the longer we stayed here trying to figure out what to do, the worse it was for her. 

I shuddered to think about what happened the last time Norah was taken by Dupre. One of his guards had tried to assault her. And now that Dean had the familiar, he wasn’t going to be himself. I knew that much from personal experience. All his worst thoughts and ideas would be acted on. From what I’d learned from having the familiar on me, we all had potential to do evil or bad things, but most of us didn’t think twice about it. But when there was something on you that heightened all those things inside, you started to become aware of them. When you became aware of them, you wondered what it might be like to act on them. When you did that, you were a goner. I imagined it to be like what Mr. Reid felt by having control of the djinn. When he first gained control, maybe it wasn’t such a big deal as it was now. He asked it for a few things, and he got them. But in my experience, those few things could snow ball until you were doing things that crossed the line before you even knew it.

Greed was a terrible thing. It was a flaw all of us had inside ourselves that manifested in different ways. We all had the potential to get caught up in it. If someone was given a hundred dollars, wouldn’t they wish for more money because they knew how good that one hundred dollars felt? That was the thing with greed. To be prosperous in whatever way you desired made you feel good. Maybe it was money, maybe it was power, or maybe it was physical things. Those things fired off your brain cells to make you happy, and for some, it made it easy to trip over the line of right into wrong. Even when you thought you were doing something good, you could be doing something wrong.

Randy elbowed me. “You stopped turning pages. Why did you stop turning pages?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t found anything yet. I was just thinking.”

“There’s nothing here,” Gabe spoke up. “It’s time to start thinking of another plan. We’re wasting time.”

The sweet sound of an electronic melody met my ears and they perked up. Mr. Reid’s daughter had stayed upstairs, but we’d been waiting on an update as to where her father was and if he was going to get his ass here to help us. Dean’s life was also at stake and if they needed more reminding of that, I’d do it. My face burned, and I scratched my neck while looking at the steps that led upstairs. I didn’t know Dean all that well. At least, my current self didn’t know Dean well, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested to try to get to know him more. He’d been there when I was younger, at a time when we were just starting to grow. I’d had that life ripped away from me, so yes, I was interested in that piece he played back then. If we’d stayed in touch and just grew apart, there wouldn’t have been a curiosity like there was now. What happened to me when I was young was unnatural. I’d been fighting against it my whole life. Things were just getting into place now, but I was still interested in the past.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs above and Mr. Reid’s daughter called down. “He’s on his way.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Randy said, slamming the book closed he had in his lap. “He better hurry his ass up. We’ve been down here for at least half an hour already. We need to figure out where Norah is now!”

The smell of maple syrup filtered through the room. Gabe was the first to speak up. “Chill, Big Guy,” he said, taking a page out of Norah’s book and trying to calm him down before he even got started, but there was one problem with that: Gabe wasn’t Norah. 

Randy whipped his head toward Gabe and took a deep breath to prepare for what I was sure was going to be a litany when I kicked him in the sneaker. He looked back at me and I shook my head. We were all upset. We were all scared. There was no reason to make it worse. We just had to trust in Norah. She was a good witch. In fact, she was badass. We had to trust that she could get herself through whatever Jay threw at her before we got there. She’d done it before and she could do it again.

Travis stood from his position. He’d had his nose stuck in the book he’d pulled out for a very long time. He shuffled over to me, nearly knocking into one of the posh chairs that was littered around the room before he finally got to me and lifted his eyes from the page. “What do you make of this?”

I pulled the book from his hands and turned it around so I could read. He pointed to the spot on the page and I read the brief paragraph. I doubted it was the original spell to call the djinn, but it was our only shot at this point.

The door slammed above. “Daddy!” the daughter yelled out, a hint of desperation in her voice cracking through. 

Gabe rolled his eyes hard. He’d been nice to get her to do what we asked, but she wasn’t our Norah. 

“The Order is here. I let them into the basement room.”

Mr. Reid didn’t respond. Feet pounded on the steps until he came to a stop in front of us. We all stood and took in his disheveled appearance. His tie was undone, and part of his shirt was pulled out of his pants. “Where’s Dean?”

“Sit down,” Randy ordered.

Mr. Reid did so. His fingers curled around the arm rests as Owen stood just behind him. Travis delved into the story as soon as he sat. “We need to know where the djinn is.” He took the book he’d just handed me and gave it to Mr. Reid. “Is this the spell your ancestors used to get the djinn the first time?”

Mr. Reid looked up at him with a lost look on his face. 

“Dean is with the djinn,” I answered his unspoken question. “He’s in danger. He has a familiar on him. You know what that is, right?”

“A familiar? How is that possible?” Mr. Reid asked.

My fingers brushed up against the bracelet that Norah made me. The guys all had similar bracelets on. She thought these were our best defense against the familiar, and who knew, maybe she was right. They were extremely powerful bracelets. Every time I concentrated on it, I could feel the magic of the voodoo people surrounding me. 

“There’s someone out there that’s used Dean to get to Norah. He placed the familiar on your son, thereby gaining control over him. Because Norah knows Dean, he was able to get her. We need to find the djinn so that we can find Norah and Dean.”

Travis shook the book in front of the man’s face again, making him look down after my crude explanation of what was going on. There was far more to it than that, but we didn’t have time to sit down and have a lengthy discussion now. He only needed to know the particulars.

“Trust me, the less time Dean has the familiar on him the better,” I said, trying to encourage a prompt reply. “We already know the spell to get it off, we just need to find him.”

Randy and I exchanged a look. Sure, Dean wasn’t going to be our number one priority, but that didn’t need to be said. 

Mr. Reid looked down and scanned the pages. “It was similar.”

“Will this work?” Travis asked.

“Or is there something else we can do?” I tacked on. “Dean said something before about being able to trace the djinn. Can you do that?”

“We usually don’t have to,” Mr. Reid explained. “We kept him down in this room for the longest time.”

“The spell,” Randy spat. “Can we use it?”

I closed my eyes. The ferocity of Randy’s words even chilled me. He was losing what little patience he already had. He and I were completely different people, but up until Norah came, I’d never found someone I’d connected with more. That still amazed me sometimes.

“Y-yes,” Mr. Reid stuttered. 

“Great,” Travis said. “Do you usually do spells in this room, or another room? We’re going to need your help with this, so we need your spell area.”

“Upstairs,” Mr. Reid said. He stood from the chair, his legs shaky. We followed him up and walked by Mr. Reid’s daughter. She looked at Gabe, but he was on a mission now. We followed him into a room in the back. With one wall all windows, we could see the expansive back lawn from here.

Around us, the place reeked of a fiery smell I couldn’t quite place, kind of woodsy and smoky at the same time. This was where they did their magic. It left its mark on it after years and years of use. 

Mr. Reid stood in for Norah. He was a poor substitute, but the spell still worked. After calling on the five points of the pentagram, we did the spell from the book Travis found. Even with my eyes closed, I could feel the presence of the djinn. 

Travis gasped as the picture in our minds expanded.

He broke the spell. Every one of us turned to look at him. “You know where that is?” I asked.

“I do.”

His face was white. Not even pale but lacking so much color he looked like death. 

“I don’t know what it means.”

“We don’t have to know what it means right now,” I reminded him. “We just have to get there and make sure Norah is okay.”

“And Dean,” Mr. Reid said.

Yeah, yeah. 

We all filed out of the room and raced toward the front door. For an older gentleman, Mr. Reid was able to keep up. When we got to the Jeep, we all realized he was right there and we weren’t sure what to do. It had always just been us going out on Order cases. Did we really want to get a normal witch involved?

He seemed to understand our hesitation. With his face drawn, he asked, “What kind of father would I be if I didn’t come with you to try to help my son?” He then looked right at me. “Please, Liam. I don’t want to make the same mistake your parents did. I want to help.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. 

“Me too,” Owen said.

I looked at the rest of the guys and pretty much every one of them didn’t want to take them with us, but who were we to tell them no? “Travis, give them the place. You can try to keep up, or you can just meet us there.”

Travis gave me a look but did as I said. He rattled off directions of where the barn was and then we all hopped in the Jeep, leaving Mr. Reid and Owen to run toward their own car. We weren’t waiting for them either. They could show up or not that wasn’t our concern. Our only concern now was helping Norah…and yes, helping Dean, too.

As Travis sped away from the house, a thousand thoughts filtered through my brain. “Listen, guys,” I said. “I think we should call the Order.”

“Are you seriously thinking about making sure we do what the Order told us to do at this moment?” Randy asked.

I glared at the back of his head. “Not so we can do what they told us to do, but because we don’t know anything about this Jay. We might need their help. That’s what I was thinking.”

Travis peeked at me from the rearview mirror. “He has a point. We have no idea what we’re walking into here. Jay has Norah and we don’t know a damn thing about him. We also haven’t gotten any pulls, which makes this all the more tricky.”

Gabe gritted his teeth. “I hate the idea of calling them in. What if they turn this around on us somehow?”

Even though Gabe loved being a member of the Order, there had also been a healthy amount of distrust for some time. I wasn’t sure what all that was about. 

“I say we bring it to a vote,” Travis said. “Who thinks we should call Walter?”

I raised my hand along with Travis and Randy. Gabe kept his down.

Looking over at him, I patted his shoulder. “I’ll do it, okay? I’ll tell them the familiar is back and that somehow, they’ve taken Norah. I won’t make it about the Order at all.”

Not sure if I pacified him or not, he looked out the window while I pulled my phone out of my pocket. I pressed Walter’s name, my stomach twisting into knots. Let’s hope we could trust the Order. That’s all I wanted from them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

The sunset was completely gone now. Nothing but the little light the moon offered filtered through the slits in the planks that made up the barn walls. Jax had lit a lantern and put it on a hook. The ring of light filtered through the area just surrounding us, but it was the other spots in the barn that looked like they were straight out of a horror movie. It was so black it was a wall of darkness. From the shades of sun from before, I knew there were other rooms, other crannies in this place, but from what I saw now, I’d never know. It was pitch black beyond where the light touched.

Granny always told me it was stupid to be scared of the dark, but it was another thing all together to be scared of the dark when we were talking about the dark inside people. She said the only things lingering out in the dark were people’s true human nature and that was far scarier than any boogeyman my mind could create. Now that I was sitting here in this place and not a scared child, I could see her point. I almost didn’t want the guys to find me. I could already imagine Travis’s face when he saw Jax and I knew it would break my heart wide open. What Jax had inside of him was more frightening than what lingered just beyond my eye’s reach in this decrepit barn.

“So, which one’s your favorite?” Jax asked.

I tilted my head to the side and stared at him. “My favorite?”

“Yeah, I know you’re with them all, but you have to have a favorite.”

I shook my head. “Actually, I don’t.”

His brows furrowed and then straightened as if he didn’t believe me.

I took a deep breath and tried to explain it to him. If we were going to be stuck in here together while they tried to figure out where I was, we might as well talk. Maybe by talking I could make him see that the guys weren’t bad and that he’d made a terrible decision in trying to do this. “They’re all so different, they can’t be compared. I love different parts of them. Like with Liam, he’s so gentle, yet ridiculously smart and strong. I like that he’s a juxtaposition in and of itself. With Randy, he’s the epitome of strength, yet he has that teddy bear side to him. I think he would hurt someone to try to protect me, but only because he cares that much.”

Jax scratched his chin. He was intent on what I was saying even though he was trying not to act like it.

“With Gabe, I love that he’s so lovable. It’s impossible not to smile around him. He’s always happy and just calm in a storm. He makes me relax even when things like this are happening.”

“And Travis?” Jax broke in. It was obvious that was who he was really interested in.

“Travis, I think, has a little of all that when he’s not trying to hide how good of a person he is. He’s a straight up asshole when he wants to be, but he also has a lot of depth even though he doesn’t like to show it. I like that he can tell you how it is and not care. It comes in handy sometimes.” I looked up at Jax. His face had changed, but I couldn’t quite guess the emotion coming through. “What about you? What did you like about all of them?”

His lips formed a thin line. “No, we’re not doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“I’m not going to sit here and talk to you about what I liked about them when I clearly plan on making them all suffer later. Trust me, they deserve to suffer. Think about everything you just told me and then imagine how that would feel when they turn on you. How betrayed are you going to feel? Trust me, it was a huge slap to the nuts.”

“You did some things you couldn’t take back, Jax. Let’s not forget that either. It wasn’t like you guys just had a fight and you decided not to talk anymore like petty high school bullshit. This was something far different from that, but you’ve conveniently left that part out of the conversation.”

“What about friendship though?” Jax asked. “Isn’t part of that being forgiven when you make mistakes?”

“You think it was just a mistake?” I looked around the barn pointedly. “You’re certainly not calling this a mistake.”

“You don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head.

“Yeah, I don’t get it because you’re wrong,” I told him. “You’re so completely wrong. You’re blaming them for everything that’s happened, but it was you who set things in motion, not them.”

“They could’ve had my back.”

“And you could’ve had theirs.”

His jaw ticked. “You want to talk about that? You want to talk about having their backs? Who do you think was there when Travis’s parents were having their huge fights, huh? Did you know his parents almost divorced several times, and I was the one there for him to listen to him complain about it all? Who was the first person Randy brought Liam to after he met him? And Gabe? He came to me first, too. His pull brought him right to me, but they’ve conveniently forgotten about that.”

“I don’t think they’ve forgotten about that at all,” I said pointedly. There was no use in arguing about this with him though. He was the type who couldn’t look at his own actions objectively to see how they’d brought him to who he was today. He thought he was doing right, even Travis had told me that, but he wasn’t. He was so caught up in doing what he thought was right that he forgot to look in from the outside and realize that in the bigger picture, he really wasn’t doing the right thing at all. Far from it. “What are you going to do when they get here?”

Jax shrugged. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. I think seeing their faces when they realize I’m the one who got you will tide me over for a little while. It will be enough payback just to see the sheer panic, and then the realization that I was the one who did this to them.”

A sound came from the barn door opening and I skittered back against the post. A shadow moved closer and my heart went up through my throat. I didn’t sense the pull of my coven. This was someone else entirely. The figure came closer, but it didn’t startle Jax. His head lolled to the side as he watched the person approach. “Dean, what is it?” he finally asked.

I breathed in deep. Not that Dean wasn’t a threat with the familiar on him, but he was still in there somehow. There was a possibility I could get through to him.

“They’re getting closer, I think,” Dean answered. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re almost here.”

“Dean,” I said, smiling up at him. He moved into the light and I bit down on my lip. He looked ten times worse than he did at the store. I swallowed down the bile rising from my throat. “I promise we’re going to help you, okay? Hang in there.”

Dean sneered at me, but I knew that was just the familiar’s reaction. Liam had seemed to be able to control it somewhat in its beginning stages. Maybe Dean could do the same.

“But maybe they won’t help him,” Jax said. He pulled himself to his feet. “You see, that’s what happens with this coven. One minute you think you’re set for life, and then the next, you’re on your knees in front of them, stripped bare and they couldn’t give a shit about you anymore.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “They do care. We care,” I said, staring at Dean.

“Have you ever heard of the adage ‘actions speak louder than words’? Maybe they should read up on that. If they’re as good as you keep trying to have me believe, I wouldn’t be in this situation.”

I looked at Dean again, disregarding Jax’s speech. “We’re here for you,” I told him.

Dean’s jaw clenched. 

Out of the shadows, the djinn came running out with its bared fangs, stopping mere inches from my face. I let out a scream and Jax laughed. “Good, we’re all here. I’d love witnesses to see how this is all going to go down.”

The djinn backed off, but he’d already done the damage. My heart was already in my throat. It beat so fast it’d be a long time before it returned to its normal rhythm. “What’s with the djinn, anyway?” I asked Jax, eyeing it.

“Don’t tell me Liam didn’t do his research? I can only imagine he did, so you’re probably asking for specifics to me. Djinns are one of the most powerful creatures of our world, and it just so happens they have to do whatever you ask of them, no questions asked.”

“But you didn’t have control of the djinn, the Reid family did.”

Jax grinned. “Why do you think I took control of Dean? I have control of Dean, he has control of the djinn. It’s working out really well in my favor, isn’t it? I mean, you’re here. The big bad Order is on their way.”

As if on cue, headlights illuminated the forest in the distance. I pulled against my cuffs, but there was no use. They were on so tight. I was useless. I couldn’t do anything to stop what was going to happen next. “Don’t hurt them,” I pleaded, looking up at Jax.

“But that’s what I want to do, Norah. I want to hurt them like they hurt me.”

A cold sweat broke out across my forehead as the headlights turned. The bright light shined in my eyes and I grimaced. I was sure I was in full view for them now. Jax retreated into the shadows once again, but Dean and the djinn were right there. It was like Jax planned it to happen exactly like this.

The doors opened and a chorus of “Norah’s” rang out.

A part of me sighed in relief, but the other part of me knew there was nothing but a rough road ahead. Travis, most of all. He would easily fall victim to Jax’s bullshit. He already hated himself for what he did and if Jax was going to get this opportunity to make Travis feel like he was the worst scum of the earth, it might just break him even further. 

Dean walked back to me. “Don’t move,” he said.

Like I had a choice. There was nothing I could do. All of this was going to play out and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it. 

They came closer. Because they were backlit by the headlights, it was difficult for me to see them at first, but one-by-one, they came into view. I nodded toward Dean. “He has the familiar on him.”

“I told them,” Travis said. His gaze darted around the shadows. “Is Jay here?”

“Yes,” I said, my throat sticking. “Um, guys, there’s something—”

“Oh, don’t give it away yet, Norah,” Jay said from the shadows.

I found Travis. His face was a mask of confusion as if he was trying to draw a line between two dots, but there were a bunch of obstacles in his way. Travis shook his head, his eyebrows furrowing even more as the line got longer and longer and even more difficult to travail. Despite that, he was piecing it all together. “The barn,” Travis whispered.

“Yes, the barn,” came Jax’s voice.

The rest of the guys shifted from foot to foot. I wasn’t sure how they were putting it together, maybe just by the sound of Jax’s voice, but Jax was right about one thing. They were all going to realize sooner or later, and already their faces were morphing.

Jax’s shadow moved. On instinct, they all crowded around me, completely pushing Dean out of the way as if he didn’t matter.

“No,” Travis said, shaking his head, his voice teetering on hollow.

“Afraid so,” Jax countered. His voice turned hard as he walked forward. He came into the lantern light and a dark mark twisted all our bonds, making my stomach roil. “It’s me.”

I took a quick peek at Travis and wished I hadn’t. At first, he smiled at the sight of his long-lost friend, but then as realization set in, he became more and more distraught until he just looked lost in a sea of darkness.

Now we just had to bring him back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Travis

 

It was hard to focus on any one thought.

Jax. My best friend. My coven mate.

Then the sickening realization that he was Jay. That he was the one who’d orchestrated this whole thing. He’d found and vilified Dupre from just your average asshole to someone who would do his bidding—and his bidding just happened to be fucking with Norah.

I wrestled with the opposing images hitting me. Jax and I goofing off in this very barn. The witches who were drained. 

Jax and I riding our bikes when we were younger, laughing into the wind. Liam and the familiar.

Jax and I hanging out at the local pizza joint to check out girls. The scary-lost look on his face at this moment. As if I was the reason for all his troubles.

“Why?”

He grinned, his lip curling up into an evil smirk. “You cast me aside.”

Norah, even with her hands tied behind her back and straw sticking out of her hair spoke up. “You did it to yourself.”

I shook my head, trying to make sense of it all. “You hurt Liam.” That was one action I couldn’t reconcile. He’d hurt one of us.

Jax laughed. “He wasn’t hurt. He was better than his true self. I know what Diana does to people. She’s been my friend for a very long time.”

Liam frowned. “You named your serpent familiar Diana?”

At that moment, Dean walked around us and back into view. The serpent’s tail peeked out underneath his collar almost as if she was sunning herself on his collarbone, lying in her master’s praise.

Liam stepped away from him, his throat working as he stared at the serpent tattoo.

“Oh, come on,” Jax said. “I know you liked having that familiar on you. I know exactly how she made you feel: Strong, impenetrable, courageous. It’s like being on drugs without the side effects.”

“Side effects,” Norah sneered.

Jax’s eyes narrowed at her and the hair rose on my arms. Despite his outward appearance, there was nothing about him that reminded me of Jax. Nothing.

Liam pushed his glasses up his nose, keeping a wary eye on Dean. “I beg to differ.”

“Well, that’s surprising,” Jax said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. “I wanted her to jump on Travis, so I guess we’re both disappointed with how things worked out.”

A shiver ran up my spine imagining what it would’ve been like if the familiar had attached itself to me. Would I be like Jax now? We were cut from the same cloth.

“This isn’t you,” I said, not even meaning to speak out loud.

“I guess that’s what happens when your coven abandons you and you lose all hope of ever doing magic again. I had to find my fix, Travis. You of all people should know that. I had to make different arrangements. You may have taken my Natural powers, but I soon found another way to gain back my abilities and even enhance them. I’ve never been more powerful.”

His eyes were teeming with it. It made my stomach twist. 

“You could—” Jax started.

“Don’t even,” Norah said. “None of us are jumping on your black magic bandwagon so just simmer down. Let’s get this over with, huh? He’s brought you all here because he can’t take responsibility for his own actions. He thinks it’s your fault that he ended up all by himself with no friends.”

“Mate,” Gabe started, stepping forward. “You knew the rules.”

“Of course, you would say that,” Jax said. “You’re just as bad as Liam if not worse. I got so sick of your high and mighty talk about how your grandfather was also a member of the Order and so you knew what it was like. You guys need to realize that being an Enforcer isn’t the end all be all of life. There are a lot more fun things to do.”

Randy squeezed past me and laid a hand on Norah’s shoulder. Jax immediately turned his attention toward them. “Don’t try to help her.”

“If you think for one second you’re doing anything to her, Jax, I don’t give a fuck what kind of history we have, you’re going down.”

“Not surprised to hear that come from you. Take down or be taken down. That’s how it’s always been with you.”

“I can’t believe you were behind this the whole time,” I said, still trying to process everything. “The whole time.”

Jax stood up straight and beamed as if he’d won an award. That wasn’t how I’d meant it to come across. It wasn’t praise. It was shock. How could someone I’d known my whole life do something like this? 

His face fell when he looked at me. “You guys needed to see what it felt like to lose everything. Your new fifth was the only way to do that. I planned all this while you waited. Like you, I just never thought it would be Norah. She must be, what? The first female Enforcer. Can that even happen?”

“Obviously,” Norah said. 

Jax smirked, laughing at her sarcasm. “It’s sad because I kind of like her.”

My jaw tensed. I crunched down on my teeth as he leered at her. “Jax,” I said, hoping to reach the guy he once was and not this unrecognizable person in front of me. “You’ve got to stop this. The superiors are on their way. You have time now to just leave and we’ll forget this even happened. This isn’t you. Norah didn’t do anything. Let her go and get out of here before Walter and the rest of his Order gets here.”

Jax’s eyes widened at that information, but he kept his calm. “No can do, bro. I have to see this through.”

“You’re not an evil person.”

“Then why did the Akasha strip me, huh?” he asked, his eyes flaring and his voice rising. “Why did it deem me that way? If I am that, why not act like it, right? It starts with her. She’s my stand-in anyway, right? She’s the one who replaced me.”

A sweeping cold permeated my brain, and I swiped my hand across my forehead, swaying a little. He’d just reiterated exactly what I thought when Norah first came. Wow. I really could be an asshole, couldn’t I?

“The Akasha brought her to us. She had nothing to do with what happened to you.”

“But you guys did.”

“I did,” I finally said, my voice bouncing around the interior of the barn. “I did it, okay? Do you want me to say I’m sorry? I can’t take it back. No matter how much I’ve wanted to, I can’t.”

“Travis,” Liam said, turning toward me. “You did the right thing. Jax is the one who went AWOL on us.”

Ignoring Liam, Jax said, “I don’t want you to say you’re sorry. I want you to feel the same pain of being lost and alone.”

“But why?” Norah asked. Randy had brought her to her feet. She was standing there, her shoulders squared back with authority even though she was all tied up.

“Because they deserve it. They did it to me, so I do it to them.”

“You did it to yourself!” Randy bellowed. “We weren’t the ones who told you to torture your professor. We weren’t the ones who told you to take cases into your own hands and punish those without a formal hearing. That was all you.”

“I was helping,” Jax said, his teeth gritted.

“We’re not getting anywhere with this,” Liam interrupted. “He’s not going to change, Travis. He is who he is now.”

I looked over at him. He was completely right, but I was lost as to what to do. Our superiors would be here soon and who knew what would happen. I turned toward Jax again. “Go. Please.”

He shook his head slowly, then Norah cried out. She dropped to her knees, her arms fidgeting. She hissed through her teeth, letting out a low growl. “The ties.”

Then, all hell broke loose.

Randy gathered his magic and sent it flying at Jax’s feet. The earth trembled beneath us but Jax only laughed while Norah cried out again.

“Worse,” she said. “That made it worse.”

Randy stopped and Jax’s thunderous chuckle reverberated. “The more magic you use to save her, the more she’ll get hurt. She already knows this because she tried to get out of her binds once before, didn’t you, Sweetheart?”

“Stop this!”

Jax glanced at me, his eyes hard. “I would’ve, but I just can’t. You guys keep saying I brought it on myself. That I was the one who made those poor decisions to get me stripped. Okay. What if I give you that? Let me ask you a question. If Norah did the same thing, would you have marked her?” He was silent for a beat. “I can see the truth in all of you. You love her. You’re more bound by the coven magic than we ever were. So yeah, maybe I am feeling petty. The truth is, you wouldn’t do the same to her and now that she’s here, you wouldn’t do the same to one another if one of you decided to turn evil. Case in point? When Liam had the familiar on him. None of you told the Order. None of you. You handled it as a coven.”

My gut sank faster than a drop on a massive roller coaster. He was right. I couldn’t imagine doing anything like that to Norah, or to Liam, Gabe, and Randy.

But we’d done it to him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

What everyone failed to realize in that blip of a heartbreaking second after Jax’s woe is me speech was that none of us would do what he did. We all understood the consequences. We knew what we could and could not do and none of us would put the others at risk to do something like that. Ever.

I nudged Randy with my hip. He looked down at me and I inclined my head toward Dean. We needed to get the familiar off him and take care of Jax. The superiors were coming and that was a good thing. 

While Travis said something to Jax, I lowered my voice to Randy. “He said you can’t help me with your magic, but you guys can help Dean or…” I motioned toward Jax. “…take him out. Do something. Just do it with the intention of hurting Dean, not for saving me.”

None of this perpetual conversation with Jax was good for anyone. We were just spinning around in circles with no end in sight. Jax was upset at how he’d been treated but wasn’t willing to take responsibility for anything. The only person that would fall for that was Travis.

Before I could make sense of what was happening, Randy sent a blow to the ground at Jax’s feet. It knocked him on his ass. Then Randy yelled to Liam to get Dean. Travis just stood there. I could see it in his eyes that the world around him was imploding again, but there wasn’t time for any of us to dwell on it. 

The air in the barn changed. Power crackled around us and Dean cried out as the familiar on his neck started to move violently, almost coming off his skin without fully making the jump. The hair stood on my arms at the familiar feeling of power. The superiors were here. 

Jax sat up, shaking straw out of his hair as Walter and his coven descended on us. 

Walter turned to take in the scene in front of him, looking unaffected when he noticed it was an old Order member. “Jax.”

Jax roared. He sprang to his feet and sent a dark magic blast at Walter’s chest. Walter blocked it, sending it flying into an unhinged plank of wood just barely hanging on the wall. The plank not only disintegrated, but there was now a huge hole in the side wall. 

It didn’t faze Jax. He kept coming after them, sending magic after magic at Walter and his coven. My skin tingled at the epic fight revolving around us. Randy pushed me back into the corner, shielding me with his body. I wished I could get these damn magical cuffs off. I hated not doing anything, but worse, not being able to defend myself if I needed it.

Jax threw his hand out and Dean let out a roar of pain as the familiar jumped off him and right into Jax’s palm. It turned to ink on his arm and slithered up under his shirt.

Walter gasped. “He owns the demonic familiar.”

He and his coven took up a defensive stance during that short moment. Dean fell to his knees and Liam pulled back on him, bringing him over next to Randy and I, out of the way of the fight.

Walter and his coven closed their eyes. The surge of magic in the barn escalated by about a few hundred decibels and then energy crackled in their palms. Travis’s eyes widened. “No!”

The superiors let the whip of magic out. It went flying, straight toward Jax.

All of us saw it too late. We didn’t realize Travis would take a step forward. That he would turn that step into a run. That he would then throw himself into the path of that magic that made my eyes hurt.

It hit him in the shoulder and he immediately slumped to the barn floor.

“Travis!”

I shoved Randy out of the way and sprang forward. I ran and dropped to my knees in front of him. With my hands tied behind my back, all I could do was bend at the waist. His hair was standing on end and he was pale again. His face was unmoving. I dragged my attention down. His shirt was singed where the magic ball hit. I stared at his chest, waiting for it to move, but it didn’t. I leaned down, my heart in my throat, and placed my head on his chest, praying for any type of movement. I wasn’t sure what Walter and his coven had thrown but it wasn’t something to be messed with.

I stared up at the elder coven, my eyes wide with fear. “What did you do?”

They weren’t even looking at me. Their gazes darted around the barn. They shouted orders at one another and then dispersed. I only had to look inside myself to realize that Jax was gone. I could no longer feel him in my stomach like I had earlier. Travis had stepped in and allowed Jax to get away. 

I stared down and nudged his body with my knee. “Travis? Come on, wake up. Please, wake up.” I stared up. Liam, Randy and Gabe stood over me. “Do something,” I pleaded.

Liam was the first to wake up. He fell to his knees right beside me and checked Travis’s pulse on his neck. A sickening few seconds went by until Liam’s eyes closed in relief. “He’s alive.”

All fight left me. I careened on top of him, my head laying on his chest where I blissfully felt it move underneath me. Maybe I’d just been too scared before to feel it or maybe he was just now breathing, I wasn’t sure. Whatever the case, it didn’t matter. Travis was okay. He was stupid, even brave, but okay.

Walter stuck his head back in the barn. “You three with me,” he said, pointing at Gabe, Liam, and Randy. “You, stay with her,” he instructed Dean.

Randy tensed, but he did as he was told. The rest of them followed, looking back at me and then at Travis. Walter ground out instructions at the mouth of the barn as Dean crawled over to me. “Is he going to be okay?”

“I think so. Are you?”

He nodded. “I’m sorry, Norah. I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t mention it,” I said. “It was the familiar. We all know that.”

I tugged on my restraints again, but it was no use, they weren’t coming off without magic, of which I, and other people, could not do without hurting me.

Dean noticed my struggle and frowned. The djinn walked forward. I hadn’t even seen where he went in the midst of everything, but he must have hidden somewhere. Dean stood, his gaze narrowing at the djinn as he appraised him. He looked down at me afterward. “I think he’s back to normal.”

“Jax must’ve gotten to him.”

Dean stared at the djinn and lifted his chin. “I wish for you to remove the restraints from Norah’s wrist. …. without hurting her.”

The djinn looked at me, his eyes widening as he stared. Suddenly, the wrist restraints fell off me as if they were mere pieces of yarn that got caught and unraveled. I pulled my hands in front of me and stared down. My bracelet was gone and there was an epic ring of red around my wrist, but at least I had my mobility back.

I looked up at the djinn. “Thank you.”

He didn’t look half so frightening now. His features were subdued and even though he still had every bit the appearance of a monster, he didn’t scare me. Not in the least.

“You better send him away,” I told Dean. “I don’t know what Walter and the others will do if they see him.”

Dean nodded, then turned to his family’s secret weapon. “I wish for you to go home. Tell Father that I’m okay and that I’ll be home shortly.”

The djinn disappeared.

I placed my hands on Travis’s chest. Feeling the life underneath me stir. I closed my eyes and wished for him to recover. I may not have access to a djinn, but I had access to the love growing inside me and Granny always said that love and compassion could do more things for people if they learned to lead with those first. My palms tingled and burned. Before I realized it, the healing powers I’d felt before flowed out of me and into Travis. 

He woke up.

Coughing, he struggled to sit, but Dean and I were right there. I pushed his shoulders down and told him not to move.

He stared up at me and I just stared down, shocked. I couldn’t believe he’d risked himself to save Jax. Why would he do that? He got himself hurt for someone that didn’t care about us at all. He must’ve known what was on my mind because he said, “Forgive me.”

I rubbed his arms, not knowing how to respond. There wasn’t anything to forgive, I just didn’t understand. “He’s not the friend you had, Travis.”

He looked away, staring at the ceiling. “I couldn’t let them hurt him.”

This was a conversation for another day when he wasn’t lying on the ground of a barn in the middle of nowhere and my wrists weren’t bruised and throbbing.

Liam walked in. Travis sat up, staring at him. Liam shook his head. “He got away.”

Travis looked relieved. Walter and the rest of his Order joined us right after. Dean stood, pulling himself up to his full height with that same Reid attitude that said he was above others. 

Walter didn’t even look at him though. He strode forward. Gabe and Randy parted for him as he made his way to Travis. I looked from Walter to Travis, sure he was coming to see that he was alright. That whatever shit ton of magic they’d thrown at him hadn’t killed him or even injured him permanently. 

He reached for his forehead and I still didn’t think anything of it. How many times had Granny put her hand to my forehead to see if I wasn’t feeling well?

Instead, though, Walter stood over him, his hand on his forehead, his lips moving. A moment passed, and I still didn’t understand the gravity of it all until his words filtered through my brain. 

“By the power of the Order of the Akasha, a trial has been set to prove your worthiness. If you be true, let light live within you. If you be false, may the light flush out any darkness. To thine own self be true.”

“What the fuck?” I lunged toward Walter, but Randy held back on my arm.

Walter took his hand away from Travis’s forehead. He glared at me, then looked down at Travis. “You know better than to interfere in Order business, Travis Shaw. We have to test you now.”

“Test his worth? Are you insane?”

Travis reached back, grabbing my fingers in his, careful not to touch my hurt wrists. “It’s okay, Norah.”

I looked up, incredulous. Liam shook his head at me, and the others, too, were silent. Did they know this was going to happen? Did Travis know that as soon as he threw himself in front of Jax this would be the outcome, and yet, he still did it?

“I understand,” Travis said, staring up at Walter and then at the other four members of the elder coven. “I’m confident in what the trial will prove.”

My stomach twisted, but Walter and his coven just turned away. When they hit the exit of the barn, Walter looked over his shoulder. “Meet you at headquarters.”

Stomach rolling, I wanted to stand up and scream obscenities at their backs. What were they thinking? Travis was— 

Travis squeezed my fingers again. “I’m okay. It’s just a precaution.”

“It’s bullshit is what it is.”

I couldn’t even be happy that we had all escaped the clutches of Jay, most of us unharmed, once again. What about Travis? What if—? No, I wouldn’t even let myself think that what happened to Jax could happen to Travis.

Randy helped Travis and I up and we made our way to the Jeep. We were a bit squished with Dean in the backseat, too, but I sat on Gabe’s lap to help accommodate him. 

Travis blew out a breath. Through the rearview mirror, I could see the Order of the Akasha sign on his forehead and it made me want to vomit. Maybe I was just fiercely overprotective, but there wasn’t any need for this. 

“Where do you think Jax went?” Travis asked to no one in particular. His question hung over us all like a dark cloud.

I locked my jaw shut tight. I wanted to say, ‘Who gives a fuck?’

Travis should be worrying about himself right now, but his mind was still on his old friend who wasn’t even a friend anymore.

He found my gaze and his green eyes seared into mine. “I know you don’t understand. Just trust me.”

I looked away. I didn’t know how to respond to his hope-filled gaze when I’d just seen that someone he had all the hope for try to hurt us, Travis defend him, and then ultimately, Travis being the one in trouble now instead of the one who deserved it.

Travis’s reaction cut into me. Maybe this was why I’d never had many friends. Maybe I didn’t care enough. 

Or maybe I didn’t understand what Travis was going through because I’d never had a childhood friend like Jax. Was that bond truly that special? Something you’d risk your own life for? Even after they’d turned on you?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Walter handled the trial. It was different from the few others I’d seen Travis do. For one, now he was the one standing before the coven of masters, being judged.

I knew who Travis was. I just hoped the Akasha did too.

We were at the bigger Order of the Akasha headquarters by the wharf. The walls were still singed in black from the epic showdown with Dupre. My coven sat on the side while Walter and his coven stood in front. Walter moved forward while Travis had bowed to his knees before him. He looked up, not dropping his gaze once. The superiors closed their eyes and my heart constricted. Liam grabbed my hand and then Gabe grabbed the other. There was nothing we could do. We were helpless, just standing back. Is this what they felt like when they’d done this to Jax? 

I shook my head at the onslaught of thoughts. No. They would never strip Travis. He was good.

As if the Akasha heard my inner thoughts, the pentagram around them all started to glow. It flickered, sending my body rigid, but then it focused. The room lit with Travis’s pure self. All around, the walls bounced back the same white light until it was crystal clear. Then, Travis himself started to glow like he had an aura, and that aura was pure and dazzling white. I stared at him in awe. I’d never seen him look more perfect than on his knees, glowing like a star. 

Walter pulled his hand away and the glowing stopped immediately. The mark on Travis’s forehead faded just as I’d seen it happen on the witches Travis marked before. They’d been proven good, and now, so had Travis.

Liam squeezed my fingers and I let out a sigh.

My gaze moved up to Walter. I still wasn’t happy with what had just occurred. They’d been burned before, but this was Travis we were talking about here. Surely Walter didn’t need the Akasha to tell him that Travis was a pure witch. That he was everything a good witch was and then some. His thoughts were purer than mine despite the insane level of positive magic Granny had pushed on me ever since I was little.

Travis stood. He looked the other Order members in the eye and saved Walter for last. “Are we done? I’d love to get back to my coven now.”

That sounded like a good idea to me. I stood.

“We are,” Walter said. “For now. Your coven is still on probation and will continue to be if you keep making mistakes like throwing yourself in front of a known bad witch. Jax is gone again. Because of you, he’s still a threat. I hope you remember that, Travis Shaw, when the next bad thing happens. If someone else gets hurt because of him, I hope you remember that it’s your fault. The Akasha has shown you didn’t do it out of malice, but that doesn’t mean saving Jax was a wise decision. He’s out there again, and from what we know about the past, he will be back, and he will be coming after you all again, not caring who gets caught up in the process.”

Travis paled. His shoulders slumped forward.

“As for the rest of you,” Walter said, staring over at us. His gaze landed on all of us but stopped on me. “Help one another. Care for one another, but do not let it consume you. Our relationships are only there to strengthen our love and strive toward light. We’ve learned from the past that things that fill us can also be our downfall.” He motioned toward Travis and his message sank in quick. 

Travis hadn’t been thinking with his Enforcer brain, he’d been thinking with his heart. 

I understood what Walter was trying to say, but I still found it hard to believe that if you led with your heart, that it would somehow lead you in the wrong direction. Love was everything. Now that I had it, it was the thing that kept me alive, kept me going, even when everything seemed like it was too much. If I didn’t have love, the world might break me. Thankfully, I didn’t have to feel that way.

I searched out my guys, even Travis who’d looked like he’d been punched in the gut and smiled. Love was everything. And if Travis did make the wrong decision again, we’d help him overcome it because that’s what you did when you loved one another. You lifted each other up. You overcame. But most importantly, you stood by one another no matter what.

 

The End

The fifth book in the Order of the Akasha series is titled Enraged By Magic! Look for the pre-order soon!

If you can’t wait, you might want to try my Ravana Clan Vampires series for more reverse harem fun! The series is complete and can be read for free in KU. Look for the first chapter on the following pages!
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Want some extra goodies? Sign up for my mailing list here and receive a FREE book! I have POV scenes from the Ravana Clan Vampire series, a long-awaited chapter starring the princes and Ariana, AND a Chronicles of Cas prequel featuring the one and only badass herself in her first mission!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Thank you for continuing to read my coven o’ hot witches books! I hope you love it as much as I do! I’d like to give a big thanks to Sandi, Kala, and Danni who beta’d this book for me. You guys rock!

Make sure you “Follow” my author page on Amazon, or like me on Facebook, so you’ll be notified of all my new releases.
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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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