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      Goddess Mothers terrified Lianna even more than Jinn.

      Lianna tried to still her shaking hands. Isis and Natalia chatted casually with one another, but tension hung thick in the air, and Lianna didn’t like it. Nut kept them waiting.

      The old ones only invited Lianna to this meeting because of what happened with Olivia, but still. She’d never met a Goddess Mother before today, and now she was about to meet another one. At best they were terrifying. At worst, they’d ruin her. She wanted to make a good impression, because in all honesty, she wanted into their crowd, to be one of the elites.

      Sure, Isis barely glanced at her, but that didn’t matter. Isis was here in Lianna’s office. She looked carefully around the room. They were all judging her. She’d never thought much about the way her office appeared before. Did they find her book collection lacking? Maybe they found the dark wood too masculine. She should’ve let the goddetts redecorate last year like they wanted to. She let out a sigh. Too late now. Besides, she liked the dark wood.

      But her office wasn’t the only thing they’d judge her by. The way she behaved would be huge. She could not let her nerves show. Though that was difficult because it’d been years since she’d been nervous at all.

      She could do this. If she played her cards right, maybe they’d include her in other things. Her assistant, Mia, poured jasmine tea for everyone and kept her eyes glued to the floor. She was even more timid than normal. But she shouldn’t be. She’d tell her grandkids this story. The day she met the Goddess Mothers.

      Nut appeared in a cloud of purple smoke. She stepped out with hands outstretched and a wide smile. The entrance wasn’t Lianna’s style, but she’d still pretend to be impressed. Nut was tall and dark skinned and absolutely stunning, although the clashing blue and orange fabric clung way too tightly to Nut’s body.  Nut looked around and approached Isis and kissed her on both cheeks, ignoring Lianna’s extended hand. Lianna swallowed her pride and watched the sisters interact. She couldn’t keep her eyes off Nut, whose six-inch thigh-high boots completed her outfit. Her stick-straight dark hair hung nearly to her toes.

      “Dear sister, what is the meaning of this?” Nut asked with a deep southern drawl. Everyone had said Nut was the crazy one, but Lianna had no idea if the stories were true.

      Isis frowned and flicked her eyes to Mia. “Nut, come, sit. Mia dear, it’s time to go. Please shut the door on your way out.”

      Surprise crossed Mia’s face at being addressed directly. She gave a small bow and scurried from the room, closing the door behind her. No doubt to gossip with her friends. Or maybe to listen outside the door, though if she knew what was good for her, she’d leave.

      Nut zeroed in on Lianna and waved a dismissive hand. “What’s she doing here?”

      Lianna’s face flushed. They couldn’t throw her out of her own office like a nosy student. Though she didn’t belong among them. Deep down she knew that.

      “Lianna witnessed Liv’s attempt to kill me,” Natalia growled.

      Nut nodded and sat with a flourish. Lianna waited for the others to be seated before she took her own. She wouldn’t be included in the meeting. She’d be an observer, but at least they hadn’t kicked her out. That was enough. For now.

      “How are we going to kill her?” Natalia asked as soon as everyone was comfortable. She spoke so easily of murder. Of Liv. Lianna hadn’t known Liv for long, but she held affection for her students. Liv deserved to be punished of course, but killed? That seemed extreme. Disgust curled in her stomach. Maybe she didn’t want to be part of this meeting.

      “The girl? Easy. Where is the sickle?” Isis leveled her gaze on Nut.

      “Bast had it last. I have no idea.” Nut studied her three-inch red nails. The woman was a walking rainbow.

      “Damn. This is a problem. Why do our plans rest on her?” Isis asked. Lianna wracked her brain to try to remember all she could about Bast. She could create the Djinn, and she’d disappeared for thousands of years. Beyond that, Lianna didn’t know much about the elusive goddess.

      Nut tapped her nails on the mahogany table. “Because Mother favored her. I wish she’d given us all the ability to get the elixir, but she didn’t. We’ve got exactly one month before the elixir appears, and then it’s another thousand years. How are we going to find her now?”

      Lianna’s ears perked up. If they could get another elixir, they could create another Djinn. Bast didn’t have a monopoly on creating Djinn, but she was the only one who could obtain the elixir. Which would definitely make things easier. Trapping the Jinn was merely a band-aid. They needed a new Djinn.

      Natalia leaned forward. “But now we have the girl. She’s close to Bast, third or fourth generation. That means Bast’s been out recently.”

      Lianna swallowed. They might ask her questions. She had to have a good answer. Though she didn’t know any more about where Liv had come from than the rest of them. Maybe she could call on Lila to explain what she knew. Lila tested all the girls’ matronage when they were ready.

      Nut smiled. “Good. Maybe we’ll be able to finally move forward with the plan. I don’t think I can stand another thousand years of Jinn.”

      “What plan?” Lianna asked without thinking. She’d been so enthralled with their conversation that she momentarily forgot she wasn’t one of them. Well, maybe not forgot, but certainly forgot her place.

      Isis narrowed her eyes, and Nut clucked. “We’re going to end the Jinn. Every last one of them. All we need is for Bast to create a new Djinn, then we’ll use him to kill all his brothers, and when he’s done, we’ll use the sickle to kill him. The time of Jinn is over. But first, we have to find Bast.”
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      I glared at Ali. He sat so calmly on the love seat. Like the worst possible thing in the world hadn’t happened. My insides twisted into knots. “Well. When do we leave?” We had to do something. Sitting here in the living room in Egypt was utterly pointless. I wanted to scour the Earth for Gabe.

      The badly wallpapered walls closed in on me, and everything felt stifling. From the strange vases and statues to the fake rich looking couches.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked, crossing his arms and leveling his gaze with mine. Gabe was gone, and he didn’t even care.

      I slammed my hand on the coffee table. “Where do you think? To find Gabe and murder that SOB.” If I could kill goddesses, then maybe I could kill Jinn. Maybe even Djinn. I would certainly try. Samir would die.

      “And where do you think he is? Because tell me that, and I’ll gladly follow you.”

      “I have no idea. Don’t you have some special Jinn power to find him?”

      Ali laughed. Laughed. How dare he? I should punch him for being so nonchalant about it. I wanted to break something. Anything. Samir tore Gabe from me, and I was here, powerless.

      His face softened. “Liv, we have no idea how to find him. If we had some special Jinn power, we would’ve hunted down Samir a long time ago.”

      I slumped. He was right. I didn’t want him to be right.

      “So, what? We’re going to pretend he’s not being held by a man who wants to murder him. Oh no.” I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. “What if he’s already dead?” I couldn’t believe that, but it was entirely possible.

      “Calm down. He’s not dead. If Samir wanted him dead, he would have killed him at the market. He wants Gabe for something.”

      That didn’t make this any better. I wracked my brain for what Samir could want. Gabe didn’t have anything.

      “Yeah, and as soon as he gets that something, he’ll kill him.” This was so much worse than I thought it was ten minutes ago. Gabe could die. All because I wanted to get out of the house. This was my fault. If we’d stayed locked up in the beach house, he’d still be here with me. I’d been so careless.

      “Probably. But I think we have some time.”

      He thinks. At this very moment Samir could be extracting whatever he needed from Gabe and would then murder him. Would I know if he died? Maybe our connection didn’t work like that. We’d find his body on the side of some random road, and my world would shatter.

      I pounded my fist on my knee. “Why are you sitting there, not doing anything? I thought you were his friend.”

      Ali rubbed his face and frowned. Melissa rushed into the living room with two steaming cups of tea, her solution to everything. She handed one to me and one to Ali. He sipped his for a moment before answering. I wanted to throw mine across the room. Maybe I would.

      “I am doing something. But your frenzied panic isn’t going to help. I’ve put out calls to a few people who can help. By tomorrow the house will be full of Jinn and witches. We’ll find him. I promise.”

      Here I was accusing him of not doing anything, and he’d done more than I had. I sipped at my tea and savored the hint of cinnamon. It had more of a calming effect than I had expected.

      Melissa sat next to me and put her arm around my shoulders. “Everything will be okay. You’ll see. They’ll find Gabe.”

      I leaned into her warmth. She smelled of tea and floral perfume. She’d been so good to me. She always saw the positive in a situation. Her unyielding faith that they’d find Gabe buoyed me for a moment.

      But what if they didn’t?

      “He just got me back. This isn’t fair.” Tears pricked at my eyes, and I squeezed them tight to try get rid of them.

      “I know.” She rubbed my back. “But I’ve seen Ali in worse scrapes than this.”

      Ali knocked my knee with his own. “Liv, we need to talk about you.”

      “What about me?” I asked, jerking my head up. I rubbed my eyes.

      Ali leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees, and stared at me with serious eyes. “Chances are those Jinn and witches on the way aren’t going to be much good. You’re our best shot at finding Gabe.”

      “How?” I sat up a little straighter. If I had the ability to find him, then I wouldn’t feel so hopeless.

      “You’re connected to him because he’s your Jinn. But you’re a goddess, which complicates things. No one knows how your relationship works or exactly how strong the connection is. We need you at your full power to test the possibility you could go to him. A regular human wouldn’t be able to, but you should.”

      “What do you mean my full power?” I thought I already had all my powers. If there was more, that scared me. I shouldn’t have that much power.

      “Your magic. We need to access your magic.”

      The tears threatened again. “But I can’t do magic.” Of course they would ask me to do the one thing I had no idea how to do. I couldn’t even turn a light on without flipping the switch. I embarrassed myself even in front of the cherubs. We’d never find Gabe.

      “I know, and I don’t know enough about goddess magic to help you. Do you have anyone at the sanctuary you trust?” He rubbed his hands together and stared at me hopefully.

      That was an easy answer. Finally something I could actually do. “Yeah, Josie, my roommate. She’s wicked talented at magic, but she’s not a full goddess yet.”

      Ali tapped his chin. “Because she hasn’t caught a Jinn.”

      “Yeah.” I let out a breath. They’d think she was less of a risk that way. I twisted my hands. Josie had tried to help with magic before, but it hadn’t done much good. Though, then there wasn’t any urgency.

      “I’ll reach out to Mia and see if she thinks we can trust Josie. She could get her out to us.”

      “I thought Mia was just a student. She’s not even a goddett.”

      Ali’s lips twitched. “Mia looks very young, but she’s been around almost as long as Lianna. She’s pretending.”

      “For who? You?” Everyday, I learned something new about this world. Melissa would go to the ends of the Earth for Ali, but I had no idea he had other women.

      Ali chuckled. “No way. I’m not terribly important. But I work with an organization that is searching for a way have peace between our races. This is much bigger than me.”

      Under any other circumstances, I would’ve pressed for more information, but right now I only cared about one person. Gabe. His life lay on the line, and I wouldn’t rest until he was safe. Josie would save the day. She had to.

      “Okay. Tell her to bring Tokyo with her.”

      Ali shook his head. “The love of your life is out there fighting for his very survival, and you’re worried about your cat?”

      Melissa tightened her grip on my shoulder. “Ali, don’t give her a hard time. She’s as worried as you are,” Melissa chided. But his words still stung. I wasn’t trying to be insensitive, but Josie had Tokyo, and I didn’t want him left behind. Though, Ali was right. Maybe at this very moment, Samir was doing something awful to Gabe like pulling out his fingernails. I grimaced at the thought. What if it was worse than that?

      Ali stood. “I’ve got to make a call. Hopefully we’ll get Josie here this evening.”

      Having Josie here would be amazing. She’d teach me to use my magic. She’d always helped me out at school, even when I passed persuasion and weapons faster than she did. Magic was pretty much the only thing I couldn’t do. I’d even caught a Jinn, but only because I’d done it before. I just didn’t remember I had.

      I thought about what she’d say if she stood in front of me right now. She’d probably tell me Gabe was strong and would get out of this on his own. Or she’d tell me I was a badass goddess and would find him in no time.

      Ali left the room with his phone to his ear, and Melissa gripped my hands in hers. They were warm and soft and covered in wrinkles. She’d been so good to me.

      “Liv, love, look at me.”

      I met her sweet brown eyes. “Yeah?”

      “Gabe is going to be okay. You and Ali will find him. Before you know it, all of us will be back in Grand Haven, and my table will be surrounded with everyone we love. Like Penny and Scarlett. Maybe even your brother.”

      “I miss them.” I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat. I’d lost so many people.

      “Me too. Especially Penny. She was good for Ali.”

      I let out a sigh. She was so nice with me, kind of like a mother. It’d been a long time since I had that kind of love. Gran wasn’t warm, and Ty was Ty. He showed his love in other ways.

      “Thanks, Melissa. That means a lot. I hate thinking of him with that awful creature.” I shivered. I’d only spent a few minutes with Samir, and in that time he sliced open my palms and cheeks.

      She cupped my face and stared hard into my eyes. “Don’t think about that. Why don’t you take a long bath and clean up before Josie gets here.”

      “How can I when Samir has Gabe?” He was probably cold and sleeping on a hard concrete floor.

      “Taking a bath won’t hurt Gabe. In fact, it might help. You need to be on top of your game. If you aren’t rested, you won’t do much good in his search.”

      I nodded, wanting to believe her. “You’re right.” A bath would soothe my nerves and my muscles. It was better than taking a nap.

      I trudged upstairs. Images of Gabe chained up in some dark basement, bruised and bloodied, wouldn’t get out of my head. I swallowed. This wasn’t helping.

      What did he want from Gabe? They were both Djinn, so Gabe and Samir had the same powers. Samir probably had more powers than him. He’d been Djinn a long time.

      I froze halfway up the stairs, my hand gripped tight around the railing.

      Except Gabe did have extra powers. Shit.

      Because of me. He could probably kill goddesses, and Samir knew it. He’d seen me nearly take out Natalia. He knew what I could do. I was such an idiot.

      Samir could use Gabe to get his revenge. The goddesses trapped Samir in a vessel, and Bast put him away for thousands of years. He had a lot of reasons to hate her.

      I turned around and raced down the stairs. I had to tell Ali and the others. This was worse than I thought. If Samir somehow coerced Gabe into killing innocent goddesses, he’d never be the same. Taking life changed people.

      But I knew better than anyone what Samir was capable of. If anyone could coerce Gabe to kill a goddess, it would be Samir.

      We had to save him.
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      My head felt like it was about to explode. Pain pounded behind my eyelids. I cracked my eyes open and tried to lift my head, but it was so heavy. I swallowed, my mouth dry. Very slowly, I raised my head and allowed my eyes to adjust to the dim light.

      At first, my vision blurred. But as things cleared, I saw I was in a room no bigger than five feet by six feet, with a low ceiling. Water dripped down the dingy gray walls. I shivered. My nose itched, but my chains pinned my hands to a chair, and my feet couldn’t move. I jerked against my restraints and came to an abrupt halt. Panic coursed through my chest.

      I tried to think, but my head hurt so badly. Where was I? A basement somewhere.

      Water. I needed water. I cleared my throat, and it ached. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt this uncomfortable. Oh yeah. Bast. Was she behind this? She had no reason to torture me. Not now. I drank the stupid elixir. But maybe she didn’t know.

      Footsteps echoed in a hall nearby. I yanked my hands again, but of course I got no farther. I had to get out of here, but I didn’t even know where I was or who kept me captive.

      I thought through my last memories. Liv’s smiling face in the middle of the bustling market. My memories shifted. Liv’s smile fell, and she thrust her hand into Natalia’s chest. Did they kidnap me in retaliation? Was Liv locked up somewhere too?

      “Ah, you’re awake,” a slimy voice said. I squinted, trying to make out the figure in the doorway, but he was cloaked in shadows. He. That was better than she.

      “Where am I?” I croaked, needing answers.

      The voice cackled. “Where is not important.”

      There was something familiar about the voice, but my head was fuzzy. I should know him.

      The man approached and shoved his face into mine. “You’re mine now. How do you feel about that?”

      I blinked a few times. Samir. Of course. My throbbing brain raced through my last few memories once again. After the goddesses left, he’d shown up and taken me from Liv. Bastard.

      “What am I doing here?” I asked, ignoring the pain in my throat. I needed water. No. I needed to get out of here.

      He weaved his head back and forth like a snake, a creepy grin stretching on his face. “That’s a better question. I need you and your talents.”

      My talents. Of course. I was Djinn. I willed my chains to disappear, but nothing happened. I jerked at my hands. My magic was gone. I was totally and completely defenseless.

      “Ah, ah, ah. You aren’t getting away with that.” He waggled his finger in my face like I was some wayward child.

      “What did you do to me?” This was worse than I’d thought. Was I no longer Djinn? Maybe I was only human now. I couldn’t protect Liv if he’d stripped me of my powers. Damn him.

      “The witches and I have been friends for a very long time. They’ve enchanted these chains to hold you and your magic at bay. Does your head hurt? They said it would.”

      “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. How was I supposed to do anything without my magic or without even being able to think straight? At least my mind wasn’t taken from me completely. I had to wait until Samir let me out of the chair, and then I’d kill him.

      “What talents of mine do you want?” Maybe I could pretend to give him what he wanted and get out. Samir underestimated me. He was an idiot if he thought I’d do anything he wanted willingly.

      Samir sat on his haunches in front of me. “You can kill the goddesses.”

      “Yeah, I can, but why would I?” If he thought I would kill goddesses because he asked me to, he had another thing coming. Though, I supposed I could just say I would. But then he might be suspicious. He wouldn’t expect me to agree. Something was up. I willed my head to clear so I could figure out what was going on.

      Samir slid out the curved sickle. “Because I can kill you.”

      He couldn’t possibly be dumb enough to let me go. “Fine. Let me out of these chains, and we’ll go get revenge on a few goddesses.” Escaping from Samir would be easy if I had all my powers. Besides, I wasn’t scared he’d take my life. Worse things could happen to me. But I might risk a fight with him if it meant I could get my hands on that sickle.

      Samir laughed. “You think it will be that easy? You need to understand what you are up against before I give you any freedoms.” Samir reached into a pocket and pulled out a small doll. He waved it in front of my face, a six-inch tall child’s toy.

      He dragged a pointed fingernail across the arm of the doll.

      My arm seared with pain, and I yelled. Blood seeped out of my forearm. Samir removed his finger from the doll, and I gasped. My arm throbbed along the small cut.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked, staring at the blood on my arm. I’d never seen anything like it before.

      “A voodoo doll. I told you the witches and I have been friends for a long time, didn’t I? A little of your blood was all he needed to create it. If you disappear or try to hurt me, I’ll take that sickle and thrust it right through the doll. You won’t even know what hit you.”

      “Fine. Kill me then. I won’t be your slave.” He was such a coward to simply kill me from afar. Though no one had ever accused Samir of being brave. Conniving creep, sure. But not brave.

      Samir chuckled. “I thought you might be noble.” He took out another doll. This one had long sparse black hair, and my stomach dropped. It bore a resemblance to Liv.

      “I always save some of the blood of my victims. Call it a macabre trophy. Little did I know, your lovely Liv’s blood would prove to be more than useful. Every time you fight me, I will hurt her.” He laid a jagged nail on the cheek of the doll.

      Think, dammit. But my head pounded. He had me by the throat, and he knew it. Samir dug his finger into the other arm of my doll. Pain sliced across my arm, but I gritted my teeth to keep from yelling out. I didn’t want him to think he’d gotten to me.

      “Still not ready to obey? Let’s see what Liv thinks.” He touched his nail to her forehead, and panic flooded my stomach. He couldn’t hurt her.

      “Wait, wait. Okay, I’ll help you. Please, don’t hurt her.”

      There was a small possibility that Samir was lying, but I couldn’t take that chance. Especially, knowing Samir. If he had the ability to inflict pain on Liv, he’d take any opportunity to do so. If I even so much as hesitated to help him, Liv would end up with searing pain or blood streaming down her limbs.

      He grinned, revealing rotting teeth. “I thought so.” Samir stood and shoved both dolls back into his wide pocket, a sadistic grin on his face. “I’ll retrieve you when I’m ready. For now, enjoy the accommodations. You’ve no idea the gift you’ve given me. At first, I just wanted revenge on you, your little puppet Liv, and Bast. But now, now you’ve shown me I can have so much more.”

      He strolled out of the dingy room and slammed the door. I glanced down at the accursed chains. As much as I wanted out of them, I couldn’t fight because Samir would hurt Liv.

      He’d been after me for a long time, but now he wanted more. He wanted me to kill goddesses. I wondered how long he’d been watching us and what all he’d seen. We should’ve killed him when we had the chance, even with the dangers involved.

      There had to be a way where both Liv and I survived. I could kill Samir if I surprised him, but I’d have to get the sickle and the dolls away from him. He wouldn’t let those things out of his possession. It was the only way I could kill him though.

      I would have to play his game until I found a solution. Hopefully before I killed anyone. If I could just get those dolls away from him, I could disappear. But that wouldn’t be good enough. He could just make another set, and then he’d kill both of us from afar.

      I had no choice but to follow Samir’s orders until I killed him. He created the perfect trap. No wonder he’d been biding his time the past several months. He’d been waiting for the perfect moment.

      But how did he know Liv and I could kill goddesses before we did?

      Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he had the dolls already made and just wanted to see us die. If that was the case, he’d only keep me alive long enough to kill whatever goddess he was after. We’d die anyway.

      I had to figure out how to kill him and fast. Otherwise, Liv and I would die, and Samir would be free to suck the lives out of little girls and encourage others to do the same.

      I strained against my chains again. I wasn’t positive I could succeed, and I didn’t care about myself, but Liv had so much life ahead of her.

      I had to survive for her.

      Even if that meant doing despicable things.
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