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“I wasn’t expecting a welcoming committee,” Melody said as we drew up to the terraced family home in Camden.
People lined the sidewalk, some dressed for work, others still in their pajamas and slippers. A woman held a squirming baby on her hip, jiggling him every time he fussed. And a group of teenagers hovered on the pavement across the street.
A smartly dressed elderly couple exited the house and walked toward us, just as the IEPEU vans zoomed around the corner and onto the tidy residential street. Citizens stumbled back as the sleek vehicles came to a halt, and operatives jumped out. Tech equipment was unloaded, and Melody and I exited her Corvette to meet the couple who’d called this in.
Mr. and Mrs. Finch were the parents of Mr. Stanley Finch, who, until last night, had been a resident at this address.
“Where are they? Where’s my family?” the woman demanded. If not for the tears in her eyes, I would have taken offense at her tone, but considering the circumstances, the poor woman had every reason to be upset.
“I assure you we will do everything we can to find out, Mrs. Finch.” My tone was deliberately confident and soothing.
The man snorted. “Like you did the last time, and the time before? How many families have to go missing before you people do something?”
A murmur rose up from the gathered neighbors.
“They were here last night,” the woman with the baby called out. “I saw Stan putting the bin out.”
“What’s going on?” someone else cried.
“It could be us next. The fucking government don’t give a toss.”
Great, the last thing we needed was an angry mob. I stepped off the curb and into the road. “Please!” I held up my hands. “Everybody, go back into your homes and get on with your day. In order to solve this case we’re going to need your cooperation. An operative will be doing the rounds to speak to you all shortly. Please provide the operative with any relevant information. If you don’t have the time right now, then we’ll make an appointment to speak with you. But please, allow us to do our job. The longer we wait, the colder the trail gets.”
Stanley’s mother whimpered and her husband put his arm around her, pulling her close.
“Just do what you have to do,” he said. “Find my son, my daughter-in-law and my grandbabies.”
“Yes, sir.”
Leaving the couple outside, we headed into the house, knowing exactly what we would find but dreading it all the same.
***
The bare room stared back at me. Barren and clean, not even a mini dust bunny to say it had ever been lived in. The whole house was the same—picked clean. If not for the fact that the family had been here yesterday, there’d be no case. But this was the tenth vanishing in the city. Ten families gone—poof, overnight. Their relatives, friends, neighbors none the wiser. How? How could you move out all your shit in one night and clean the house and have no one notice? You couldn’t, that’s how? Guaranteed there’d be no trace of removal van hire, and the cars they’d owned were parked outside on the street—also picked clean. All this, coupled with the fact that Stanley’s parents had traveled down from up north to spend the week with them, suggested that this family hadn’t disappeared of their own volition.
There was some strange shit going on, and it was my responsibility to find out just what.
“Anything?” Melody strode in, scanning the room. “This is getting ridiculous.”
“You’ve done a sweep downstairs?”
She nodded.
“Up here is clear,” I walked out into the hallway. “No basement. Attic? Did you check?”
“Harriet did. It’s empty.”
She headed for the stairs, but my feet remained rooted to the spot as my asura power expanded in warning. “Wait. We’re missing something.”
I exhaled and relinquished control to the power within. A few months ago, my heart would have fluttered in panic at handing over the reins to the dragon inside. But over the course of the last six weeks, we’d come to an understanding—I let her out to play now and then, and she respected my boundaries. My feet carried me to the hatch in the ceiling.
“You want to check again?” Melody asked.
“Yeah.”
I yanked the rope to bring down the steps. The dragon sensed something up there, and it was rarely, if ever, wrong. Training with Vritra for the last six weeks, sparring with Gita and Kiran and the other asura—who hadn’t gone easy on me despite getting their arses handed to them by my dragon—had honed my skills. I made sure to leave the skein untapped in those matches. Hardly fair to double up on my opponent, besides it was the asura power I needed to master, the skein came naturally, and man, did it feel good to have it back. Once the coven discovered Banner’s deception, and checked out the enchanted chain he’d given me, there’d been no choice for them but to give me back my connection to the skein. Which opened up the question of who the heck had bound my powers and why? If it wasn’t to prevent me from doing dodgy things with the skein, then what was it?
At the top of the steps was a light switch. I flicked it on, but nothing happened. “Melody? You got a flashlight?”
She handed me her penlight. It would have to do. Climbing up into the attic, nothing more than a crammed crawl space, I swept the light over the boxes, and bags of old toys and Christmas decorations. Not so clean up here. What was I missing? Fuck. There had to be something. The dragon was never wrong.
“Anything?” Melody asked.
Shimmying up into the crawl space, light between my teeth, I began moving the boxes and bags. A soft whimper caught my attention, closely followed by a strangled sob. My hand came into contact with something smooth and crackly, and then the mound moved.
I yanked my hand away. “What the fuck!”
“Carmella?” Melody called up the stairs.
It was a silver blanket. Like one of those insulation ones you used when backpacking, and something, no, someone was underneath it.
Keeping my voice low and calm, I reached for the edge of the blanket. “It’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you.”
“Please...you can’t take it off. If you take it off they’ll find me.”
“I’m with the IEPEU. I promise you’re safe now.”
The body under the blanket quivered. “They took them. They took them all and it’s my fault. All my fault.”
“Who took them?”
Another sob. “The aliens.”
Oh, lord. “I’m going to take the blanket off now and we can talk about this over a nice hot drink, okay?”
“No!”
I tugged the blanket off the body, and for a moment there he was, a pimply teenage boy with overly gelled hair and a heavy metal t-shirt, and then...he was gone.
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“Carmella? Carmella? What’s going on? Who are you talking to?”
Heart thudding hard against my ribs, I stared at the silver blanket and the spot where the boy had been mere moments ago. There was something peeking out from under the silver—a notebook laptop.
“Dammit, woman.” Her boots thudded up the steps behind me.
I picked up the electronic notebook. What had just happened?
“Who were you talking to?” Melody peered around me into the gloom.
“There was a boy here. A teenage boy and then... And then he just disappeared.”
Melody stared at me, then down at the notebook in my hand, then across at the insulation blanket.
She nodded curtly. “Well, that’s the first darn clue we’ve had all month, so let’s get this shit to the lab and figure this out.”
Another thing I had to love about Melody—she never doubted my perceptions. And because of her confidence, neither did I. There’d been a boy in the attic. A scared boy who’d believed aliens had taken his parents. It sounded preposterous but, like Melody said, it was the first solid lead we had.
Outside, the older Finches were waiting, expectation written on their faces. Mr. Finch’s gaze fell to the laptop in my hand.
“What are you doing with Ben’s notebook? Is it a clue?”
“Possibly,” Melody said. No need to tell them we’d just seen their grandson but been unable to save him. “We won’t know until we get it to the labs. Have you spoken to the operatives? Given your statements?”
They both nodded.
“In that case, the best thing for you to do right now is to go home. We’ll keep you updated.”
“Like hell!” Mr. Finch said, his grip on his wife tightening reflexively.
The woman’s lips pinched. “We’re not going anywhere. We’ll be staying right here in the city in a hotel for as long as it takes to get answers.”
Oh, boy.
Mr. Finch’s gaze narrowed. “Someone needs to hold the authorities accountable for what’s happening here. You’re not going to sweep this one under the carpet. I can tell you that now. We’re not the average Joe. We have connections. We will not be silenced!”
I took a step forward, hands up in a placatory gesture. “I can understand your fear and frustration, but threats are unnecessary. Trust me, we want to solve these cases just as much as you do, and I promise you I will personally do everything in my power to find out what happened to your family.”
He swallowed hard and nodded.
His wife blinked rapidly, as if holding back tears. “Just find them. Please.”
As the operatives sealed up the house, the straggler audience retreated back into their homes. Melody and I strapped into her car.
“What did he say?” she asked. “The boy?”
“He said that it was all his fault, and that the aliens took his family.”
Melody started the engine. “Well, let’s go find out what the heck he was talking about.”
◆◆◆
 
Kevin plugged in the notepad and switched it on. A password screen came up.
“Okay. It’s password protected.”
“But you can bypass that right?”
He grinned. “Of course. It shouldn’t be hard. He began tapping at keys.”
Melody entered carrying two cups of coffee.
“Do not bring those drinks anywhere near my equipment,” Kevin said.
Melody snorted. “Trust me. I have no intention of going anywhere near your equipment.”
Kevin frowned. “Miss. Parker, if you were a database, I’d be giving you a good scrubbing.”
She snorted again, and passed me a foam cup.
“Thanks.” Grateful for the caffeine, I accepted the steaming drink.
“So? You in yet?” she asked Kevin.
He sat back and tapped his fingers on his thighs. “How old was this kid?”
He’d been young. “Fourteen, maybe fifteen at a push.”
“Fourteen,” Melody said. “Ben Finch, the Finches’ middle child. They also have a sixteen-year-old daughter and an eight-year-old son.”
“Well, Ben has skills,” Kevin said. “You can’t circumvent the password the usual route for this system.”
“But you can bypass it, right?” Melody asked.
“Pfft, course I can.” He cracked his knuckles. “No way am I getting beaten by a fourteen-year-old.”
I sipped my drink. “How long?”
He shrugged. “Shouldn’t be more than a few more minutes.
A half hour later, Kevin sat back, and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, I may need a little more time.”
I glanced at my watch—standard issue IEPEU fare. We’d been at this for almost forty-five minutes already. “How much more time?”
“An hour tops.”
I drained my coffee. “I’m gonna check out the other case files. See if there’s anything we missed in the statements.”
“Good call,” Melody said. “I have some calls to return. “Kevin, page us when you have something.”
“Will do.” Kevin rubbed his hands together and then got started on the machine again.
Leaving him to it, we headed out separate ways. Down on the investigative floor, Murdoch met me at my desk, clutching the files I needed.
“How did you know?” I took them, grateful not to have to go rooting for them.
“It’s what I’d do. What I have been doing.”
It wasn’t his case, but I wasn’t dumb enough or arrogant enough to turn down the help of one of the best operatives in investigations. Plus, he was still smarting from not figuring out the Yamduth case, for not managing to pinpoint Banner as the person who’d wanted me dead. It was a mark on his record he didn’t like. This case had landed on my lap weeks ago when the first family had gone missing, and I’m sure if I wasn’t already elbows deep in it, the powers that be would happily transfer it to Murdoch. But the families of the missing knew me, they trusted me. I’d built a rapport with them. Having said that, if I didn’t get solid answers soon I’d be the scapegoat they hung out to dry when the wolves came baying.
Murdoch plonked the files on the desk and grabbed a nearby chair. “Grab a pen, we’re going to make a comparison chart.”
“I already did that.” I reached for my notepad.
“Whoa. Don’t look at that.”
“Why?”
“Because we’re going to do a new chart. Fresh case. Fresh eyes. Walk me through these. One at a time.”
I blew out a breath. He was right. “Okay, let’s do this again. There could be something we missed the first time.”
An hour later we sat back with our list. “Nothing new.” I sighed. “Aside from the fact that all the missing are families of four or five and all lived in London, they have nothing else in common. The houses were wiped clean so there’s no evidence to find. No prints, no DNA, no electronic footprint. Nothing. Neighbors all say the same kind of stuff though. Nice family, no trouble, good neighbors...wait...” I grabbed the top file. The Vincents’, and riffled through the neighbor statements, until I got to the one that had rang a bell. “Listen to this—David’s a strange lad though, always staring out his window with that telescope of his and banging on about extraterrestrials.”
Murdoch sat up straighter. “How did we miss that?”
“Because it sounds just like a prepubescent boy—obsessed with something or other, in this case, aliens. But in the light of what the Finch boy said we need to take this more seriously.”
A second look through the statements unearthed no mention of aliens, but now we were looking for them, comments about the children jumped out at us. In one case, it was the thirteen-year-old daughter who was withdrawn and shy, always tapping away on that phone of hers. In another, it was the fifteen-year-old boy who never left the house, and even when he did, he always had his tablet with him.
“There is another link,” Murdoch said.
I met his gaze. “The children and their tech.”
Murdoch’s lips tightened. “We need to get into that notebook. It could be our only chance of cracking this case. Whoever took those families messed up this time, but I doubt they’ll be making the same mistake again.”
I picked up the phone and dialed Kevin. He answered on the third ring.
“Please tell me you’ve cracked it?”
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How could a fourteen-year-old outsmart an IEPEU tech expert? The question was still circulating in my head as I lounged in my flat and finished off my supper of soup and bread. Yeah, sod cooking. My pager sat on the table waiting patiently for good news. It turned out that our little Ben was some kind of prodigy when it came to computers, and he’d installed, downloaded and thingajigged his machine to prevent any kind of hack. I didn’t get half the jargon that Kevin had thrown at me, but the gist was, “shit this is gonna take much longer than we thought.” Right now, they had it connected to a machine running every possible combination of password to try and find the one that matched, while Kevin continued to search for a backdoor.
The whole thing sounded way too complicated and exhausting, and I needed them to hurry up. I’d already fielded two calls from the Finches, one from a member of the Vincent family and two calls from the press, which should really have gone to our public relations department. Oh wait, the IEPEU didn’t have one of those. We just preferred to ignore such things, or tell the press what to print to allay panic. Except in this case, there was no covering up anything. The crimes, or whatever they were, were out in the open, and the world was watching us to see what we did about solving them. These weren’t supernatural people going missing. These were humans. And although humans were happy to turn a blind eye when a yaksha war broke out, or vamps decided to rally against the gods, they were less willing to let it slide when humans went missing, especially when the circumstances reeked of the supernatural.
The word alien was under wraps though. Until we had solid proof of the cause of the disappearances, that nugget would remain buried.
In the meantime, I needed to check in with my aunt and admit I’d ignored her advice and stormed off to confront the High Witch about the witch’s oath she’d coerced my mum into taking. I couldn’t handle not knowing the truth about my heritage. It was obvious now that the High Witch knew who my biological mother was and was hiding the information, but what I didn’t understand was why? And if she knew who my mother was then maybe she knew why my power had been bound and who’d done the binding.
The phone rang for ages before my aunt answered.
“Carmella, baby. How are you?”
“I’m good, but I have a confession to make.”
“You went to see the High Witch didn’t you?”
“Yeah. I have to know.”
She sighed. “I understand, sweetheart. Sometimes we need closure to put the past behind us and move on. So did you get the answers you were looking for?”
“No. She refused to see me. I didn’t even get past the front door.”
Aunt Constance was silent for a long time. “I have a bad feeling about this, Carmella. I don’t believe the High Witch means you any harm, but I’ve been thinking, and having spoken to your mother, I’m starting to believe that maybe the oath was to protect you.”
“Protect me?”
“Someone bound your powers. You were given to another woman to raise, and when that woman discovered you weren’t her biological child, the High Witch made her take an oath of silence. Maybe the High Witch doesn’t want you to know where you came from because it could put you in danger? I can’t think of any other reason for her to go to such great lengths to hide you.”
“And now she refuses to speak to me. She must know that I’ve found mum.”
“It seems the only explanation.”
“Okay. So, finding out the truth could put me in danger, but I can’t go on not knowing.”
“I know, sweetheart. Just...be careful.”
“I will.”
We spoke for a few more minutes about work and general stuff and then said our goodbyes for now.
Aunt’s theory sent a chill down my spine, but there was no giving up on finding out what the High Witch knew.  If she wouldn’t see me then I’d have to bide my time until she came to me, or I found myself in a position of having something to offer her in return.
Mira strode into the flat with a scowl.
“Bad day?”
She kicked off her shoes and flung herself onto the single sofa. “The worst. Do I have to get a job?”
“Yep. If you intend to take over the rent on this place when I move out, you need money.”
“Why can’t you just pay for it? You’re already staying at Shaitan Enterprises four nights out of the week, and it’s not like your dragon friend is charging you rent.”
“That’s not the point. If you’re going to be living in this world you need to adapt and learn to fend for yourself, and in our world, you need money to survive.”
“Then pay me to be your body guard.”
I picked up my plate and strolled into the kitchen. “I’m perfectly capable of guarding my own body. You need a job to earn money so I can move out.” Yeah, that sounded strange. “I got you a new identity, but the rest is up to you.”
“I still assert that you should let me work with you. Surely your IEPEU could do with some extra claws?” She gave me one of her wicked grins.
The feral smile sent a shiver up my spine. Why was it that every time I forgot what she was, she’d do something to remind me? “Patrols are a team, and you’re not exactly a team player, are you?”
She snorted. “I work better alone.”
“And there’s your answer. Just keep looking. There’s no rush.” Truth was, the grumpy, prickly cow had grown on me like some kind of persistent fungus. “It’s getting cramped. Wouldn’t you like to be able to sleep in human form?”
She shrugged. “Why?”
I finished drying my plate and popped it back in the cupboard. “Because, it’s more comfortable than lying by my bed in panther form.” Not to mention, much less disconcerting.
“I told you, it’s my preferred avatar.” She gave me a sly grin. “You still think I’m gonna take a bite out of your arse in your sleep, don’t you?”
My neck heated. “No. I do not think that...anymore.”
She threw back her head and let out a bark of laughter. “Yes you do.” She strolled over to the small cabinet by the window and picked up a pile of envelopes. “These came for you while you were with your dragon lover.”
“He is not my lover.” To be honest I wasn’t sure what we were. Henna had asked me to watch out for Vritra with her dying breath, and so I’d split my time between my flat and my penthouse suite at Shaitan Enterprises. The first couple of weeks, I’d pretty much lived there. Vritra had been in bad shape, withdrawn and lost, so we’d hung out. We watched old movies and foreign movies that turned out to be pretty good, and we’d trained, and we’d trained. He wasn’t the let’s-talk-about-our-feelings kinda guy, but even when we were sitting in total silence eating a meal, I never felt uncomfortable, aside from the whole dragons wanting to do the nasty. But even they’d been behaving themselves of late.
Mira shoved the envelopes into my hands and then flopped onto the sofa bed. I flipped through them. Urgh, more invites to coven events. A quick peek inside each one confirmed my suspicions—not a single invite from Mayfair. Piccadilly, Camden and Soho had all made their interests clear. Now that the taint had been lifted, they knew I wasn’t a danger to the skein, the bidding had begun in earnest. But the only coven I was interested in seemed to be completely disinterested in recruiting me, and there was only one person who could be responsible for that—the High Witch herself. She must have found out that Aunt Constance had visited my mum. She was keeping her distance, minimizing the chance of us being in a position where I could possibly question her. But determination was my unofficial middle name.
“You should just go to them all,” Mira said. “Take me with you. It could be fun.”
“I don’t have time for fun.” I glared at her, hands on hips. “Because I have a job.”
She sat up, her eyes gleaming, part mirth, part annoyance. “I am so tempted to eat you right now.”
The temperature dropped and Mira was off the bed and out the front door in a shot. I sighed and braced myself on the counter, waiting for Paimon to materialize.
He appeared by the sofa bed.
I crossed my arms under my breasts. “She’s not here.”
His shoulders sagged. “Will you tell her—”
“No. Not my problem.”
He clenched his jaw. “Do you think I wanted to relieve her of duty?”
“We’ve had this conversation, and I’m not into repetition. And Mira’s absence every time you drop in should be answer enough for you.”
“You think I’m weak, don’t you?”
I smiled wryly. “Surely, it doesn’t matter what I think. All that matters, is that your betrothed is happy, even if it means hurting someone who’s been by your side all her life.”
His chest heaved as if holding back a tide of emotion. “Mira knows how important this alliance is. How much is dependent on this marriage. My kingdom is new and alien to Alara, and if this betrothal is to lead to marriage, then I must do whatever I can to win her heart. Her father has left the decision in her hands, and if she turns me down...”
He looked pained, and my traitorous heart began to melt. Stop it. He was about to marry someone else. He’d just admitted he was working on winning her heart. I dropped the defensive pose.
I couldn’t believe I was going to do this. “What have you tried so far, to win her heart?”
He looked up in surprise. “You really want to discuss this?”
I walked over to the sofa and sat down. “Sit and tell me.”
He took the single sofa. His huge body making it look like a child’s seat. “I’ve shown her around the kingdom. Shown her the beauty of nature and employed the best musicians to play for her. Fed her the finest foods and sent her the most expensive gifts. Yet still, she looks at me as if I were an unwelcome stranger.”
“That’s because you are.”
“What? No. I read to her while she was trapped in the poison sleep, and I sat by her side while she convalesced. A stranger would not do those things.”
He’d taken care of her, real care. Dammit, it had been six weeks, so why was my heart aching at his words? Get the heck over it, Hunter.
I swallowed the lump in my throat and continued. “Does she know that you did those things?”
He looked baffled. “I don’t know. No. It never came up.”
“So far, from what you’ve told me, you’ve done your utmost to make sure she’s no stranger to your kingdom, but I bet she barely knows anything about you—your likes, dislikes, your hopes and dreams.”
His gaze darkened as it roved over my face. “Sometimes, familiarity can be born without sharing more than a few words. When it is right, it’s right.”
“Don’t.” I held up my hand. “It’s not fair and you know it.”
He tucked in his chin. “Maybe that is my problem. How can I win her heart in good conscience when I cannot give her mine?”
My pulse fluttered as darned hope raised its head again, but we’d been down this road before, several times. He had a duty to his people, and I had duty to my heart and my sanity. I would not fall into his arms only to walk away bruised and wounded.
“You need to go now. Spend time with Alara. Show her who you are. A picnic by a lake maybe.  Just the two of you. Sunshine, butterflies, dammit, maybe an impromptu boat ride. Learn who she is and maybe... Maybe you can love her too.”
God those words hurt my mouth.
He stared at me wide eyed. “Carmella.”
There was too much longing in that word, and too much need wrapped up in my name. But I was stone. I had to be.
“Goodbye, Paimon.”
He inclined his head and vanished.
I flopped back onto the sofa. It was getting easier. Saying goodbye was getting easier. Then why the heck were their tears in my eyes? And why did I have the urge to hit something?
My pager buzzed.
Just in time.
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“What have you got for me?” I pulled up a chair and stared at the screen of numbers and 
letters.
Kevin tapped a few more buttons and the screen cleared to reveal a list of websites.
“What is this?”
“Search history. Recent websites he went on. Kevin scrolled down. Yep, typical teenage boy. Some blocked sites here that would make your ears burn.”
“So, he watched some porn, so what? Find me something concrete, Kevin.”
“I’m doing my best. Whoa, what the heck is this?” He clicked on a link and the screen went dark. Strange lights began to flash and then a message came up.
Welcome to Cosmic Nirvana, the place where all your dreams come true. Click to join.
“What is this?”
Kevin plugged a small tablet into the notepad and began to run some kind of test. More numbers and shit I didn’t understand, but Kevin’s mouth dropped open.
“Speak to me, Kevin.”
“This doesn’t make any sense. It’s some kind of darknet site. You know, the hidden sites that can only be accessed using specific software or configurations.”
Okay, I kinda got that. “But how did Ben access it?”
“That’s just it. It looks like it accessed him.”
“I don’t get it.”
“There’s a code buried deep in this. I’m going to need time to work through it, to examine the site more. But I think that it accesses cookie information from the regular web, locating people within a certain age group with certain interests and web activity and then it accesses them.”
Okay, this was getting creepier by the minute. “Can you trace the IP or whatever that thing is that tells you where the whole damn thing originates?”
“Possibly, but this is no joke, Hunter. I’m going to need more manpower, and if I’m right, it’s not Ben who shut down his laptop, it was the darknet site.”
A shiver ran up my spine. “Okay, page me when you have something.”
“Where are you off to?”
“I need to hit something.”
◆◆◆
 
A quick stop at my suite to change into my yoga pants and vest and I was hitting the training room. Several asura were already there, goofing around. Not real training, just play fighting. Gah. I needed someone serious to spar with.
Gita waved me over. “You want to train?”
“Maybe in a little while.” I parked my butt on the bench beside her.
She was good, but since I’d been training with Vritra it was too easy to beat the young asura. The older generation had a separate training room on the uppermost floor, and Vritra had promised me a spot there once he thought I was ready. But I was ready now.
“Where’s Kiran?”
Gita ducked her head. “He’s on a date.”
“Really?” I looked her over. Her cheeks had a definite pink tinge to them. I’d always suspected she had a thing for Kiran, that maybe they were circling each other and would eventually become a couple, but if Kiran was on a date then maybe I’d been wrong. “Are you okay?”
She kept her gaze on the ground. “Course. He’s allowed to go on dates.”
“Gita. You can talk to me.”
She made an exasperated sound in the back of her throat. “It’s just that I thought the date would be with me.” She turned her head to look at me. “I thought he liked me.”
Yeah, so had I. “Look, guys can be a slow to pick up cues sometimes. And if you wait around for him to figure out how you feel, then you may lose the chance. My advice is to tell him how you feel, and allow him to process it. You guys spend a lot of time together, right?”
She nodded.
“Yeah, see that can go one of two ways. You can either end up as a couple, or slip into the friend zone.”
She nodded. “So which way are you and Vritra headed?”
“Huh?” Why were my ears suddenly hot?
“When you’re here, which is a lot, you guys are always hanging out. So, what are you headed toward?”
She was right, but there was no clean cut way to answer that. My attraction to Vritra was still as strong as ever, but another layer had settled over that, something I’d have to tentatively label as friendship.
“Vritra and I are complicated.”
She worried her bottom lip. “I wish Kiran and I were complicated, at least then I’d know he felt something.”
Maybe sparring would take her mind off things. “Come on, let’s grab a mat and do a few rounds.”
Three minutes later, Gita was flat on her back and gasping for breath.
“Shit, shit. Oh, God, did I hit you too hard? Oh, shit.” I helped her sit up and rubbed her back.
She blinked back tears and offered me a wobbly smile. “That’ll teach me to go up against a dragon asura.”
“I’m so sorry, Gita.”
Gita looked over my shoulder, and I followed her gaze to find all the young asura watching me warily.
I winced. “Does anyone else want to spar?”
No one would meet my eyes. Great. The group that I’d thought I’d be a part of now shunned me. But the need to pummel something was still there, setting my teeth on edge. If I didn’t release the tension soon, it would drive me nuts.
Vritra had said he’d introduce me to the upper level training room once he thought I was ready. But sod waiting.
“Hey, Nevil. How about you show me to the other training room.”
***
The sound of metal on metal seeped through the door.
Nevil hung back. “This is it.”
“You’re not coming in?”
“Hell, no.” His eyes widened. “And if I were you, I’d steer clear too. The asura that train in there are lethal. They don’t hold back. They don’t give a shit if they hurt you. It’s why Vritra has the two rooms. Our training room is for hand-to-hand combat. Once we’re proficient in that, we get moved up to weapons.”
That explained the metal on metal noises. “What kind of weapons?”
“Swords, katanas, chakras, you name it, they have it.”
The IEPEU had trained me in the use of guns, but anything else was virgin territory for me. I pressed my hand to the door.
Nevil touched my elbow. “Hey, why don’t we scrap this idea? We could head to the kitchens and make some of those amazing cinnamon rolls of yours.”
I’d been baking a lot while staying here. Rolls and cakes and pastries, and Nevil was my star pupil in the kitchen. Any other day, when I wasn’t feeling so congested with aggression, I’d have taken him up on his offer in a heartbeat, but not today.
Today I needed to fight—to hurt, and be hurt.
“Maybe later, Nevil.” I pushed open the door and stepped into the hardcore, I’m-a-fucking-ninja, training room.
The door swung shut behind me with a soft swish, and I got my first introduction to the asura of old. The demi-gods who’d slumbered or traveled the world for a century before either returning, or being awoken—powerful, magnificent men and women, wielding lethal weapons. There were no sparring swords in this arena. No. Real, cut the fuck out of you, swords, and rip the shit out of you whips. To my left, a woman with a katana spun and sliced at a guy twice her size. He leapt back just in time to avoid a serious thoraoctomy. Her hair was unbound, whipping around as she pivoted, ducked and swiped. The man was huge, his biceps bulging as if a small animal were desperately trying to claw its way out from beneath his skin. His sword was almost the same size as the woman, and damn, if he managed to score a hit, that thing would cleave her in two. But she moved like lightning, avoiding his powerful jabs and thrusts with apparent ease. It was the same everywhere I looked. These asura weren’t sparring, they were fighting. To my left, there was a male covered in blood, his smile a white stain on his crimson face. And way down at the bottom of the room, arrows whizzed back and forth as two nimble asura leapt, climbed and rolled while shooting at each other. A whoop filled the air, and my gaze was drawn to the sound. I spotted him a moment later. He’d been obscured by all the bodies rushing about, but now that I’d found him, I couldn’t tear my eyes away.
Vritra swung a massive sword, his bare torso glistening with perspiration. It cut a swath through the air and connected with his opponents shield with a clang. His opponent jabbed, and his sword made contact with Vritra’s abdomen, the flesh instantly turned black and the metal glanced off him with a scrape of ember. Armor skin. How was he doing that? Making it appear so selectively in the heat of battle, it was almost as if his body was reacting of its own accord. His opponent dived and swiped at Vritra’s legs and the dragon asura jumped back, bringing his sword down with crash that knocked the shield from his partner’s hand and sent the man sprawling. The asura picked himself off the ground, grinning amiably. Vritra inclined his head and then a frown marred his forehead. His nostrils flared and he turned his head to look straight at me. His eyes lit up and then flicked to something to his left.
“Carmella, watch out!”
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I heard it before I saw it—an errant arrow whizzing straight at me. It was as if the world slowed down into slow motion.  I needed to dive out of the way, but my feet were rooted to the spot.  Vritra was a blur headed toward me. He was doing the shift move thing I’d done unwittingly. And how was there so much time to think?
The arrowhead hurtled toward my heart. My skin prickled and my armor erupted covering my skin just as the arrowhead slammed into me, propelling me back into the door.  A flash of embers filled my vision, and the arrow fell to the ground with a chink.
Vritra gathered me up into his arms, his scent filling my head. The doors swished behind us as he carried me out of the room. My armor melted and his skin kissed mine. Heat crawled up my neck. I’d just made a complete tit of myself. How would the demi-gods take me seriously now?
“I’m okay. You can put me down now.” I tried to wriggle out of his arms. But he only held me tighter.
A sharp pain lanced through my chest cutting off my breath.
“Just stay still. It’s okay.”
“It hurts.” I looked up into his face, but his jaw was tight.
He carried me into his chambers and through to his bedroom.
“Wait, what are you doing?”
“You’re hurt and I need to heal you.” He laid me on his bed.
I tried to sit up but the pain held me down. “What’s wrong with me? I thought the armor deflected the arrow.”
He perched on the edge of the bed, and usually all that bare skin would have distracted the fuck out of me, but the pain in my chest was intensifying rather than abating.
“Vritra, what’s happening?”
“They were shooting armor piercing arrows. They don’t break the armor, but send a pulse through it which damages the organs within.”
“But I heal. I can heal right?”
He pressed his lips together. “Yes. But maybe not fast enough.”
If I could come back from almost death, I could do this. “The skein. I need to tap into it.”
“Do it.”
Closing my eyes, I sought the connection to my power, the shining threads that linked me to the skein. There they were, all glowing and shit. I pulled on them, drawing power into my body and directing it to my chest. Heat crawled over my skin—pleasant and healing. The pain lessened. It was working. But there was ice beneath the heat, pressed up against it, battling the healing effects.
“The bruise is blooming again.” Vritra said. “The power isn’t being channeled fast enough.”
“I don’t understand. The skein saved me from death.”
“Yes. But you’d just unlocked your power so there was probably a huge reservoir waiting to be unleashed. The backlash is what helped you heal so quickly.”
He was right. There was no backlash this time.
“Miss Hunter, do you trust me?”
“Dammit, Vritra, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Carmella.”
His amber eyes were bright in the gloom. “Carmella, do you trust me?”
“Yes.” The pain was flaring again. “Please, just make it stop.”
Vritra gripped the neck of my vest and yanked. The materiel gave way with a rip.
“What...”
“Trust me. I’m going to touch you now. I’m going to put my hands on your chest, and I’m going to lend you my power. We’ll do this together.”
My heart, it was going for my heart. “Do it.”
His warm hand pressed down on my chest, covering the spot between my breasts. Our gazes locked and the heat simmering beneath my skin intensified. The skein flared and my asura power unfurled. The ice gradually began to melt, and the pain steadily decreased until I was breathing easy again.
Vritra’s shoulders sagged and he tucked in his chin, breaking eye contact.
I was okay.
It was over.
“Thank you.” I placed my hand over his.
He raised his head, fixing his gaze on our hands. His fingers flexed on my skin, thumb sweeping across the top of my breast. It was difficult to breathe again, but this time for a completely different reason. We were alone in his room—both half naked—and he was touching me. He hadn’t touched me intimately since the night in the vault when we’d fought in dragon form and woken up naked in each other’s arms. He hadn’t propositioned me or made any kind of advances. Relief should be my primary emotion, right? Wrong. Instead, I craved his touch and the look in his eyes that said he wanted me just as much as I wanted him. If not for Paimon haunting my dreams, this thing between Vritra and me would have been pretty clear cut. But until my heart and my body were on the same page, it wasn’t fair to make any decisions.
But what if that never happened?
Gah.
Vritra slowly slid his hands from my skin, leaving a trail of sensitized flesh in his wake. I didn’t move, letting him feast on me with his gaze for a long moment and then I carefully sat up and pulled the torn fabric of my vest over my breasts. He turned away, his broad shoulders begging to be touched.
Stop it!
“You could have been killed,” Vritra said. “What possessed you to come to the training room? I told you, you weren’t ready. Do you not trust my judgment?”
I sighed. “Of course, I do. I just...” Maybe it was time to tell him how I was feeling—the aggression, the need to hurt something. It was getting worse by the day. “I need to fight. I mean, I need to fight. There’s this pent up aggression inside me. This swirling shit storm of emotion that needs to be expelled. Training with the younger asura just isn’t working. The sparring matches are over in less than five minutes and I’m constantly scared of hurting them.”
He shoulders tensed. “How long have you been feeling this way?”
“Two weeks, maybe three. Why? Is this not normal?”
He turned his head slightly, offering me his profile. “It makes sense now.”
“What?”
He faced me and cupped my cheek, running his thumb across my mouth. A wave of desire rose up to choke me. He hadn’t touched me like this in weeks. I grabbed his hand and took his thumb into my mouth, sucking on it, my eyes locked with his. His tawny gaze darkened to golden honey.
His jaw clenched, and a vein throbbed in his temple. “Fucking hell, Carmella you have no idea.” He tensed and, for a moment, I thought he would pull away, but then he pressed his thumb against my tongue before sliding it out to replace it with his tongue. I sucked on that too. And a moan tore from his throat. He pulled away, holding me at arms-length. “This is why I’ve been keeping my distance.”
He didn’t want to want me? Well, this was new. Anger surged up to replace the desire. No. Not replace, but to mingle with it.
It’s not a fight you need.” Vritra said. “It’s sex.”
My core throbbed. “Then fuck me.” My voice was breathless, and husky, and where had those words come from? I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”
His expression was hooded with desire. “But I do. I’d hoped with your hybrid nature you’d be spared this, but I caught the scent in the training room. Now that you’re no longer in pain, it’s there again.” He inhaled, his fists clenching until his knuckles were white. “Soon they’ll all be able to scent it.”
“What scent? Wait, are you’re suggesting I’m sexually frustrated?”
He stood up and walked across the room to stand by the window. “It’s not sexual frustration. It’s called the needing. It’s something unique to the female dragon asura. There haven’t been many females of your kind, but every female dragon asura who has existed has passed through the needing. It’s a time where they choose their mate.”
“No. This isn’t the needing, or whatever you call it. I want to hurt someone—to pummel and smash. Trust me there is nothing sexual about that.”
“Maybe not to your human side, but to my kind it’s perfectly normal. Dragon sex isn’t soft and gentle, Miss. Hunter. It’s violent and wild. Dragons that are needing become increasingly aggressive until they find their mate. This feeling you have will only get worse until you pick a mate.”
“What exactly do you mean by mate?”
“For our kind, mating is for life. Like marriage without the divorce.”
Well, at least I wasn’t like the black widow that ate her mate. But a shiver of apprehension clamped the back of my neck regardless. “What if I don’t want to pick a mate?”
“Then be prepared for pain. If you fight the needing, it will fight back. There are tales of old wars where the females were the most formidable warriors. It was after most of our female population was wiped out that the needing manifested itself. The natural cycle will do anything to be preserved, and the needing served an important function of keeping the dragon asura species alive. You are the first female dragon asura in a long time. I can only imagine how strong the needing will be for you.”
Panic shot through me and the hot pulse between my thighs died. “We have to do something. There has to be a way to make it stop, or calm it down or something.” The last thing I wanted was to be mated.
His gaze was speculative. “I’ll see what I can do. But until then, it might be best if you avoid Shaitan Enterprises.”
“What?”
He smiled tightly. “I’m able to resist your pheromones for now, but the other male asura may not be so strong willed. Best to keep your needing a secret. If we find a way to mask it and soothe your symptoms, then all will be well.”
“And if not?”
He swallowed hard. “You will have your pick of mates from the unmatched asura males 
on the top floor.” He ground out the words as if they were painful to say.
My pick of... Did he think I wanted any of them? It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that if I had to choose it would be him. But I bit back the words. Not yet. Not until I was one hundred percent sure that my wants weren’t just physical. I had to want him with my heart too.
“If we can’t find a way to stop or stem the needing, how much time do I have?”
“I don’t know.”
“So, I can’t come here. I can’t see you?” Why did that hurt so badly?
His expression softened. “I’m a strong willed male, Miss. Hunter. But even I have my limits. If you come back and ask me to fuck you, I won’t be able to say no.”
Great, I was a horny dragon who wasn’t ready to settle down. Fanfuckingtastic. “Just do what you can and find me some kind of cure.” I swung my legs off the bed, suddenly desperate to get away from him before I threw myself at his hot muscled form. “And can I please borrow a shirt?”
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The movie was playing and the lights were dim. I had a blanket to combat the autumn chill and a hot chocolate for extra warm fuzzies, but all I wanted to do was leap up and run a lap.
Mira held out the bucket of popcorn. “I’m here for you if you need a little relief.” She offered for the third time.
“I’m fine,” I ground out. “And can we please drop the subject.” Why the heck had I told her?
She snorted. “Fine. Just trying to be useful. You do realize that as a Hinn, I can be whatever you want me to be right?”
I sighed. “As a Hinn can you shut the hell up so we can watch the movie?”
I caught her sly smile. “Oh, look they’re about to have sex.”
“That’s it!” I flicked off the television and stood. “We’re going out.”
She stared up at me, genuinely perplexed. “But I thought you were waiting for an important call?”
“I am. But that’s the beauty of a mobile phone.”
Kevin had been trying to crack this darknet thing for two days now. I’d combed through files, smoothed the victim’s family’s feathers and done enough laps of the IEPEU building to have given me super calfs. If I sat around watching this movie with Mira, I’d end up throttling her. Vritra better come up with a solution to my problem soon. This needing thing sucked.
Mira leapt up alert and ready for action. “Where are we going?”
“Dancing. We’re going dancing.”
She frowned. “Sentinels don’t dance.”
“You’re not a sentinel anymore. You can do what the fuck you like.”
She blinked, absorbing that bit of information. “I’ll get dressed.”
I grabbed my phone and dropped Honey and Urvashi a text. Victor was working the kitchens tonight, but maybe he could get one of his friends to take over. I dropped him a text too. It had been ages since we’d all just hung out. And if my gut was correct, then the future was filled with cases and complications—best to grab the joy where you could. The possible aliens, the needing and the damn High Witch and her secrets could wait for a few hours.
It was time for some fun.
◆◆◆
 
“You’re not having any fun are you?” Honey said.
I sipped my lemonade and stared out at the dance floor. Urvashi was strutting her stuff, and Mira was proving to be a pretty good dancer while Victor stood trapped between them with a desperate look on his face.
“You should go save him.” I jerked my head toward the dance floor.
Honey smiled. “Nah, this is way too much fun.”
The music was loud but with our super hearing it wasn’t hard to hold a conversation.
“So are you two...”
“What?” She studied my suggestive expression and then shook her head. “No.”
“But you like him.”
“What’s not to like? But Victor is...he isn’t the relationship kind of guy.”
“The no touching rule?”
Her brow crinkled. “Yeah. I can’t help but feel there’s a story there.”
“Me too.”
She nudged me with her shoulder. “I’m glad you called though. I’ve missed you. I thought the asura had stolen you away.”
“The asura and the IEPEU, between the two I’ve barely had time to take a dump.”
She laughed. “Hey, I’m not judging. I’m just glad you called.”
“We should grab a bite to eat. The cafe on the corner looks cozy. We can have a proper chat and—”
My pager buzzed against my hip. It was Kevin calling me in.
“You got to go, eh?”
I winced. “I’m sorry.”
She pulled me into a hug. “Don’t be. Just call me if you need anything.”
“Can you let the others know I had to go?”
She gave me a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”
***
Kevin swiveled in his seat to face me, a huge grin plastered on his face. “Just call me a goddamn fucking genius.”
“Okay, you goddamn fucking genius, what have you got for me?”
He patted the seat beside him, and I parked my arse.
The door opened and Melody walked in. She looked rumpled, as if she’d just woken up from a nap. “Please, tell me you’ve cracked this.”
I shot her a smile. “Of course, he has. He’s a goddamn fucking genius.”
Kevin coughed. “Okay, now it just sounds like you’re taunting me.”
I patted his back. “Never.”
Melody snorted, and smoothed back her hair. “What have you got?”
“I located the IP address but then it moved. So, I tracked it and zeroed in and it moved again.”
“And this is good news how?” Melody asked,
“Because then I got frustrated and got to thinking. This site finds people based on their internet activity, so using our most recent kidnapped family profiles, I constructed another.”
Where was he going with this? “O-kay. And?”
“And it’s not live yet. I have to do some jiggerypokery to back date the history of the browser, and make it look like our phantom kid has been using these sites for some time. We need to create fake messages and emails. Probably another couple of days’ work, but that gives you time.”
“Time for what?” Melody asked.
“Time to put together a fake family that fits the profile.”
And just like that it clicked into place. “You want them, it, whatever, to come to us. To track us and find us.”
He nodded. “We can put a tracker under each fake family member’s skin, and when they get taken, bingo, we’ll have a location.”
I turned to my boss. “Melody, I want in on this. I want to be part of the family.”
Melody shook her head. “You’re a supernatural. Everyone taken so far has been human.”
“Then un-supernatural me.  Can’t we mute my powers using the tech and spell we have on the cages. Like a smaller version? Can’t we turn it into a chip to go under my skin?” Oh, God! That was it—the solution to my needing problem. If the IEPEI could modify the tech, and the independent witch could modify the runes, then I may have a muting chip for the needing. I’d have to speak to Patrick, the head of the magitech department.
Melody’s fingers tapped against the console as she considered my proposal.
“Look, it’s my case. I know the families and I know what to look for. I need to be there.”
She sighed. “Okay. I’ll speak to the magick technicians on staff and see what they can come up with.  We can cover a mother and a father but the essential element to this plan is a child. We don’t have any kids on our team, and I hardly think any responsible parent will allow their child to take part in this mission. It’s too risky.”
They needed a child...Mira. “Don’t worry about the child. I got that covered.”
Her brows flicked up. “You have?”
I smiled. “Remember Paimon, the djinn?”
“Yes.”
“His sentinel is a Hinn who can shape shift and she’s living with me at the moment.”
“The Hinn you needed identification papers for?”
“Yes.”
“It could work then. We’ll need a chip to mute her powers too, which means that she won’t be able to shift out of her kid form. And this needs to remain under wraps. Classified. Need to know basis only.”
“I think we get it, Parker,” Kevin said teasingly.
Parker didn’t crack a smile. “We can’t have this leaking. The kidnappers are able to run a darknet and make people evaporate from their homes. We have no idea what other tricks they have up their sleeves. Let me handle the prep for this. Just show up when and where I tell you. Got it?”
I nodded. “Are you going to bring Murdoch on board?”
“Undoubtedly. I’ll request a meeting with the head of covert operations and get a go on the mission, but it shouldn’t be a problem. Just get Mira on board, because we can’t do this without her.”
It was almost midnight and Mira was probably still dancing the night away. “I’ll get her on board, but a monetary incentive may help.”
Melody laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”
There was nothing left for me to do for now, except go home and recruit a Hinn.




7

Mira didn’t suffer from hangovers. Mira suffered from early bird syndrome which meant she was pottering around the flat with the sunrise and making the most godawful racket. Usually, I’d throw something at her, but I needed a favor, so biting back the irate words and plastering a smile on my face, I strolled into the kitchen.
Mira looked up from the coffee machine, her brows rose in surprise and then her lips curled in a sly smile. “You had sex, didn’t you?”
“What? Why would you think that?”
The needing was under my skin, buzzing softly but under control for now. It seemed to be worse when I was around the asura, around Vritra, which made sense if the whole thing was about me choosing a mate.
“Because, you’re up at five thirty in the morning,” Mira said. “And you haven’t thrown anything at me.”
I patted her on the back. “Oh, Mira, Mira, my cynical Hinn friend. Is it too farfetched to assume that I may just want to spend the morning with my buddy?”
Mira slammed down her empty mug and grabbed me by the shoulders. Her fingers dug into my flesh as she stared deep into my eyes.
“Um, Mira...”
She released me abruptly, her expression befuddled. “It is you.”
“Of course, it’s me.” I rubbed my shoulders. “Damn, you have pinchy fingers.”
Her eyes lit up. “You’re being exceptionally nice to me, which means you need something from me.”
I sighed. “Yeah, you got me. I have a job for you.”
“How much?”
“What?”
“How much does it pay? Will it cover the rent?”
“Um, I don’t know.” Melody had to get back to me on the whole payment thing. “Look. This is top secret, super sensitive stuff. So, I can’t give you any details until you commit. But, I can tell you it’s to do with the case I’m working on. I need your help.”
She gave me her best squinty eyed stare. “Will it involve eviscerating someone?”
“Er, I don’t know. Probably not.”
“Hmmmm.” She tapped her fingers on the counter. “What about bloodshed? Will I be permitted to maim?”
Did she have to look so hopeful at the prospect? Best to give her something, right?
“Um, possibly. It depends how hairy things get.”
“In that case, let’s hope things get hairy.”
“So, you’re in?”
Her eyes gleamed wickedly and she rubbed her hands together. “Oh, yes.”
“Melody is setting things up and we’ll be going in for a briefing soon. In the meantime, I think I may have found a solution to my needing problem.”
“You decided to mate with Vritra?”
“No. There may be a magitech solution. I’m gonna check in and see what they can come up with.”
Mira poured her coffee and carried it over to the sofa. “In that case, since I have a job now, I’ll spend the day watching the moving pictures.”
“Or you could tidy up?”
She glanced around the flat then switched on the TV. “Yes, I could.”
Leaving her to her lounging, I grabbed my clothes and headed for the bathroom. The sooner I got the needing under control, the sooner I could go back to Shaitan Enterprises and resume my training.
The sooner I could see Vritra.
◆◆◆
 
The magitech department of the IEPEU was in the basement. A state of the art laboratory with high tech equipment supplied by Brahma Corp. Patrick had been an elder witch for the Hyde Park coven years ago. He was pretty clued up on his shit, and every one on his staff was either an independent witch or a tech genius. The lab was all clean white tables and strange warped containers and test-tubes. The walls were lined with storage, some cold and some hot. Several bookcases laden with spell and rune books could be found at the back of the room, along with an indoor herb garden which provided all the essential ingredients required for any spell.
Patrick was a stickler for protocol, but also couldn’t resist a challenge if one was thrown at him, and boy did I have a challenge for him.
He looked up from the heavy tome he was flicking through. “Miss Hunter. To what do I owe this intrusion?” His pale gray eyes crinkled at the corners in a smile despite his less than welcoming words. He was a severe looking man, with short cropped silver hair and a long nose he liked to use to great effect when looking down on people. But he was also accommodating when it came to people he liked. It just so happened he had a soft spot for Melody, and she’d been good about singing my praises.
I leaned back “I have a problem I was hoping to discuss with you.”
Patrick closed the book and swept his hand toward his office, a glass enclosed space to the left of us.
I followed him inside and took a seat. Patrick shut the door and settled behind his desk.
“What is this problem of yours?”
“Well as you know I’m a dragon asura.”
He nodded. “The news did filter down to us.”
“Yeah, well, I recently discovered that female dragon asuras go through something called the needing.”
He frowned. “The needing?”
Okay, this was embarrassing. “It’s the overwhelming desire to mate.”
His silver brows shot up. “Ah.”
“Yes. And according to all sources there is no way to stop it. Or calm it down. And I was hoping that—”
“I would be able to come up with a magitech solution.” His eyes narrowed. “Maybe something related to what Miss Parker has us working on right now?”
I sagged in relief. “Yes! That would be awesome.”
He smiled. “No.”
“No?” Yep, I’d been expecting this.
“The magitech lab is for IEPEU use, not to fix personal problems.”
Time to play my ace. “I get it. It’s probably impossible anyway.” I sighed. “Thanks for listening. Vritra said he’d have his guys look into it, so I’ll just have to hope they’ll find something. But if you can’t fix this problem, then I doubt they’ll be able to.” I made to stand and paused deliberately looking off into the distance as if a thought had just occurred. “But then he did say he knew a prodigy.” I grinned and stood. “Thanks for your time. And sorry for trying to lump this task in your lap. It’s probably way beyond your scope of expertise anyway.” I headed for the door.
“Wait.”
Fixing an innocent look on my face, I glanced over my shoulder. “Yes?”
He pressed his lips together and then blew out a breath. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Really?”
“Yes, tell Mr. Ajagar he need not employ anyone else for the task. Nothing is beyond my scope of expertise.”
I bit back a smile and nodded gratefully instead. “Thank you, Patrick. You’re a life saver.”
He smiled smugly. “Well, let’s wait until we have a solution, eh?”
Leaving him to ponder the task, I made my way back up to the fifth floor. Megan hadn’t checked in yet and the need to hit something, the need for action, was making me twitchy. There had to be something that needed doing on the case.
Kevin was seated in his usual spot, peering at his computer screen with a hunched back. So much for ergonomics. That guy’s workstation was a nightmare. How the heck he didn’t suffer from constant back ache was a mystery.
He looked up as I entered. “If you’re looking for Parker she went up to speak to covert ops an hour ago. Haven’t seen her since.
“Yeah, I rang her but she didn’t answer.”
Kevin kicked a swivel seat my way. “Park your butt and keep a guy company.”
“What you doing?”
“Building our web.”
“How’s it going?”
“Good.
“Okay, this is boring.”
“Nice.” Kevin snorted.
Shit, had I said that out loud. “I’m gonna go to the ladies.”
Leaving Kevin to his screen fiddling, I ducked out the room and into the toilets on the opposite side of the corridor. A blast of cool air swept my hair off my forehead and then Paimon was standing before me.
Anger reared up in the pit of my stomach, bitter and bilious. “What do you want? This is the ladies.”
He glanced about. “I’m sorry. I needed to speak to you.”
Yeah. He probably wanted something. Sod the fact I couldn’t have what I wanted. It was always about him and his stupid betrothed. Well, I was done being his go to girl for everything else but what he should be coming to me for.
“I need a piss, and I don’t have time.” I made to brush past him.
He grabbed my arm. The contact sent a shock through me as the ice in his grip battled with the fevered heat of my skin.
He released me abruptly and stepped back, studying me warily. “Carmella, what is wrong with you?”
Wrong with me? How dare he? “Just because I don’t want to speak to you it doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with me.”
He reached for me. “You’re burning up.”
I shrugged him off.
“Are you sick?”
Sick? The haze of annoyance and anger that had clouded my mind dissipated. I wasn’t sick. I was fucking needing. This wasn’t me. I sucked in a deep breath, held it for a second and then slowly released it.
“Carmella?”
I licked my lips. “I’m fine. Sorry. Just having a bad day. Didn’t mean to take it out on you.” I needed to keep this shit in control. “What did you want to speak to me about?”
His brow remained slightly furrowed. “There have been strange disturbances in the overlap between our worlds. The sentinels we have placed on guard reported disorder coming from beyond the veil. They are not permitted to crossover to look into it, but the commotion was so violent they felt it warranted investigation.”
“You want me to investigate?”
He nodded. “I would do so myself but diplomatic duties have me tied in knots.”
Diplomatic duties or Alara duties? Stop it, Hunter. Urgh. “It’s the red zone, Paimon. Shit happens in the red zone, and we don’t intervene. It’s probably just a spat between supernaturals that got rowdy.”
“Very well. But if this spat should leak into our world, we will be forced to react, and with the balance having just been restored between your people and mine, you should be loath to cause further discord.”
“You think it would fuel the argument for a takeover?”
“There are still several members of the council who would happily storm the gates of your world. Your government’s compliance in the missing djinn case soothed some ruffled feathers, but if your world’s problems begin to affect our realm then I am not confident this unofficial truce will stand.”
“Then maybe we should make it official.”
He cocked his head, his gaze speculative. “Go on?”
“A meeting between a representative of our world and your council. I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement for long term peace between our worlds. After all, it’s hardly our fault that an overlap occurred in the very place that we have no control over.”
“I’ll see what I can do to make it happen.”
“Good.”
We stood silently, awkwardly, for a long beat.
“How have you been?” he asked.
“Since the other day when we spoke last?”
“We spoke about me and my problems. I was selfish.”
“So, you’re trying to make up for it by asking me how I feel?”
His cerulean eyes sparkled with mirth. “I do wish to know.”
“Trust me you don’t.”
“This has something to do with your fever, doesn’t it?”
I leaned back against the sink. “Yeah. I have these...needs.”
His mouth parted and his eyes darkened.
My throat dried up and I coughed to moisten it. “Um, it’s an actual female dragon asura thing. It means it’s time for me to choose a mate.”
“A mate? As in a lover?”
“As in a for-the-rest-of-my-life lover.”
It was as if a storm cloud had swept across his face. His shoulders grew rigid and his whole demeanor changed. “Vritra. You will choose Vritra?”
I’d deliberately avoided dwelling on what if’s, but now that he mentioned it, there was no way to avoid it. “Yes. If it comes to that, I will.”
He exhaled sharply. “You don’t love him.”
“No.” I lowered my lashes. The pain etched on his face was too much. “Not yet. But my dragon trusts him. I trust him. He would be the right choice.”
“You would mate with someone you do not love?”
My head whipped up. “Hey! You’re one to talk.”
He turned away, the muscles in his shoulders rippling under the thin fabric of his shirt. “I have no choice.”
Annoyance flickered in my chest. “And it may get to the point when neither do I.”
Did he think that he had the monopoly on difficult decisions? How dare he make me feel shitty for the position I was in when I’d done everything in my power to make his decision easy?
“I have to go.” I made to push past him, but he turned to me, stepped into my personal space, cupped my face with his huge hands and kissed me.
The world melted away beneath his lips, every sense coming to life with a sweep of his tongue. My knees buckled and he hauled me against him, wrapping me in his embrace like a desperate man clinging to a life float. Tears burned the backs of my eyes and nose and my heart swelled in my chest—a bubble that I’d need to burst. Instead, I threaded my hands into his hair, and pushed myself against him, demanding more.
He tore his mouth from mine to devour me with his gaze. “Carmella. I want you...”
The needing rose within me, a rolling wave of want. It was an ache that could only be soothed by having him inside me. The dragon was alive and awake, melding with me, with my heart’s desire for this djinn. For once, she didn’t berate or warn. For once, we were in tune. This could be our moment. Maybe it was time to give in to my heart and body which screamed at me to take what I could get, even if it was only this one time. But the road beyond would be paved with shards of glass. The cut and slice of knowing he belonged to another, of knowing I would always be the other.
I pushed him away.
Paimon released me, his chest heaving. “Damn this. Damn it all.” And then he was gone.
The dragon wrapped me in her embrace and forced my spine straight, holding me tall. There would be no more tears.
The door swung open and Melody threw up her hands. “There you are. You didn’t answer your phone.”
Had it even rung?
“We have a situation.”
I followed her out into the corridor. “Is it the mission?”
“No. We just got a call from one of our contacts in the red zone. There’s something going down and operations just cleared alpha patrol to go in. I was wondering if you wanted to tag along?”
The red zone. The danger zone. The place that Paimon had just warned me about had some shit going down. Maybe there was a chance things could get ugly. The ball of aggression within me expanded.
“I’m in.”
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The air felt different—less ominous and strangely lighter than I recalled. It was midday, and the world usually looked brightest at this time, but not in the red zone. In the red zone, the atmosphere was always oppressive, and an air of foreboding hung over everything. Not today though. Melody led the patrol through the stark empty streets. Streets that seemed cleaner somehow.
“Is it just me?” Drake said. “Or does this place have a totally different vibe?”
“It’s not just you,” Melody replied.
The patrol kept their guard up, cocooning me in their midst. Even though I had the training to take care of myself, as far as they were concerned, I was non-combat personnel and it was their duty to cover me if we were attacked.
“The IEPEU contact lived in a newsagents store on the north side of the red zone—a fifteen-minute trek from our entry point. We made the journey in ten.
The building loomed up ahead, a splash of color in the gray landscape. The door opened as we approached and a minute man came striding out. His expression was somber and his dark eyes were huge in his head.
“Hello, Kosmos,” Melody said.
“Miss, Parker. Good of you to come so quickly. This way,” he said and strode off.
With a quick glance at Drake, Melody indicated we follow.
He was leading us in the general direction of the overlap. Melody and I exchanged glances. I’d told her about Paimon’s visit and his warning. This had to be related. But then we were walking past the overlap and across the street onto a green, where a long time ago kids would have played football or cricket, or outdoor residential events would have been hosted. A tall speaker was planted at each corner of the huge green. Announcements would have been made via these to the people gathered to watch their kids compete, or to take in a live show. How long had it been since this space had been used? And then I saw the blood, tiny droplets at first, then larger violent smears.
Melody brought the patrol to a halt. “Scan the area.”
Kosmos paused to glance back at us. “No need. The bodies are over there.” He pointed ahead.
Wait. Was that a pile of bodies?
“Shit.” Melody broke into a jog and we followed. We came to a standstill a meter away from the carnage.
My stomach dropped. Pieces. They were in pieces. Yaksha and vampire and other stuff I wasn’t even sure of. Gore and blood and entrails decorated the pile. Bile rose up in my throat and I turned away, gagging.
Someone handed me a mint. The wind changed and the smell, God, the fucking smell. Melody clamped a hand over her mouth and backed up.
Drake was already on his radio, but there was only static. “Shit,” he said “There’s no fucking reception in this damn place, is there?”
Melody shook her head. “Let’s get back to the van and call it in from there. There’s nothing we can do here.”
We moved away from the dead, back across the green to the road.
“Why didn’t you tell us what to expect?” Melody said.
Kosmos blinked up at her. “Because I didn’t know what to expect myself.”
“What the heck happened here?”
“I’m not sure. A strange noise woke me in the early hours of the morning. A low steady hum. It got more persistent over the course of thirty minutes or so, and then I saw them—Yaksha and vampires and the other denizens of this place. They were just out there en mass. Not talking or interacting in any way, just walking.”
“So you followed?” Drake asked.
He nodded. “They came here. To the green, and I realized the noise was coming from the damn speakers. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up and my stomach hurt, but the supernaturals just stood there, gormless and dazed and then...”
“And then what?” Melody prompted.
“There was a flash of light, like lightning and when my eyes adjusted, the green, which had been filled with dazed bodies, was practically empty. There were barely forty yaksha and vamps left. And then they just turned on each other. It was horrific. The creatures that live here do so because they do not wish to follow your human laws, but they have their own tentative code, and what I saw was no normal dispute. It was savage and unnecessary and completely out of control.”
“And that’s when you called it in.”
“Yes. By the time I rang you, the commotion had abated, and I ventured back out to find this.” He glanced up at the speakers. “The noise is gone.”
I gripped Melody’s arm. “The light and the missing supernaturals are too much of a coincidence.”
She pressed her lips together. “You think it’s spreading to the supe community?”
“Don’t you? What other explanation is there. That noise must have been some kind of beacon, a mind control thing. Could it have messed with their brains somehow?”
“It’s very possible,” Drake said. “And if that is the case then we have another clue for your case.” He turned to Kosmos. “How come you weren’t affected?”
Kosmos shrugged. “If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it may be due to the fact I’m not from this reality. My mind must be immune to the effects of this siren call.”
There wasn’t going to be any outlet for my aggression here, but we’d stumbled across another clue which brought us closer to understanding what could be happening. Now it was time to put it all together and figure out what the fuck was going on.
◆◆◆
 
“Certain frequencies could disrupt mental processes,” Kevin said. “There could have been sound waves in that emission that only targeted the yaksha and vampire cerebral cortexes.”
“We have no way of knowing if the same method was used on the human families,” Melody said.
I shook my head. “No. That wouldn’t make sense. If the sound had been used, then surely Ben would have been lured out of his hiding spot. I mean the blanket wouldn’t have blocked the sound.”
“You’re right.” Kevin said. “All the blanket does is mask body heat.”
“Which may be why the kidnappers missed him? If they were somehow scanning the house for occupants to take, the blanket would have hidden him.” I growled in exasperation. “It doesn’t explain this strange light. How the heck does the kidnapper just make people disappear like that?”
Kevin tapped at his keyboard. “I’ve been doing some research on alien abductions and there’s always the mention of a bright light. People claim they were sucked up into a spaceship. They report being experimented on. They even claim to have heard a strange noise before it happened. Some insist that they’ve been tagged.”
“Oh, come on, you don’t seriously think its aliens do you?” Even I wasn’t prepared to take that leap.
He shrugged. “Who knows? This has been going on for some time all over the world, but reports have been so few and far between that the individuals have been easily discredited.”
“So, you think aliens are real and now they’ve upped their game for some reason?” Melody said.
Were we really having this conversation? “Or maybe alien is just a label. These kidnapers could be some supernatural threat that’s remained hidden effectively, simply because we’ve given it such an incredulous label. It’s relied on our disbelief to operate under our noses.”
“Then why come out so blatantly now?” Melody asked.
I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. But if all goes well with the mission, we should have an answer by the end of the week.”
Melody frowned.
There was something more bothering her. “What is it?”
“I haven’t heard back from covert ops yet,” she said. “They said they needed to go over our mission plan and would get back to me asap.”
I sat back and crossed my arms. “It’s only been a few hours though, right?”
“Bearing in mind the urgency of the situation, a few hours is a few hours too many.”
“Then maybe they need a nudge. Have you sent up the red zone report?”
“Yeah, as soon as we got back. I have Murdoch combing through the news feeds to see if any other cases of disappearing supernaturals made the smaller tabloids. We’ve been focusing on the human element here, but what if this is bigger than that?”
“You think supes are being taken on a regular basis too?”
She shrugged. “We can’t rule it out.”
Kevin snorted. “Murdoch won’t find anything in the tabloids. If he wants news on the supe world, he’ll need to go onto the net.” He began to click and type. “There a few sites that serve the supe community.”
“Really? And how do you know about these?” Melody asked.
He flashed her a cheeky grin. “This boyish face is a major turn on for the female yaksha. I dated a few, and this is their go to site for daily updates.”
A screen popped up and the words The Flipside, scrolled up. It was a newsletter put together by someone called the Night Owl.
I chuckled. “Great reporter name.”
“Oh, Nathanial is awesome,” Kevin said.
Melody leaned in to get a better look at the screen. “You know him?”
He smiled. “We’ve met. If there’s shit going down in the supe communities, then he’s the one to speak to.”
We scrolled through the feeds and, sure enough, there was an article on the spate of strange disappearances and a few damning words about enforcement agencies putting these cases on the back burner while they give the humans priority.
“Shit.” Melody ran a hand over her face. “I need to make some calls. If these cases have been reported, we need the data. Dates, numbers, area. Fuck. I can’t believe the damn enforcement agencies, fucking prejudice wankers.”
I recalled my experience with Urvashi and how quick they’d been to dismiss my concerns she was missing. In that case, the IEPEU had been involved in the cover-up, but still, it seemed that even if they hadn’t been involved, her case would have been relegated to the bottom of the list. The only reason the missing apsara had been flagged was due to the fact there hadn’t been any major cases involving humans at the time. Nathaniel’s article was short but inflammatory and thin on the details.
I grabbed a sticky note and a pen off Kevin’s cluttered desk. “Do you have an address for this Nathaniel?”
He made an O with his mouth. “He doesn’t take kindly to unannounced visitors. He’s kind of a recluse.”
“You said you met him.”
“He’s a friend of Jessica—the girl I was dating.”
“Give her the damn address Kevin,” Melody snapped. “We’re up to our eyeballs in shit and any extra information we can glean will help us claw our way out.”
Kevin rattled off an address in Finchley.
I pocket the note. “I’m gonna head out and see if I can speak to this guy.”
“Is he safe?” Melody asked Kevin.
Kevin nodded. “He won’t hurt her. At least I don’t think he will.”
Melody locked gazes with me. “If he tries anything, you have my permission to use force.”
Oh, man. Now she had me wishing he’d try something. Argh. I really needed to get this needing under control.
“I’ll page you as soon as I hear back from covert ops,” Melody said.
“Great. I’ll be back once I have some intel.”
I was halfway to the lift when my phone buzzed. It was Patrick with a summons to the lab. My muting device was ready. Yes!
◆◆◆
 
Patrick clasped the collar around my neck. Made of breathable material and super light, I couldn’t even tell it was on.
“So, how does this work?”
“I’ve imbedded a chip inside the fabric. As long as the collar is touching your skin it will send a consistent pulse to the relevant sections of your brain to balance your emotions. The ribbon is spelled to balance your energies. It will keep your needing under control.”
“You’re sure?”
He gave me a self-satisfied smile. “I don’t create crap, Miss Hunter. It won’t even interfere with the chips we’ll be imbedding in you to mute your powers. But you need to know that the collar is a temporary solution to your problem.”
“Temporary?”
He exhaled heavily. “When a living thing fights its nature, to survive, to procreate and breed, it never ends well. You inherent dragon nature is urging you to mate and that urge will not just go away because you will it. No spell or tech chip will make that urge disappear. You can put it off, mute it and ignore it but in the meantime, it will gather its forces and eventually it will overcome you. I suggest you take the time you have to really think about what it is you want. Best to make a decision when you have your faculties and can guide the needing, then have it take over completely and guide you into a mating you may later regret.”
My heart sank, because, of course, he was right. And, yeah, somewhere deep down I’d known it, but having it said to me out loud meant there was no avoiding the fact. A decision would have to be made but not now. I had a case to solve and a Night Owl to meet.
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The address in Finchley was for an old converted warehouse. The front door was up a flight of steps which hugged the wall. I pressed the buzzer and waited. The intercom crackled.
“Who is it?” The voice was smooth, masculine but almost melodic.
“Hi. I’m with the IEPEU.” I held up my badge. “I was hoping to have a word.”
“You got a warrant?”
“It’s not that kind of chat. I need your help with a case.”
“Why would you think I’d be able to help you with anything?”
“Because you’re the Night Owl and you know stuff.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do. Look, I’m not interested in exposing your identity or anything I just need some information.”
There was a long beat of silence and then the door opened with a click. I stepped onto a platform above the main floor. Below me, the warehouse had been converted into a huge open plan living space. Indian rugs covered the concrete floor. Two cushy sofas faced a flat screen television fixed to the wall. Brightly colored tapestries turned, what had once been an industrial space, into a home. Glass cabinets displaying strange artefacts were dotted around the space too: vases, and idols and scrolls. It was as if someone had melded a museum with their living room.
A man padded into the vast room. Bare foot, dressed in loose pants and a vest, he looked like he’d just finished a workout.
He walked into the kitchen area, opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water.
“How’d you find out?” he asked. “My account is protected. I made sure not to leave a trail to anything personal.” He looked up, his piercing green gaze lasering into me.
I clattered down the stairs. “It doesn’t matter how we found out. I can promise you, I won’t be relaying the information to anyone.”
His eyes narrowed. “It may not matter to you, but it matters to me. I keep a small circle of friends, and only a handful of people know that I’m the Night Owl, so I’ll ask you again.” His voice deepened, taking on a resonance that sent chills up and down my back. “Who told you I was the Night Owl?”
“Kevin Summers.” I slapped my hand over my mouth. “What the fuck?”
He smiled and then drained his bottle. “Jessica’s ex. Didn’t know he worked for the IEPEU. Didn’t know Jessica had told him who I was. I’ll have to have a chat with her.”
Why had I told him? I hadn’t wanted to. “What did you do to me?”
He frowned. “Do? I didn’t do anything?”
“Yes. You did. You just made me tell you about Kevin.”
He dropped the empty bottle in the bin. “Look, lady, it’s not my fault you have a tendency to blab.”
Man, I was so confused.
“Can’t say I’m not annoyed. I like to keep a low profile. Write the paper in peace without coercion from the people. I report what I hear and what I see. Some people don’t like that.  It’s better to fly under the radar.”
“Well, your secret is safe with me.”
He snorted. “I bet Kevin asked you to keep his name out of this, right?”
My cheeks heated.
He widened his eyes. “Yeah, that inspires so much confidence.”
“I didn’t mean to tell you, you...you made me.”
He laughed. “Right. Because I have superpowers.” He wiggled his fingers in the air.
That was it. He wasn’t human. He was some kind of supernatural. “What are you?”
“I’m busy, that’s what I am. No time for a social visit. You wanted help with a case, so spill it. Otherwise, leave.”
“Fine. The article you wrote about the missing supernaturals, how many have actually gone missing?”
“Not missing. Taken. They were taken.”
“I need details.”
“Then check the enforcement office records. The families all made reports. I’m sure the officers will be more than happy to dig them out for you. They’re probably buried under a pile of reports about the missing humans.”
“I get that you’re pissed. You have every right to be, but getting arsey with me isn’t going to help. We’re on the same side. I want to find the taken as much as you do—human and supernatural, both.”
He blew out a breath and ran a hand over his face. “You want tea?”
“Yeah. Tea would be great.”
An hour later, I was back on the street armed with notes on all the missing supernaturals. All twenty of them, and Nathanial suspected there were more—all male, all between the age of twenty to twenty-five, and all taken with all their belongings. There was a definite connection here. Nathaniel was adamant that this was a build up to something bigger, that the takings were just the beginning.
My phone rang. It was Melody, probably with a go from covert ops.
I answered quickly. “You got the go ahead?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean?”
“They want to see us. You, me, and Mira at nine o’clock tomorrow morning. Top floor.”
Top floor was the head honcho’s department. “The heads of division want to see us? That’s not usual is it?”
“No, it isn’t.”
“Shit. Okay, we’ll be there. I’ll brief you on my meeting with Nathaniel then too.”
It looked like getting approval for this mission wasn’t going to be as smooth sailing as we’d anticipated. If Nathaniel’s theory was correct then the clock was ticking, and if we didn’t make a move soon it might be too late.
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The lifts opened on to the executive floor. All the bigwigs lounged up here. It was where the heavy decisions were made. Melody was already there, standing in the plush carpeted reception, her expression strained.
“Hey? What the heck is going on?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know, but I had a bad feeling when covert ops didn’t get back to us yesterday.” She nodded in Mira’s direction. “Thank you for agreeing to do this.”
“Carmella promised there may be some maiming involved,” Mira said with glee.
Melody shot me a perplexed look.
I shook my head slightly in a don’t ask gesture.
“What did you find out from our Night Owl?” Melody asked.
“Nothing we didn’t already suspect. There have been several disappearances in the supernatural community, all male, all early to mid-twenties. They’re calling them the takings.”
“Catchy. Wait till the press get hold of that,” she said.
“So we have families, supes from the red zone, and now male supes from the city,” I pondered out loud.
The door opened and a smartly dressed woman strode into reception, she smiled warmly at us. “You can go in now.”
Melody led the way into the large conference room. Three men were seated at one end of a long oak table.
“Xavier, Nolan, Maxwell.” Melody greeted them all.
“Parker, please take a seat. You, too, Miss Hunter and, Mira, is it?”
Mira snorted in response and parked her butt on a seat next to me, halfway down the table.
“We’ve liaised with Kevin Summers and the magitech department,” Xavier said. “And covert ops has located a family we can switch with and is making arrangements for the switch as we speak.”
“With all due respect, Xavier,” Melody said. “I could have done all of that.”
He nodded. “Indeed you could have, but this case is no ordinary case, and must be handled with the utmost care. A slip up or leak would be disastrous.”
“So, basically, you don’t trust me to do my job.”
“I’m afraid it was out of our hands,” Nolan said.
“What does that mean?” Melody asked.
The door behind us opened and a tall bronzed Adonis with dark hair in a surfer dude cut strolled in. “Hello, ladies and gentlemen,” Varuna said.
Melody’s spine straightened and her mouth turned down. She turned to Xaviar. “What is he doing here?”
Xavier ignored her, standing up to greet the god. “Welcome, Varuna. How are things at the Division?”
“Good.” Varuna smiled warmly. His dark gaze roved over us, snagging on me. “How lovely to see you again, Miss Hunter.”
I inclined my head.
“And, this must Mira, our hinn.” He smiled at Mira.
Mira sat back and folded her arms under her breasts.
He fixed his attention on Melody. “And you are Miss Parker, the head of the Alpha Patrol, correct?”
Melody ignored him, bristling with indignation. “This is supposed to be a classified meeting to discuss protocol on a delicate case. I hardly think it’s appropriate to have a god present. Brahma Corp may supply our tech but they have no place at this meeting.”
“You’re right,” Xavier said. “Brahma Corp doesn’t have a place here, but Varuna isn’t here as a representative of Brahma Corp.”
Melody looked from Xavier to Varuna. “Who does he represent then?”
“Our other division of IEPEU.”
The secret division? I sat up straighter. The door opened and another figure stepped inside.  Tall, lithe and dressed in his signature black clothes. Excitement bubbled up inside my stomach. Aaron locked gazes with me and dropped me a wink.
Melody threw up her hands. “And who is this?”
Varuna took a seat at the end of the table. “Aaron will be accompanying Miss Hunter on his mission. He will play her husband in the scenario.”
Melody pressed her lips together. “Was it necessary to bring in outside operatives?”
She addressed Xavier, but Varuna answered.
“This is no regular case, Miss Parker, and My Black is a highly trained specialist operative who will be an essential asset to this mission. I believe his friendship with, Miss Hunter will lend the scenario an authenticity that would be lacking otherwise.”
She shot me a look and I lifted a shoulder. Aaron was my friend, and yeah, it would be easier to pretend we were married due to the ease of our relationship.
“Who knows what they will face once taken?” Xavier said. “If the kidnapers realize they’ve been duped, then our operatives’ lives could be at risk, and the mission, our last chance to figure out what the hell is going on, would be blown.”
He had a valid point, but there was more to this intervention from this secret division of the IEPEU. Why were they so interested in this particular case?
“What do you know that we don’t? What are you hiding?” I asked Varuna.
He smiled. “I’m not hiding anything. You’ve been briefed on the information relevant to your role in this mission.”
Yep, he was definitely hiding something. Question was: did Aaron know, and could I strong arm him into telling me?
“Okay,” Melody said. “We get the point. You’re unofficially in charge. So, let’s get on with the briefing.”
Varuna’s smile was tight. “We believe we may know what we are up against.”
I sat forward in my seat. “How?”
“A few weeks ago, after the incident with Malcolm Banner, the covens approached our division of the IEPEU for assistance. They explained that his efforts had released thirteen Daayan into our world. The ritual he performed, which was interrupted by your division operatives, resulted in a doorway opening into our world. They explained that if these Daayan were not captured, then the cosmic balance of our world would be put in jeopardy.”
Nice spin on the real tale. The covens had enlisted the IEPEU’s aid but managed to hide the true nature of the Daayan and the pact they’d made with the cosmic god. I understood why they’d want to withhold that information—it made them look greedy and callous—but what I didn’t understand was why they’d turned to Varuna’s division.
“Why’d the covens approach you?”
Varuna ignored me and continued. “We captured the last of the Daayan a couple of weeks ago and it seems order has been restored. However, when the High Witch learned of the families being taken, she contacted us with her suspicion that something else may have entered through the doorway.”
The place the Daayan had come from was controlled by the cosmic god. Who knew what else resided there. If Banner had indeed opened the maw again releasing the Daayan, then it was perfectly reasonable that something else could have hitched a ride.
Melody leaned forward, her hands clasped on the table. “You think we may be dealing with a creature or spirit from another reality?”
“No. Not another reality, but another dimension.”
“I’m confused. What’s the difference?” Melody asked.
“We know of the existence of alternate realties and each of those realities is made up of a specific sequence of events which form the realities’ timeline. The universe the reality belongs to is its dimension. There are several dimensions, some scientists theorize as many as eleven, and in each dimension there are thousands, possibly billions, of realities. Whatever entered our world, did so through a tiny crack in time and space, and it came from an alternate dimension.”
“So, what now?” Melody asked. “How do we fight something from another dimension? Something we know nothing about.”
“You do reconnaissance. Gather intel, find its weaknesses, and then we exploit them. We find a way to capture it and send it back to where it belongs, just like the witches sent the Daayans back.”
“And save the humans that have been taken,” I added.
He turned his dark eyes on me. “No. Saving the taken will be our responsibility. Your primary objective is to gather data. Your team will be embedded with trackers and we will find you. Once we have the humans, we can use the data to rid our world of this threat.”
“There is something else.” I glanced at Melody who nodded giving me the go ahead. “We don’t believe it’s just humans that it’s been taking.”
Varuna’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me.”
I filled him in on the red zone attack and the Night Owl reports, and his expression grew stormy. “Why haven’t I seen these reports?” He turned on Xavier, eyes flashing dangerously.
Xavier looked thrown.
I stepped in. “We only just filed them.”
Varuna deflated somewhat. “Make sure they get to me,” he said to Xavier, who nodded.
I licked my lips. “It’s planning something. Nathaniel Ranger, the reporter I mentioned, believes that there’s something huge coming.”
“He may be right.” Varuna said. “But we are going to stop it. Mr. Summers is confident that the darknet site is an automated roaming site that searches for certain keywords on the net and then homes in on a user. In the case of the Finches it was the boy, Ben. But that may not have been the case for the other families.”
“Then the assumption it was targeting kids wasn’t correct?” Melody asked.
“No. We believe it is targeting people who are unhappy or dissatisfied with their lives.”
“Well, that’s like half the population of the city.”
Varuna snorted. “You’re probably right, and more users may have been invited to click on the darknet site. Maybe they just didn’t click.”
“You think clicking to enter the site is what alerts this being?”
“I can’t say for sure, but it seems like a trigger of some kind. This creature is highly intelligent, resourceful and able to hack into our main method of communication. It’s found its way into every home.” Varuna’s lips turned down. “We must stop it. We are gathering our brightest minds to work on a solution to expel it from the net. Taking away its access will undoubtedly weaken its hold on our world.”
“So, in a way it is an alien?”
Varuna’s smile was mirthless. “Yes, Miss Hunter. We have an alien in our midst.”
“What now? You set up a base for us?” Melody asked.
“We’ve identified a family who we will be relocating. You will take their place and live in their home, taking on their identities. We’re making relocation arrangements as we speak. A day or so at the most and then you will be moved in.”
I sat back in my seat. Two days to get my shit in order. Two days to prepare for the unknown.
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It was Thursday, my day at the kitchen, but I usually did more days. Except since taking on the IEPEU role, I’d barely covered my own shift, let alone done extra. I exited the aerial tram and ran lightly down the stone steps leading to the street.
I needed to train with Vritra. Varuna had been clear—we’d be going in unarmed. No magic and no weapons. We couldn’t risk detection, but at the same time we had no idea what we were going into and needed to be prepared. Mira and Aaron could take care of themselves, and I was pretty confident I could too. But so far, I’d always resorted to my asura power, or the skein when training. I needed some hand-to-hand training, without any magick or power involved. The last thing I wanted to do was be a liability on this mission.
The kitchen came into view, and I pushed through the door, out of the chilly September air and into toasty warmth. It was gone six-thirty in the evening and usually the place would be rammed by now, but there were barely a handful of people in tonight.
Honey was leaned up against the counter, her back to me, chatting to Victor while he stirred a pot of—I sniffed the air—chili. Yeah, my senses had grown sharper over the weeks too. If I strained, I might be able to listen in on their conversation, but just because I could, didn’t mean I should.
Victor looked up at that very moment, his handsome face breaking into a grin. Honey turned to the door and raised a hand in greeting.
“It’s slow today. Where is everyone?”
Victor frowned. “I’m not sure. It’s been getting worse all week. People are dropping like flies. First, I thought there was another kitchen opened up locally, but Honey checked, and there isn’t.”
My scalp prickled with unease. More missing people? This wasn’t good.
Honey was watching me closely. “You think this is related to the family disappearances, don’t you?”
“I can’t discount the possibility.”
Victor put down the ladle. “So, what do we do?”
“We don’t do anything.” I smiled to soften my next words. “The IEPEU have got it under control.”
Victor looked skeptical. “Have they?”
“Just let us know if there is anything we can do to help,” Honey said.
“Of course.” I toyed with a napkin. “Listen. I may be gone for a few days. I don’t want you guys to worry though.”
“IEPEU business?” Victor asked.
I sighed. “Yeah. I’m so sorry for leaving you in the lurch like this. You have every reason to be mad at me. The kitchen was my project and, since I started working with the IEPEU, I’ve barely been down here.”
Victor gave me a half smile. “You’re helping people, Carmella. This kitchen, the djinn and now all the families of the missing people. I know that if you could, then you’d be here.”
Honey nudged Victor. “Besides, he has me for company.”
The tips of Victor’s ears colored and I bit back a smile. Those two really needed to get together soon.
Victor glanced around the room. “Go prepare for your IEPEU thing. We got this.”
“How do you know I need to prepare? I could be all prepped and ready.”
Victor arched a brow. “I can smell your anxiety. There are things you need to be doing, so go do them. Bring back the missing people.”
“Perceptive should be your middle name. I’ll call you guys once I’m...back.”
I left them to the empty kitchen, my stomach churning with worry. Had the taking spread to the homeless too?
◆◆◆
 
I strode through down the corridor to the training rooms at Shaitan Enterprises. It was late, almost eight thirty, but Rajan had said that Vritra was in the training room so that’s where I was headed. My collar was on, and this was the perfect time to test whether Patrick’s invention worked. The training room was deserted save for Vritra. He was moving in a kata, his body rippling, fluid and beautiful. My chest tightened and my core throbbed, but the overwhelming desire to pummel or fuck didn’t assault me. But I wanted him. Even without the needing at full force, I wanted him.
He finished up and padded over to the bench and his bottle of water. “You found a solution then?” he said.
I walked into the room. “Yes. It’s temporary, but it gives me time.”
He turned to me, his ember eyes flashing. “Time for what?”
Something wicked unfurled inside me, unrelated to anything but my desire to do some mischief. “Until I decide whether I want to fuck you or not.”
His eyes flared and his lips twitched. “Oh, Miss Hunter, you already know the answer to that.” He leaned in, the scent of his body, hot cinnamon and manly sweat was a heady combination. “Once you let go of that which you cannot have, the things that are within your reach will fall into your lap.”
Was he talking about Paimon? Damn him, why did he have to bring up the djinn? The playful atmosphere deteriorated.
Vritra sighed. “I want you, Carmella, but I will not be your second choice.” He reached up and traced an index finger across my collar bone, and my breath sped up as my groin tightened. “Your body wants me.” He leaned in and inhaled, running the tip of his nose up the side of my neck. “I can smell your desire. You want me, even without the needing.” He stepped back, taking his heat with him. “But I don’t have your heart, and I won’t take you without it.”
Something inside me shifted—a new clearer understanding of the man standing before me—regal and powerful and proud, yet vulnerable and needing in his own way. Henna had asked me to watch out for him. Had been convinced I was meant to be with him, and it was crazy, but there was a part of me that could almost see it now.
He gently caressed my face with his knuckles. “So beautiful. Inside and out.”
It was the first time he’d said something so soft. Not his usual, I want to fuck you, or the other favorite of let me slam you up against the wall and take you. This was a different side of him. One I’d caught glimpses of over the past weeks, but never fully been introduced to. Right now, in this moment, he wasn’t Vritra the dragon asura and head of an empire, he was merely a man complimenting a woman.
My neck heated and I tore my gaze away from his. “Thank you.” My voice was a rasp.
He dropped his hand. “What did you want, Carmella? You came for a reason?”
Yes. The reason. “I have two days before I go on a mission for the IEPEU. I need you to train me in hand-to-hand without magick or power.”
He cocked his head. “What is this? Where are you going that will strip you of your power and magick?”
I so wanted to tell him, but the mission was classified. “I can’t tell you.”
He inhaled and exhaled sharply. “There is the possibility of danger?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know what you will face?”
“No.”
He placed his hands on his hips and hung his head. This was hard for him, I could sense it. My dragon zeroed in on his dragon’s agitation and the urge to sooth his fears was almost instinctual.
“I have a hinn with me, and my best friend, Aaron, who used to be an assassin. I’ll be fine. Just... teach me some moves.”
He moved toward me. “I warn you, I’m not going to go easy on you.”
I grinned. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”
And then he swept me off my feet, but not in a nice way. I hit the ground hard, my head slamming against the mat. The world was still spinning.
“Carmella, Carmella.” His hands were all over me, testing for broken bones and sending shivers up my spine despite the swirling in my head.
“I’m fine. Just stunned.”
He pulled me into his arms and cradled me. “You were supposed to evade.”
“Yeah. I know. You were just so fast.”
“Shit.” He smoothed the hair back from my face with his calloused fingers.
The world stopped rotating and his face filled my vision, stern in its concern for me. He looked so serious: his brows knit together, his mouth pursed as he studied my pupils—probably looking for signs of concussion.
I crossed my eyes.
He gasped. “Carmella?”
I stuck my tongue out, and he blinked down at me in surprise and a giggle erupted from my lips.
He snort-laughed and his lips twitched. “Are you making fun of my concern?”
I held up a hand, index finger and thumb an inch apart. “Maybe just a tad.”
His eyes narrowed. “Do you know what I do to people who make fun of me?”
“Roast them with your dragon breath?”
His tongue peeked out from between his teeth. “No. I tickle them to death.”
Tickle? Had I heard—
Oh, God! He was doing it, tickling me, and shit, I was going to wet myself laughing. “Okay, okay, please. I promise I won’t...won’t make fun...again.”
He stopped with the tickling, his body half covering mine. His expression when looking down on me was wondrous and hungry in equal measure. My lungs struggled to function under his regard.
He swallowed hard and slowly shifted his body off mine, before gently pulling me up into a sitting position.
“Please be safe, and please...come back to me.”
My throat was suddenly tight, and the urge to reach out and caress his jaw was almost overwhelming. But now wasn’t the time to make moves, or decisions. I had a case to solve and to do that I needed to be on the ball.
“I’ll come back all right, but first we need to work on some moves.”
He nodded. “Very well.” He hauled me to my feet as easily as if he were lifting a feather. “Let’s get this lesson started.”
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Everything for the mission was in place. The family Varuna’s division had picked were safely relocated in the dead of night, and in a less than half an hour Mira and I’d be getting picked up and moved in. It was almost three in the morning and pitch black outside. The IEPEU would be instituting a black out on the street at precisely three thirty, and we’d be smuggled into the house. The family they’d chosen weren’t overly friendly with the neighbors and had no family who lived locally. Better for the mission if no one dropped by and questioned who the fuck we were.
Mira was in the bathroom sulking. Being in Gemma form did not make her happy, despite her desire to help. She’d obviously become used to her Caro skin.
I stared at the cuff on my wrist. “Mira, do I need to take this off? Does it give off a magickal signature?”
“No.” She appeared in the bathroom doorway. “The cuff merely acts like a psychic communication device. Humanity has discovered many kinds of waves, but there are thousands you still haven’t tapped into. Like psychic waves.”
“Psychic waves?”
“Your waves travel through the cuff to Paimon. He wears a similar cuff.”
“I didn’t see it.”
“That’s because he masks it. Probably afraid of offending his beloved Alara,” she said bitterly.
Psychic waves. Who knew? Ha. “So, it’s more tech than magick?”
“It is tech. But to humans it would seem like magick.”
“Because we’re so primitive.”
“You said it.”
I rolled my eyes before checking my pager for the address one more time. “Looks like we’re headed across town to join your fake dad in our fake home.”
Mira fingered the back of her neck where the tracker and power muting device was implanted. “They will remove this?”
“Yes. They’ll remove it once we’re back.”
She’d kicked up a fuss about the chip being inserted. Mira having a paddy in her twelve-year-old pigtailed avatar had been pretty impressive. But once I’d explained its importance she’d reluctantly allowed it. It had still taken three attempts to embed it. Her skin was like a rhino’s hide.
“Lucky for you, I’m formidable with or without my shifting ability,” she said with a sniff.
God she’d been testy all last night and it was beginning to get on my tits. “Are you deliberately in arrogant mode?”
She shook out her hands and bounced on the balls of her feet, looking particularly peculiar in her kiddie form. “Just antsy. Being stuck like this makes me feel claustrophobic. Knowing I can’t shift out if I want is suffocating.”
My annoyance evaporated. “I get it.” I patted her shoulder. “And you have no idea how much we appreciate what you’re doing.”
Even though it had been like pulling teeth. Signing the non-disclosure document was a mini drama in itself, as we’d learned that sentinels weren’t taught to read or write. Although Paimon had educated Mira on the basics of reading the lessons hadn’t progressed to writing. Presented with a pen and a document to sign had sent her into an embarrassed anger strop.
In the end, we’d settled for a fingerprint. And then there’d been the family photo shoot to replace the pictures in the home we’d be borrowing. And now it was time to go.
A horn signaled our ride.
My phone rang as I slammed and locked the front door—probably Aaron hurrying us along. I answered it as we clattered down the stairs.
“Hey, I’m on my way.”
“You are?” The voice was feminine and sultry and most definitely not Aaron.
I froze at the bottom of the steps, my hand still gripping the rail. “Malina?”
“The one and only, baby. I’m back and dying to see you.” Her voice faded as she turned her head to speak to someone else.
“Carmella why are you awake at three in the morning?” Garuda said down the phone.
“She’s probably out,” Malina said to Garuda. Then to me. “We just got back from Nagalok and damn, I missed you. Are you on your way home from a night out? Come crash here, pretty please. Garuda will come get you. Where are you?”
My heart lifted and then sank like a stone. She was probably still running on naga time, wired from her journey and fuck I really wanted to see her too. “Babe, I can’t.”
“Yes, you can.”
“You have no idea how much I’d love to, but I have to go away for a few days. IEPEU case. I can’t tell you more than that, but I promise I will come see you as soon as I get back.”
“IEPEU? You retook the exams?”
“No. It’s complicated. Look. Speak to Melody, she’ll fill you in on what she can.” I cradled the phone. “Damn, you have no idea how much I’d love to drop everything and be with you right now. I’m so glad you’re back.”
“Carmella,” Malina’s tone was serious. “How dangerous is this mission?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. But I have Aaron with me so—”
“Fuck! If Aaron is with you then it’s bad.”
“I can handle it.” My tone was firm and filled with confidence.
She was silent for the longest time. “I leave for two months and the whole world changes, huh?”
“The whole world may change, but me and you...we’re for keeps.”
“Love you chick.”
My eyes misted up. “Love you too. Speak soon.” I ended the call before my emotions could get the best of me.
The operative in the blacked out vehicle bipped the horn again.
It was time to step into the unknown.
***
“Well this is nice,” Aaron ambled around the large living room and ran his hand over the mantelpiece before ducking out into the hallway again.
Mira threw herself onto the nearest sofa. “I’m hungry.”
“For food right?”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes. Don’t worry, I made sure to hunt and feed before this mission.”
“Back in your world, right?”
“Yes. I went back.”
“Did you see...him?”
Her gaze slid away. “Just a peek.”
This must be so hard for her. He’d been her world. Even though she’d been his sentinel, I got the impression he’d also been a guardian of sorts to her—someone who gave a damn what happened to her, until he’d thrown her out to make his betrothed happy. Losing that connection, that purpose must suck. The urge to give her a hug was almost too strong to fight, and I took a step toward her.
Her eyes widened in panic. “Don’t even think about it.”
I clasped my hands together. “Think about what?”
“You know what. It’s unnecessary and unwanted.”
Aaron strode back into the room. “Did you see the photographs on the stairs?” He chuckled. “Bloody awesome.”
The whole house was awesome. It was a far cry from my pokey flat or my luxurious suite at Shaitan Enterprises. This place was a real home, like Malina and Garuda’s house. If only it were really mine. A pang of yearning for something more shot through me, a desire for something warm, cozy and comfortable.
“I’d better set up the computer,” Aaron said. “Once I turn the internet back on we’ll need to go into family mode.”
Varuna had asserted it was best to play the part fully. We had no idea how much power our adversary from another dimension commanded. What if he could listen in at will? Creepy much?
Aaron grabbed the box with the tech supplies then headed upstairs to do his thing, and Mira wandered off, probably to snoop through the real owner’s things. What would a mother of a twelve-year-old do? The woman who lived there was a thirty-three-year-old housewife and her husband was an insurance broker. Several cook books lined the kitchen shelves, and the cupboards were stocked with a ton of baking ingredients. The oven was a state of the art affair and my fingers itched to turn it on. Now this, I could get on board with. Mums baked, right? Well, this mum obviously did, and it had been way too long since I’d had some fun in the kitchen. The Bakery had been a pit stop, and my skill a happy fluke, but during my time there, a love for the craft had taken root in my bones. Mandarin coconut cookies would be nice for after dinner.
I set to work mixing and beating. The watch on my right wrist felt strange and clunky. Part of the IEPEU issue. They expected all personnel to wear them when on active duty. The device acted as a watch, a compass, and a thermal radiation detector.
Footsteps thudded down the steps.
“Hey. Mum,” Mira said with a sly grin. “What’s for dinner?”
Looks like we were operational.
Time for some acting. “How about a take-away? I’m knackered.”
She shrugged. “Can I get ice-cream?”
“You can, or you can have some of my mandarin coconut cookies instead.”
“And will you run me a bath? You get the water just perfect, Mum.”
“I think you’re old enough to run your own bath, sweetheart.”
“But, Mum, I’m so tired. My legs ache so much.”
So, that’s what it was going to be like, was it? “Of course, sweetheart.”
She smiled impishly, flung herself back onto the sofa, and flipped on the television. Some gory crime drama was playing. Ha, time to get my own back. I plucked the control from her fingers and flipped to a kid’s movie channel.
“This is much more appropriate, sweetie.”
She opened her mouth to argue, and I arched a brow. Clamping her mouth shut, she folded her arms and glared at the screen.
Yeah, she’d get me back for this at some stage. But it was so worth it.
◆◆◆
 
Mira was in bed. She hadn’t liked that, but we were playing the family and this was how it was supposed to be. Kevin had set up her computer to connect to certain sites which he’d identified off Ben Finch’s notebook laptop. Mira merely had to log in and let the program do the rest.
Aaron and I snuggled up to watch a movie.
He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me against him. “I love spending time with you,” he said.
I rested my head on his shoulder. “Yeah me too.”
It was the closest we could get to telling each other that we’d missed one another and were happy to be reunited, even if it was on a case. And we were finally getting to watch a movie. But my muscles refused to unknot. How long before we were taken? Would we even be picked? No human families had been taken since the Finches. What if it was over? What if Kevin’s program failed? Gah.
Aaron put his lips to my ear. “Just watch the movie and relax, babe.”
I exhaled, willing the tension to seep out of my body and I focused on the screen. My body relaxed. Damn, I was tired.
“Mum. Carmella.”
I sat up and almost bumped heads with Mira. Aaron stirred and stretched. We’d conked out on the sofa. Mira held out her laptop, her eyes bright, and there is was—the Cosmic Nirvana site with the sign-up button flashing.
My heartbeat kicked up. This was it. Aaron and I exchanged glances and then he gripped my hand and nodded.
Mira sat beside us on the sofa and hit the button.
The screen flashed bright white and the power died.
Long seconds ticked by and nothing happened.
“Maybe we were wrong,” Mira said.
And then the room was filled with dazzling light, searing my eyes and burning through my brain until there was nothing but darkness.
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“Mira, wake up.”
Mira stirred and groaned, her hand going to her head. “Hurts.”
Yeah, I had a corker of a headache too.
“What happened?”
“We’re here.” Wherever here was.
I’d come to a few minutes ago. We were in a bare white room, but we weren’t alone. Other women and children sat curled up on the floor, some still unconscious. Mira sat up and took stock of our situation.
“Where’s Aaron,” she asked.
“Not here. I’m guessing they segregate the women and children from the males.”
“Do you know what’s going on?” A young woman with bed head asked. A little boy about seven or eight clung to her as if she were a lifeboat.
“No. But we’re going to find out. Just stay calm.”
“I was sleeping,” she said.
“I can tell.” Mira pointed to the woman’s bedhead.
Typical.
“I was working,” someone else said.
“Watching television,” another voice piped up.
“I clicked on this link on my computer,” someone said. “Then there was this bright light.”
“Yes, the light.” The bed head woman nodded.
Everyone began to talk at once, trading stories. Meanwhile, Mira was on her feet, examining our surroundings.
“No windows, no visible vents.” She padded to the door. There was no handle. She placed her ear to the wood and then growled in frustration. “Damn this chip. I should be able to hear through it.”
If we’d had our powers, we’d have been out of the room by now, but the objective wasn’t escape, it was data collection. If everything was going to plan, the IEPEU would be on their way right now, tracking us using the chips embedded beneath our skin. All we needed to do was sit tight and observe.
The door opened and Mira stumbled back. I pulled her into my arms, playing the frightened parent role. A man stood in the doorway, clean shaven and dressed in long white robes.
He smiled warmly. “Please, do not be alarmed. You will not be harmed. Please do not try and run or fight, we do not wish to hurt you. We merely wish to enlighten you.”
“Just let us go!” someone shouted.
He inclined his head. “Once you have heard what we have to say, you will be free to leave, if you so wish. You are not our prisoners. You are captives of your own fears. Come with me and be liberated.”
Sounded awfully cult-like to me.
The man stepped back and swept his hand out to indicate we exit. The bed-head woman was the first to step out of the room with her boy, she glanced back at us and then she was gone. Literally gone.
“What the f—ow!” Mira rubbed the spot where I’d pinched her.
I smoothed her hair, playing the perfect parent calming her frightened child. The man’s gaze lingered on us for a moment.
“What happened to them? What did you do?” someone asked.
“They are safe. I simply transported them to the auditorium.”
His voice was warm and soothing. Slowly the others picked themselves up and shuffled toward the door like wary cattle. I grabbed Mira’s hand and joined the queue. The woman and little girl in front of us stepped through the doorway and vanished, and then it was our turn. We stepped over the threshold into a huge room packed with people—males, females and children. How many had they taken? We had ten reports on file but either they’d taken a bunch of people tonight or we’d missed a ton of disappearances. There were rows of seats available, but everyone was too busy reuniting with their loved ones.
I craned my neck to peer above the people blocking our path. “Aaron? Can you see him?”
Mira placed her hands on her hips. “Seriously?”
Ah, shit, she was even shorter than me. We wove our way through the frightened crowd. Most people seemed to have found their loved ones, but there were some who were still searching like us. A booming voice filled the air, blasting from intercoms stationed above us in the walls.
“Please, be seated.”
In times of chaos and uncertainty, any instruction was something people grasped, because taking some kind of directional action was better than floundering. The seats began to fill up, and I kept scanning the room for my best friend.
Mira tugged on my sleeve. “We should sit down. He isn’t here.”
Then where was he? But Mira was right. We didn’t want to draw undue attention to ourselves. We dropped into the nearest seats and waited. The hum of conversation died down and the lights dimmed. The stage lit up with an amber glow and a figure was revealed.
His dark hair was shorter, his face slightly more angular and then there was the stupid white robe, but I’d recognize him anywhere.
It was Banner.
Mira sat up straighter, and I gripped her thigh to warn her to keep her mouth shut, while my mind did somersaults trying to grasp how the heck this could be possible.
“My dear humans,” Banner said. “You have all been chosen because you are special. You are the future that should be saved, because you are the only ones who see the damage, the corruption and the greed of this world.”
A low murmur skittered across the crowd.
“Tell me,” Banner said. “How many of you are truly happy? How many of you are content with your lives?”
There was silence.
“Timothy Whelan, please stand up.”
Now everyone was searching the room for the singled out person.
“Please don’t be shy, Timothy.”
A body rose up out of the crowd, a stocky balding man. Beside him, his wife tugged at his sleeve.
“It’s all right, Janice. He will come to no harm,” Banner said. “Timothy, you have been ostracized by your peers for your looks all your life.  You have been passed up for promotion due to your age. Your brother was killed five years ago in a hate crime. The only light in your life is your family and you worry about how dangerous your world is becoming. All the monsters that roam the streets camouflaged as humans. You worry that your daughter will become a victim to these monsters, like your sister, who a year ago was mauled to death by yaksha.”
Timothy’s body trembled.
“What would you give to make the world a better place, Timothy? What would you give to have peace? To wipe out the monsters and start afresh.”
“Anything,” Timothy said. “I’d give anything.”
Banner smiled. “All I ask for is your trust. This is the Arc. Here you will be safe from the purge to come. For there will be a purge. A judgment day. And all those that fail will perish. You have been chosen, lifted up from the despair and cradled in my warm embrace.”
Banner began to glow.
“Look into the light and see your future.” He opened his arms, his robe fanning out like angel wings. “Look into my heart and see my love for humanity.”
It was growing brighter by the second, stinging my eyes and making it almost impossible to keep them open. Mira growled low and threatening in her throat. And then the light embraced the room, sweeping over us and touching us with its alien heat. My breath caught as it pushed into my skin, gripping my head and sliding over my scalp like a swimming cap. The pressure tightened and a scream clawed its way up my throat.
“Those that submit will remain,” Banner said. “Those that fight will perish. Let me help you. Let me in.”
Oh, God. What was he doing? This wasn’t Banner. This was something else—something that had crawled into our world from a crack in the fabric of our universe. It had Banner’s body, his dying body, which was now filled with glorious light that simply wanted to heal me. To embrace me.
Was that so bad?
I let go.
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“Carmella. Wake the fuck up.”
Fingers bit into my shoulders as I was shaken roughly into wakefulness. Mira’s concerned face swept over me.
We’d been in the auditorium and then they’d been Banner and the light, after that... “What happened?”
Mira sat back on the bed. A bed in a cozy room for two, with flowery curtains and a bookcase lined with volumes.
“What the heck happened?”
“That thing is not Banner,” Mira said. “It did something to everyone. You all blacked out, so I pretended to be unconscious too. Then a bunch of people woke up a minute later and started panicking, and a troop of people dressed in brown robes swept in and manhandled them out the room. The rest of us were carried out. They brought us here and left.”
“You’re right. That thing isn’t Banner. There’s something wearing his body like a pretty skin.”
“The creature from the other dimension?”
“It has to be. Maybe it doesn’t have its own form, or maybe it can’t exist without a host. We need to find out.”
Mira gestured to the door. “The door isn’t locked. I suspect whatever he did to us was supposed to render us compliant.”
I swung my legs off the bed and headed for the door. Pulling it open cautiously I peeked outside. There was a corridor, bare and nondescript with tube lights fixed to the wall. Several doors lined the opposite wall. One of the doors opened and a man stepped out followed by a young boy and a woman.
He saw me and smiled widely before raising his hand. “Praise be to a new future,” he said.
Shit. Um. “Praise be?”
“You heard the bell for morning fast too? We are on our way. Feel free to join us.”
Why the heck was he talking in that weird way? “Sure. I mean. We would be delighted.” I stepped out and Mira followed.
The woman’s eyes scanned the space behind us. “Your husband is not with you?” She beamed. “You must be so proud he was chosen.”
“Chosen?”
A flash of unease flittered across her face, and her lips tightened. “You do not know what chosen is?”
Mira pinched the back of my arm.
“Of course, I know, and I am truly grateful for the bounty.”
Too much? Obviously not, because they were both grinning now. The little boy looked dazed, his mouth slightly parted as if about to drool. But the couple seemed unconcerned. Other doors were opening now, and more families joined us and we were swept up in the tide as they moved as one toward their destination.
Mira slipped her hand into mine, and I suspected it wasn’t because she was playing at being a child. This was creepy, and frightening, and thank god she was here with me. But where was Aaron? And what did being chosen mean?
We walked down several corridors, all as non-descript as the rest. It was almost as if the people were being guided by a beacon that Mira and I weren’t privy to. And then we were stepping through an arch into a huge dining room. Tables had been laid with a variety of foods, and the families moved off as if guided to take their places.
Shit, shit. How would we know where to sit?
Mira’s squeezed my hand in warning because most everyone was now seated except us. And there, to our right was a table set for two. Fixing a joyful expression on my face I glided toward it, tugging Mira along.
There was bread, butter, broth and a jug of water. A simple affair, yet no one was tucking in. A loud crackle filled the air and Banner’s voice soon followed.
“You are worthy. The future is brightest with you in it. Together we will build a new world once the old has been purged.”
A door to the left opened and a line of males dressed in brown robes filed in. Mira gripped my thigh under the table. Her eyes darted to the line-up. I saw him a second later. Aaron’s face was impassive, his eyes hard as he marched between his new comrades. They bee-lined to the long table at the head of the room and took their seats.
“My eyes are always watching,” Banner’s voice said. “My hands always ready to assist. The brown robes are your friends. Go to them with your concerns and your troubles and your concerns and troubles will find me. Enjoy your meal.”
There was a beat of silence and then the room broke into a pleasant hum of conversation as everyone began to eat.
“Mira picked up a hunk of bread and began to butter it. “They got to Aaron. I don’t understand how.”
I did. “He’s human. Pure human and we’re not. The chip inside us may mute our abilities but it doesn’t change our genetic makeup. I think that’s what helped us to resist whatever this creature is doing.” I followed Mira’s lead and took some bread.
“But if he took supernaturals too, how is he controlling them?” Mira asked.
We hadn’t seen any supernaturals but that didn’t mean they weren’t here somewhere. And if the creature in Banner’s skin could control them, then why not us?
“You’re a hybrid,” Mira said. “And I’m from another dimension. Maybe that messes with his mojo.”
It was the only viable explanation. But it didn’t solve our problem. The thing had Aaron in its clutches. “We have to find a way to snap him out of it.”
“No,” Mira said. “We stick to the mission and we do recon. If we go for Aaron, we risk being detected.”
Damn, she was right, but Aaron was my friend. I couldn’t leave him here to be this thing’s puppet. “We do recon, but when the IEPEU come, we take Aaron with us.”
“Undoubtedly.”
We faked small talk and quickly ate our meals. It was clear that whatever the other dimensional creature had done to these people had somehow connected them to it on some level. It was able to guide them and give them instruction. We were the outsiders, pretending to be part of the group, and if we were going to remain undetected until help arrived we needed to play the game. It was only a matter of time before the creature figured out we were faking, right now it was probably spreading itself pretty thin holding onto the minds of all these people, but it if was as powerful as I suspected, it would seek out the cuckoos in its nest eventually.
◆◆◆
 
Back in our room I breathed a sigh of relief. Damn, it was hard faking being brainwashed.
Mira flopped on the bed. “How long before the IEPEU find us?”
To be honest, I was beginning to worry about that. We’d been here for a good few hours, and according to Mira, I’d been unconscious for at least three, so where the heck was the cavalry?
Mira sat up suddenly, her eyes wide. “What if the trackers are damaged?”
“No. Then the muting chips would be damaged too. And if that was the case then we’d know about it.”
She sagged. “All right. Good. We wait for people to get settled, and then we go snooping.”
My pulse fluttered in anxiety. This would have been so much easier with Aaron as a guide. This was his forte, but we didn’t have him to help us. We were on our own.
I parked my butt. “Okay, so we wait.”
The minutes crawled by. There was no way to tell the actual time because my analogue watch had stopped. Instead, I counted seconds in my head.
An hour went by before Mira slipped from the bed and walked over to the door. “I think we should go now.”
“How can you be sure?”
She shrugged. “Gut feeling.”
“We need to take note of all the turns we take. All the corridors look the same.”
Mira grinned. “Don’t worry about that. I have an excellent sense of direction. I never get lost.”
“Even with your powers muted?”
“It isn’t a power, it’s instinct. And you can’t mute instinct”
She led the way, her pigtails swaying as she walked. There would be no cover story if we were caught. Everyone was in their room which meant those were the rules. If a brown robe spotted us, the jig would be up.
“We came to a set of steps which lead us onto a floor with slightly wider corridors. It was shrouded in gloom. Once again there were no windows. It was impossible to tell where we were. Disorientating and suffocating.
Mira stopped and glanced at the floor. Carpeted, unlike the floor we’d been housed on. Her eyes glinted in the darkness. We were getting somewhere. And then the sound of voices drifted down the corridor. A voice I recognized.
Banner.
Mira stepped back until she was pressed to the wall and then began to creep forward. We stopped outside a slightly ajar door—enough for us to hear what was going on.
“...summoned you here to join me on this glorious venture,” Banner said.
“This is not our way, Malachi. We are observers. We do not intervene,” a feminine voice said.
“Really, Yule? Don’t think we’re not all aware of your little excursions and experiments with the humans.”
“I collect data and I return the humans to their homes. I do not intervene in their fate,” Yule said.
“Yule is right,” another voice spoke up. “You are breaking the rules of our kind. Release these minds and return with us.”
“Is this how you all feel?” Malachi, the entity inside Banner said.
All? How many of them were in the room? Dammit, what I’d give to be a fly on the wall.
Mira shuffled forward a little and peered in. I resisted the urge to pull her back, spooking her could result in our discovery. She slid back and held up both her hands, fingers splayed.
Ten? There were ten beings in there.
“You have all watched humanity grow and, like me, you find them fascinating. They are creatures of great potential. If only they didn’t succumb to greed and ambition, this world could be glorious. A place of peace and harmony and advancement, if only they put aside their bias and prejudice to work together.”
“And you think you can make his happen?” Yule asked “By taking over their minds and forcing them to do your bidding?” Her tone was calm, even and nonjudgmental. “None of this is real. The humans here are the same as they’ve always been, the only thing that has changed is your voice inside their heads.”
“And after some time that voice will become their conscious,” Malachi said. “At that time, they will no longer require my guidance.”
“This is my fault,” Yule said. “I should have stopped you from answering their plea over a century ago. You revealed yourself to the human scientists and you gave them power. Power that was too advanced for their kind. Even when they failed the test we ordered you to put to them, you still gave them the gift.”
“Thirteen souls was a small sacrifice for the enlightenment of a whole race,” Malachi said.
“A single life should have been too high a price,” Yule countered. “You should have rejected their plea based on their willingness to give up their own. And yet you handed them the reins to one of your constructs.”
“They were to use it to enlighten their whole race. Thirteen souls was a small price to pay for enlightenment and the fact they recognized this gave me hope.”
“But they did not enlighten their whole race, did they? They bound only their blood lines to the skein, and so those thirteen souls were a sacrifice for their own greed. The rest of humanity has no access to your gift.”
Malachi was silent for a long time. “Yes. Maybe I misjudged the scientists. They claimed the skein for themselves, but they did good work with the power it afforded them. And a pact is a pact.”
“Yes. That is true.”
“I kept my end of the bargain.”
“But you broke our laws by setting foot into their dimension. You broke our laws by laying with one of them, and you break our laws now by attempting to affect change on this reality. You fed from the sacrifices, and I believe it turned you, created a yearning to experience life, to be human. You are slipping, Malachi. You are not thinking with your higher mind, but with the baser minds you have allowed to corrupt you.”
“No, that’s not true. I want to make this reality better. To turn it into a paradise. I’m sick of watching humanity tear itself to shreds, all the while knowing we could save them. All we need do is intervene. This one time.”
Another voice spoke up. “Your argument is compelling, Malachi. I have too had these same thoughts. You have my support.”
“And mine.”
“Mine also.”
“Wait. What are you saying?” Yule said. “This breaks every ancient law.”
“Maybe it is time we rewrote the laws. We are higher beings, we have knowledge and power and yet we hover on the outskirts watching humanity struggle. In every reality it is the same. Greed, ambition, prejudice. They are their own worst enemy. Malachi is right, we can be the voice inside their heads, and after some time they will no longer need us.”
“We force them to walk the path,” another voice said. “And soon, that path will become the only path.”
“But then they will not be human,” Yule said. “You speak of taking away their free will. Something gifted to them by their maker.”
“Which maker?” Malachi said. “The one who abdicated his responsibilities for greener pastures and left bumbling gods in his wake? That maker?”
Murmurs filled the room but Yule’s voice rose above them. “If you stop a wolf from hunting it is no longer a wolf. By taking away their free will you take away their humanity.”
“No. I enlighten them. Once they have accepted the truth, they will be free to continue in the glorious path of salvation.”
Once again murmurs of agreement. He was winning them over, all except Yule who was trying to speak over the others, her voice becoming lost in the hubbub.
“Join me in the purge,” Malachi said. “I have selected the finest hosts as your anchors to this realm.”
“And how long will they anchor us?” a male voice asked.
“Long enough for you to procreate and produce the perfect hosts for your essence.”
“As you did so long ago?” Yule said. “I see you found your perfect host.”
Malachi was silent for a long beat. “I would have found it sooner had I not been evicted from this dimension. That is a score I have yet to settle.”
“Careful brother, is that vengeance in your tone? Maybe it is not you influencing the humans, but they who are corrupting your equilibrium.”
The sound of muted boot falls filtered down the corridor. Mira backed up from the door, grabbed my arm and ran. We hurtled toward the steps down to our level, but the clatter of boots coming up them forced us to back up. We were trapped. Mira yanked me into the nearest room and shut the door. It was pitch black and the scent of antiseptic and almonds hung heavy in the air.
Mira pressed her ear to the door.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention and my scalp pricked with awareness. There was something in the room with us. Something alive.
Mira stiffened. “What is it?” she whispered.
I had to know.  Reaching out I ran my hand over the wall by the door until I found a dimmer switch. With a click, I set the room alight. Mira’s gasp was almost too loud in the echoing silence and I bit back a yelp of my own.
I’d been right. We weren’t alone. Row upon row of yaksha lined the room, all in various stages of beast. What the fuck was going on? The door fell open at our backs and Mira bundled me back out into the corridor, down the stairs and into the relative safety of our room.
We stood there, chests heaving as the adrenaline dispersed.
I dropped onto the edge of the bed. “An army. He’s building an army. That’s why he took the yaksha. That’s what he wants the supernaturals for.” It all fit. “This has to be something to do with the purge he was talking about.”
“What is he?” Mira paced our room hands on hips.
“A cosmic god. The stuff he said about the scientists and the thirteen sac—” the words stuck in my throat as the witch’s oath was activated. “Just trust me. He’s a cosmic god. Banner made a deal with him—eternal life in exchange for a ton of souls.”
“Yes, you were meant to be his final sacrifice, and Henna interrupted him.”
It looks like it somehow worked. We never found Banner’s body, just ashes. This cosmic thing must have taken it over. Sounds like Banner was his perfect host.”
“So, why did he have to make a pact to take over Banner’s body? His power is immense. Why not just take the host?”
“I don’t know. There seem to be rules to this whole thing that we’re not aware of, but I’m beginning to think the High Witches know much more than they’re letting on about this dimension and the creatures that inhabit it.”
“Well, we need to get out of here fast and find out what they know. He seems to have gathered enough support. And now he’s invited his comrades to join him and procreate and become all fucking powerful so they can purge this world.” She snorted. “Humanity has its flaws, but it’s the flaws that make you unique and interesting.”
Purge sounded ominous. “We need to find out more about what form this purge is going to take. He has an army of supernaturals, around fifty at least, just in that room. It can’t be all he’s got. There have to be other secrets hidden in this place.” I was back on my feet. “We need to get out there and explore some more.”
“With those brown robes patrolling the place? No. What we need is for the IEPEU to storm this place and put a stop to this,” Mira said.
How long had it been? I glanced at my watch. Shit, the damn thing was dead. Dead. Oh fuck. What affected analogue watches this way, aside from the battery dying which I know it hadn’t because it had been issued by the IEPEU specifically for this case, and the batteries would have been checked.
“What, what is it? You’re face has gone pale.”
“I think there may be some kind of electromagnetic field around this place.”
Mira’s eyes narrowed. “Enough to make your time keeping device fail.” Her eyes widened. “Enough to disrupt our trackers.”
My heart sank. “We can’t wait for them to come to us. We’re going to have to find a way out.”
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“Paimon!” Mira grabbed my cuffed wrist. “The psychic waves this emits are completely alien to your planet. There is no way this Malachi would have shielded against it.”
Hope flared in my chest. Focusing my mind, I sent out the message.  “Paimon, can you hear me. Mira and I are in danger. We need you. We need you right now.”
Nothing happened and Mira growled in exasperation. “It has to work. Maybe he is punishing me for avoiding him.”
“No. He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t leave us in danger just to prove a point.”
Mira arched a brow, but then shrugged conceding my point. “Yes, you are right. Despite my anger toward him, I cannot deny that he is a noble soul.”
As if summoned by her generous thoughts, Paimon appeared before us, but he wasn’t alone. A female clung to his arm. I recognized that beautiful, regal, pale blue face.
Alara.
Paimon glanced about. “What is this place?”
Swallowing the bitter lump in my throat, I answered, filling him in as quickly as I could on our current predicament, including the fact that Malachi now had Aaron in his clutches.
Alara released Paimon and walked around the room, examining the books and the paintings. “It is a quaint habitat.”
“It’s not a habitat, it’s a prison.” Mira snapped. “The door may be open but there is nowhere to run. Guards patrol and everyone is brainwashed.”
Alara’s blue eyes hardened. “I do not believe I addressed you, sentinel.”
Mira bristled, her body vibrating with the need to dismember.
An answering lick of anger flared in my chest. How dare this Alara speak to my friend that way. “Mira’s no longer a sentinel and she can speak when she likes.”
Alara looked to Paimon as if expecting him to butt in and deliver a smack down. His lips tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Just as well, because otherwise I would have unleashed on him. He’d given me this cuff in good faith, and I’d used it because this was an emergency, but he’d brought his bitch along for the ride. Argh. I hated that this still bothered me so much.
“I can get you out of here,” Paimon said. “But I can only take one at a time.”
Mira folded her arms across her chest. “In that case, you better take Alara back first.”
“Wait. We may need her.” As much as it pained me to say it, four was better than three if we had any chance of getting out of this place and taking Aaron with us, because there was no way I was leaving without him.
Alara’s frosty expression thawed somewhat.
“You wish to save your friend, Aaron?” Paimon said. “He must mean a great deal to you?”
Was he fishing? Did he think we were lovers? Fuck it. Let him wonder. “Yes. He does.”
Alara’s lips twitched. “I would be happy to assist in this mission.” Her hand went to her hip where a curved blade sat snug in its sheath. “It has been too long since my blade tasted blood.”
Was it creepy that she reminded me of Malina? “Most of these people are innocent. They’re in thrall to a cosmic god called Malachi, so if we can avoid bloodshed that would be great.”
She shrugged. “Very well, there are many ways to incapacitate without maiming.”
“Alara has trained under the general of her royal guard for many years,” Paimon said.
Was that a hint of pride in his tone? There was no time for jealousy if we wanted to survive.
“You say that your friend’s mind has been tampered with?” Alara said.
“Yes.”
“Then he will not come with us willingly, and accosting him may alert the other guards. Not to mention, you have no clue as to where his quarters are.”
All valid points, and if the roles were reversed and I was her, I’d point out exactly the same things. If Aaron wasn’t my best friend, I’d be doing the sane thing—getting my arse out of here and coming back for him later. But he was my friend, and there was no way I was leaving without him.
Paimon stepped back and held out his hand to me. “We will slip into the in between and search the facility.”
Alara glanced at his hand and then up at me, her expression suddenly closed. Did she know our history? Did she know how we felt about each other? The thought made me feel sick and dirty. This was his betrothed and I was nothing, could be nothing to him.
I turned to Alara. “Would you mind if I hitched a ride with you?”
Her eyes flared in surprise and then she nodded. “Of course not.” She held out her hand and I slipped mine into it.
The world flickered and then turned gray. We were still in our room, but a haze hung over everything making it difficult to decipher much detail.
Paimon appeared a moment later clutching Mira’s hand. Of course, with her powers muted she wouldn’t be able to walk the in between without assistance. But her tense jaw and stiff back told me she wasn’t happy about having to make friendly with the lord that had fired her arse.
We slipped through the door and out into the gray corridor, it was like walking through dead mist. The haze didn’t touch my skin, and there was no scent or texture to anything. Alara maintained a grip on my hand as we took the stairs to the upper floor. The brown robes had to be somewhere on this level. We walked past the room filled with sleeping Yaksha and stopped. There were three closed doors.
“I need to check inside.”
Alara nodded and pulled me through the door. The room was empty, just two beds and an empty bookcase. The next two rooms were the same. Spare rooms waiting for more families perhaps?
We slipped by the meeting room where Malachi had been speaking to his brethren. The door was wide open, and the room was empty. Paimon took the curve in the corridor up ahead. Alara quickened her pace to keep up. More empty corridors and closed rooms—once again all empty. This was getting us nowhere.
Paimon stopped. “Carmella, I can sense the cavernous nature of this facility. Without direction, we could be searching for hours, and if time is of the essence for this purge, then surely your focus should be on getting back to headquarters and briefing them on what you’ve discovered.”
My gut tightened and I reflexively squeezed Alara’s hand.
“Paimon,” Alara said. “Just a few more minutes. We do not leave a man behind unless there is no other alternative.”
Paimon sighed. “The guard motto. Yes. Of course.”
I shot her a grateful glance and she offered me a tight smile. A flight of steps and one more corridor later hope was beginning to flag. Where were the brown robes? Had they finished patrolling already? We were on the third floor of this building, not a single window so far, not in any of the rooms. The place was like an underground hive, and who knew, maybe that was exactly what it was. Alara tugged me to a halt.
“What is it?”
“Paimon, do you sense it?” Alara asked.
“What is it?” Mira echoed my question.
A light appeared in the gray, swirling like a helix of DNA, it expanded and blurred and then took form. A woman or a man, I wasn’t quite sure. The features and the body were androgynous, and its eyes were lemon shaped and slanted.
“I thought I sensed an unassimilated presence,” the creature said. It looked about. “What is this place?”
“Who are you?” Paimon asked.
But I recognized that voice. “Yule. You’re a cosmic being.”
Yule turned its attention to me. “Malachi does not detect you, which means his control is not infallible. You are fortunate he does not suspect. The humans who resisted him have been incinerated.”
“What?”
So, some humans had been able to resist him. But that meant it wasn’t my supernatural hybrid nature, or Mira’s other dimension nature that had protected us. Maybe our brains were just wired differently. It would explain why not all the supernaturals from the red zone had made it here. The ones who’d resisted had been torn to shreds by the ones he’d managed to get his hooks into.
Yule nodded. “You intend to escape?”
“Um, yes.”
Another nod. “That is wise. But there is no exit from this place without Malachi’s approval. No windows or doors. To leave, your body would need to be broken down into its subatomic particles and channeled above ground.  Only a cosmic being can achieve this.” Its gaze lingered on Paimon and then shifted to Alara. “I sense you are different. Not human, not cosmic and yet you are able to shift through time and space.” It made the connection. “You came to retrieve your comrades. Good. Then leave now and alert your human authorities. Evacuate your reality before it is too late.”
“Evacuate? We can’t evacuate a whole reality.”
“If you do not, then you will either die or be assimilated. The souls of those who resist the assimilation will be absorbed by Malachi. He has developed a taste for such things during his sojourn on this plane. His connection to humanity has corrupted him, and yet he does not see it, and now I fear others of my kind are being drawn to this dimension. If this reality falls prey to Malachi, then other realities will surely follow.”
“You don’t agree with this, do you?”
“No. And neither do our elders.”
“Then why don’t they do something. Stop him.”
“Because that would require interfering with the natural order. If Malachi’s plan succeeds, we will say it was meant to be, and if Malachi’s plan is somehow thwarted, then we will say that was meant to be also.”
Anger flared in my chest. “Well, that’s just plain stupid.”
“Our race is as old as time. Enlightened, ancient and without tether. We have watched over the cosmos forever. Our duty is to record but never intervene. Each universe, each dimension, every reality is a different branch in a cosmic experiment and our task has always been to keep a record of the rise and fall of every civilization. Humanity has many forms, but here, in this dimension where humanity is most fragile and most primitive, it is also the most beautiful in its complexity. I believe that this is what has lured Malachi and seduced him. He says he desires to enlighten humanity but in truth he desires to be human.”
“But he can’t. Can he?”
Yule smiled wanly. “No, never truly human, but if he has truly found his vessel, then he will be tethered to this plane for as long as he desires.”
There was something in her tone, a clue and then it struck me. She’d said if he has found his vessel. In the meeting, the others had assumed Banner was his vessel. “But you don’t believe he’s found his vessel.”
Her smile deepened. “No. I do not. His rash actions smack of desperation. The act of a man on borrowed time.”
“I don’t understand why he didn’t take a body before this?”
“I do not know. But I suspect there was something preventing his access to this plane. He was merely an observer until recently.” She turned to glance behind her. “My brethren come. You must leave this place. Go now while you can.”
“I can’t leave without my friend, Aaron. He’s a brown robe.”
“In that case, he is lost to you. The brown robes have the strongest connection to Malachi. He has infused them with an iota of his cosmic energy. They are his eyes and ears.”
“There has to be a way to break the hold.”
She shook her head. “No. There isn’t. Only Malachi can release them. And he won’t. Not willingly. The connection grants him power and a stronger foothold.” She melted back into the gray. “Leave now, I will distract them.”
Alara pulled me into her arms, and the scent of jasmine filled my head. “I’m sorry,” she whispered and then we were fragmenting into a billion pieces.
***
We were above ground, in the middle of nowhere, just grass and trees and the moon taunting us from behind a cloud cluster.
“Where is it?” I scanned the countryside. “It’s here, right under our fucking feet.”
“Yes,” Paimon said. “I can sense life down there.”
“Where are we?” Mira turned around in circles.
“I don’t know. But we need to find out. We need to call in the IEPEU.”
Paimon grabbed me around the waist. “Alara, Mira, wait here. We will shift to a road and look for clues as to our location.”
The world fragmented and then re-converged. We were on the side of a slip road. “There’s a sign.”
Derbyshire.
Light from a small service stop blinked at me from between the trees. “Can you drop me off there? I need to call in.”
Paimon whisked me to the service station, materializing around the side of the building out of view.
“Thanks.” I made to head off and he grabbed my elbow.
“Carmella. I didn’t mean to bring her. She just grabbed hold of me as I shifted to come to you.”
The pang of pain and flutter in my pulse were absent. In its place was nothing but weariness. “It’s okay. I’m glad she was there.” I smiled. “She’s nice.”
Paimon blinked down at me in surprise.
“Now, go get them while I make this call.”
He opened his mouth to say something else but I was already turning away, focused on the mission at hand. I had a phone call to make and we had a purge to prepare for.
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The whomp, whomp of choppers and the buzz and whirr of high tech machinery filled the silent night with activity. We huddled on the outskirts at the edge of the woodland watching as the IEPEU did a sweep of the area.
Murdoch stood speaking to a technician who was wearing a headset, and Melody and Kevin broke away from another tech to jog over to us, battling the wind churned up by the choppers overhead.
“We’re having trouble getting readings,” Kevin said. “The electromagnetic field around this place is disabling most of our tech.”
“But we are able to ascertain the depth of structure. At least 0.80 kilometers.
I did the math in my head. “So what? Half a mile?”
“Yes, and about the size of a football field,” Kevin said.
Paimon had been right to be wary about exploring the whole structure. “Is there any way in? We need to get back down there. We need to get Aaron out!”
“Negative,” Melody said. “Your cosmic friend was right. The place is inaccessible aside from shifting in or out.” Her gaze flickered to Paimon, her expression turning speculative.
Inaccessible to everyone except the djinn it seemed. With their help, we could save our people. We could get Aaron back. “I know what you’re thinking.”
“You think they’ll go for it?”
They had to. “Only one way to find out.” I turned to Paimon and Alara. “We need your help. You’re the only ones that can get our people out. We need a bunch of djinn.”
His brows shot up.
“I think it’s time our people spoke to your people about an alliance.”
Paimon’s lips tightened. “You know the situation with the council. There is too much dissent, and the last thing you would wish to do is stir up the faction that wishes to claim your world.”
“Well, the way I see it, if they don’t help us there may not be a world left to claim. If the cosmic gods get their claws into it first...”
“Paimon,” Alara said. “There is another possibility we must consider. What if this threat finds its way into our world? We have enough to deal with without having to worry about a secondary threat. Surely working with the humans to eliminate it now will benefit us all.”
Paimon’s expression was speculative. “Yes, you’re right of course. But I doubt the council will see it that way. However, we must do what we can to convince them otherwise.”
Doh, hadn’t I just said that? “Paimon, we need to organize a meeting with your council. We need an alliance, and we need it now.”
◆◆◆
 
The tracker was out and the muting chip had been removed also. The back of my neck healed in seconds.
Mira stretched and morphed back into her adult avatar. “That is so much better.”
The doctor on call that evening tried to grasp her wrist to take her pulse and she shook him off.
“It’s fine, just leave it.” I shook my head. “She’s fine.”
The doctor pursed his lips, but didn’t push it, jotting a note on his pad he ambled off into the lab.
Patrick joined us a moment later. “Glad to see you made it out unscathed.”
“Yeah, we didn’t all make it out. They have one of our operatives.”
“Yes, special operative Black. Now, I’m aware of the electromagnetic field, I can work on a tracker that will be able to resist it.”
“You can do that?”
He smiled. “I’m confident.”
That was as good as a yes.
Mira hopped off her examination table. “I’m hungry.”
There was that look in her eyes, the one that said it wasn’t regular kind of food she was after—more the chomp-on-your-flesh kind of meal. How were we friends again?
I waved her off. “That’s cool. Go get fed. I need to check in with Vritra. I’ll meet you back at the flat?”
She nodded and slipped out of the room. The doctor returned and glanced at the door to make sure she’d left before approaching me. I lay back and submitted to the obligatory checkup.
Paimon and Alara had gone back to their world to try and organize a meet. My gut was all queasy with anxiety. Aaron was still underground, still in the cosmic god’s thrall and if we didn’t get the alliance we needed, there would be no retrieving him or any of the other unsuspecting souls. If we got some humans out maybe it would weaken him enough to make him reconsider his plan. And the yaksha, if we got the yaksha out, he’d lose his army. All this depended on the alliance. And then there was the High Witch. She’d taken an oath from me but told me a lie. I needed to know the truth about this cosmic being that was threatening our world, and I suspected that she was the only one who could shed light on it all. My last attempts at seeing her had been a bust. But she’d lied to Varuna, too, and maybe with the god’s help, we could force her to talk.
“All done,” the doctor said.
Good because I needed to see a god about a High Witch.
◆◆◆
 
Varuna rapped his fingers on his desk, well on Xavier’s desk—the god had commandeered the office and made himself at home.
“I can’t say I’m surprised that the covens would hide something like this. Or that they would have some involvement in this. The Daayan case raised suspicions, but with no proof or direction for those doubts, I’d been at a loss. You say there’s more you cannot tell me?”
“Yes. A witch’s oath.”
“I’ll see what I can do to get you the audience you require and you will go in tapped. We need this on record. No more oaths. The fate of our world depends on it.”
“I know. We need as much information on this creature as we can gather. I don’t doubt that once the High Witch knows the gravity of the situation, she’ll be happy to share.”
“And if she does not, then we will drag the information from her. As gods we have been benevolent and refrained from asserting our influence on humanity, stepping up only to aid. I believe this may have given certain factions the impression that we are weaker than them. The Covens have been allowed free reign for far too long. Their quest for a grip on the skein is no longer a priority. The High Witch informed me that this creature may be from the same dimension as the Daayan, but she withheld the fact that it could be a cosmic being.”
“So, you have heard of them?”
“Yes, but I’d always believed them to be a myth—a story to prevent us from being arrogant in our status. If they are indeed the beings of the stories of old, then our divinity pales in comparison to their cosmic power. The time has come to dispense with formalities. The High Witch will answer to me or face the consequences. We have worked too hard, and lost too much in the defense of this reality to fall prey to any threat now. We will defend our world with every ounce of power we can muster.”
The conviction in his words filled me with confidence. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me just yet. All the information in the world will be of no use if we cannot weaken the cosmic god’s tether to this world, and to do that we need this alliance with the djinn. I’ve recommended you go as our emissary.”
“Me? But I’m investigative, I have no rank. They won’t listen to me.”
“Yes. They will, because I’ve ungraded your clearance. You officially speak for our council. You are our Emissary. You’ve been into the cosmic god’s facility, you’ve seen what we’re up against and you made it back out. You are the most qualified to take on this task.”
I left the room filled with equal parts pride and dread. It was an honor to be chosen but if I failed we were all doomed.
◆◆◆
 
Vritra was nowhere to be found, so I ducked into my suite for a quick shower and change of clothes. The hot water soothed away the aches and pains and refreshed my mind. There was nothing like a shower to chase away the yuck of the day and inject some positivity into your perspective. I went from we’re-all-gonna-die to we’d get Aaron back and everything would work out.
My tummy grumbled. Mira had gone off to get a bite to eat. Maybe it would be a good idea to fuel up too. My dragon growled in agreement. Six weeks ago, the whole beast inside thing would have made me uneasy, but now she was a part of me, a companion, a friend, and a protector. I trusted her to watch out for me, trusted her judgment when mine was compromised. Yeah, I might even go as far as to say I loved her. Pleasant warmth filtered through my limbs. Yeah, I got it. She loved me too. Wrapped in a bathrobe and nothing else, I padded into my room and almost had a heart attack to find Paimon standing by the bed. My dragon bristled.
“What the heck? Did you forget to do the icy breeze thing to let me know you were coming?”
His gaze travelled from the top of my head to the tips of my toes and my neck heated at the evident desire in his cerulean eyes. I waited for the pull, the draw that would tug me across the room toward him in my eagerness to be in the same space as him. But it didn’t come. Instead, my stomach squirmed with unease. I needed a moment to examine this development, but he was a larger than life presence in my personal space. Not that it had bothered me before, but then over the past few weeks only one male had been permitted into my inner sanctum. One male I’d trained with, ate dinner with, laughed with and confided in.
The problem was clear. This was Vritra’s space. Our space: his and mine. Having Paimon here felt wrong. But he was obviously here with news about the meet so...
“Did the council agree?”
He shook his head. “Not yet. Alara is speaking to her father and urging him to intercede on our behalf. He has much sway over the council.”
Alara was working on it? But what was he doing? “And you’re here?”
He took a step toward me. “I needed to see you.”
Those words should have made my heart beat faster and my pulse race, but for some reason all they did was make the squirming in my belly stronger.
“What did you need to see me about?”
His brows knit together. “Please, don’t be like this?”
“What?”
“I understand that seeing me with her must have been painful. If I could turn back the clock, I’d have taken precaution to prevent her from coming with me.”
He thought I was upset about Alara. “I told you it’s fine and I meant it. Okay, so I was a little thrown at first, but she helped us, and she’s still helping now. Maybe instead of coming here you should be with her, endorsing her arguments.”
He exhaled and his scent hit me, tinkering with my memory and bringing forth every moment, every ache that his presence and his touch had evoked in the past months I’d been in love with him.
“Carmella?” He bridged the distance between us and gripped my shoulders. “I cannot abandon my people. The alliance between Alara’s kingdom and mine is essential to peace in our world. But I will not abandon you either.”
My scalp prickled with apprehension. “What are you saying?”
“I want you, Carmella, and we can be together. I can come to you here, in your world. A lord is permitted to take a Sharmuta, if he pleases.”
My breath caught. We could? Together like a real couple. My dragon nudged me, pulling me out of my head. Wait what did that mean? “What is a Sharmuta?”
“A... lover.” His left eye twitched.
Ice trickled into my veins. He was lying. “What does that word mean? What does it mean, really?”
“Does it matter? It’s just a word. Alara has given her blessing to the arrangement. She understands what we have. She has agreed to marry me regardless, for the good of our realms.”
He pulled me against his chest, inhaling the scent of my damp tresses and filling my head with his intoxicating scent. It would be so easy to give in, to allow him to sell me this fantasy, to block out the fact that he would be someone else’s husband. Urgh. No. I just couldn’t.
I pulled away. “And what about Alara’s feelings? What about her happiness?”
“She is a royalty. This is our way. Lords rarely love their wives. Many marriages are politic alliances.”
“What is a Sharmuta?”
He hesitated before speaking. “Roughly translated it means concubine.”
Concubine, as in his mistress? “You want me to be your whore?”
“Carmella...please...” His blue eyes darkened with sorrow. “It’s just a word. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Of course it means something. It means I’m not your girlfriend, or your lover, or your wife. It means I’m your bit on the side. Words matter. They mean something. And the fact that you’re okay with this, that you’d ask me this...you’re not the person I thought you were.”
“Noble? Just? A cut above?” His tone was laced with bitterness. “Is that what you expected? It is what everyone expects. And I have been that person. You have no idea what I have sacrificed for the good of the realm. And I believed I could give you up too. Walk away and marry the woman chosen for me. But when it comes to you...” He paused, his throat working. “When it comes to you, I lose all sense of nobility. You are sewn into the fabric of my soul. I cannot live without you.”
Oh, God. Why was he saying these things? It made everything so much harder. I’d made a promise to myself. To value myself, to protect my heart and, right now, if I let him walk away with it, it would inevitably be broken. Love is supposed to be enough until it isn’t. I wanted him. I wanted him all, but not like this. Never like this.
In this case, love just wasn’t enough.
“Does it matter how we are together as long as we are?” he asked. “I am sure Alara will find a diversion, and once she bears children she will have those to occupy her.”
He’d have children with her. His children with another woman. “And where would you be while Alara was taking care of your children? Here with me? Great father figure you’d make.” The words came out harsher than intended but sod it. He deserved it for making me love him when there was never any future. And I needed a future. The desire burned bright inside me. A home, a family and a place to belong. Paimon would have all those things, but not with me. He’d have them with Alara.
He reached for me, pulling me into his arms—stroking my back as if trying to brush away my doubts. But the doubts were now convictions. Alara deserved better, I deserved better. I shoved him away, but he was solid and immovable. My dragon stirred, ire radiating off her in waves.
A knock on the door and Vritra’s deep baritone followed. “Carmella?” The door opened and Vritra stepped into the room. He took in the scene and the warmth in his eyes died. His expression shut down.
“I see you’re busy. I’ll speak with you later.”
Oh, shit. “Wait!”
But he was already gone.
The dragon roared and I shoved Paimon away. “Everything you just said offends me. Your proposition, the way you view your betrothed, everything. I don’t know why, but I assumed you had more respect for women. We may never have been lovers, but I always believed we were friends, and now this.”
The color drained from his face. “I’m sorry. In my world it is an honor to be chosen as a Lord’s lover. It is our way.”
“Well, it’s not our way. It’s not my way, and it cheapens what we had.”
“Had?”
I swallowed hard, tears springing to my eyes for what could have been and what was lost. “Yes. It’s over Paimon. In fact, it never started.” I unclipped the cuff from my wrist and handed it to him. “You need to move on. You need to focus on Alara. From what I’ve seen, she’s a strong, generous woman. You could do much worse.”
“And us? What about us.”
“Maybe in time we can be friends. But right now, you need to concentrate on building a relationship with your fiancé.”
“It will be an empty marriage of convenience.”
“Only if you allow it to be. You’re a good man, Paimon. A decent guy. You helped me be strong. You helped me heal my broken heart and you taught me that to move on I needed to claim back what I’d given away. So... I’m taking back my heart.”
He exhaled sharply, his eyes glistening with moisture. The lump in my throat grew and I swallowed it and stood tall.
His lips curled in a small sad smile. “I envy the man who captures your heart and succeeds in keeping it. He will be a lucky man indeed, Carmella Hunter.”
A tear slipped down my cheek, and I nodded brushing it aside. “Thank you.”
“I’ll keep you informed on the progress of the meet arrangements.” He stepped back and vanished.
I sagged. Oh, God, that had been tense. My stomach rolled with anxiety. Vritra...the look on his face. My dragon clawed at my insides mimicking the guilt that raked at my gut. I needed to find the demi-god. I needed to explain.
◆◆◆
 
The training room was busy. Young asura beat the crap out of each other. But there was no sign of Vritra.
Gita ambled over. “He’s not here. Was here about fifteen minutes ago. We told him you’d been by and he went to find you.”
“Shit.”
“What happened?”
“Nothing. Except I think Vritra might think it was something.”
“Wanna talk about it?”
Did I? “No. Not really.” I needed to fix this. I needed to tell him nothing had happened between me and Paimon. “I’ll catch you later.”
The next stop was his chambers, but there was no answer there either. The upper floor training room was the only other place I knew to check. The place he’d asked me to avoid for safety’s sake. But my heart was pounding too loud to think. I had to see him and explain.
Pushing through the double doors into the huge chamber I scanned the almost bare room. There was a monolith of an asura doing a strange kata to my left and that was about it. Vritra wasn’t here. Wait. There was someone at the back of the room—two someone’s sparring. I walked farther into the chamber and the gloom receded enough for me to identify Vritra in hand-to-hand combat with the tiny female asura I’d seen kicking the huge guys arse a few days ago.
They both moved fluidly, attacking and defending, countering and evading. It was almost hypnotic and then Vritra had her in his grasp. He flung her to the ground, covering her with his body, a move he’d used on me several times. A move that had left me breathless and aching as we’d stared into each other’s eyes. He was looking into her eyes now. And her chest rose and fell erratically, and then she wrapped her legs around his waist and gripped the back of his neck, pulling his mouth down to hers.
I turned and ran.
Out on the street my phone buzzed in my pocket. Dammit, why was I crying? Why did my chest hurt so bad? I answered, wiping my face with the sleeve of my shirt. I’d left in such a hurry, I hadn’t even grabbed a coat, and the chilled air penetrated the thin fabric of my long sleeved shirt.
“Hunter,” Melody said. “Alara just got back to us. You have a go.”
Go. Yes. I needed to go and do something. Switch off the tumult of emotion and take action. This was what mattered—the fate of the fucking world. My heart and its complexities would have to wait.
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Alara stood in Melody’s office decked out in ornate robes, her hair in a stylish up do. She looked stunning and completely out of a place.
Melody handed me a file. “You’ve been promoted.” Her brows flicked up. “I’d say congratulations, but with the task ahead of you, I’m not sure it’s cause for celebration. Your new identity card is inside along with instructions on what our government wishes you to negotiate for and what we have to offer in return.”
I cracked the seal and scanned the document. They wanted to trade human technology in exchange for aid in the event of an attack on our world. They’d also agreed to offer sanctuary to the djinn in an event their world was in jeopardy and soldiers to fight alongside them. It sounded reasonable enough. Except the djinn realm atmosphere was toxic to humans. This was something I’d have to spin.
I pocketed the ID and document and placed the empty file on the desk. “Okay, let’s do this.”
“Our atmosphere is toxic to humans and the creatures from your world,” Alara said.
“I know.”
“So what do we do?” Melody said.
There was only one way I knew of. “You have to bind with me, don’t you?”
Alara nodded. “How did you know?”
So Paimon hadn’t told her everything. “Paimon took me to your world once. I didn’t see much of it though. I was locked in a room while he did important council stuff.”
Her lips turned down slightly. “In that case, it should be relatively simple. If you have been bound to one of us before, your body shouldn’t be too resistant to the transition. Unless you would rather bind with Paimon?”
The thought sent a shudder down my spine, part longing and part apprehension. It was best not to go there again. If we were to move on, then our minds and bodies needed to be separate.
“Do you wish me to summon him?” Alara asked.
“No need. I’m okay with you. So, how do we do this?”
She studied me a moment, her brows low as if expecting me to reconsider. I raised both brows in a shall-we-get-on-with-this-gesture.
“Very well.” She stepped closer and placed her hands on either side of my face.
My dragon opened its eyes, curious but not wary.
“You need to let me in,” she said.
When Paimon had done this, he’d been privy to my emotions, my thoughts. This was dangerous ground—allowing his betrothed into my mind—but it was preferable to binding with Paimon again. I exhaled. “You’re allowed in.”
Whereas with Paimon, I’d felt ice infiltrate my veins, with Alara, it was as if darkness seeped into my bloodstream. As if the sun had dropped below the horizon and night had taken over. For a moment, the world was a mass of twinkling stars set on a blanket of ebony, and the only thing tethering me to the world was the impression of her hands cupping my cheeks. And then the pressure of her fingers was gone allowing the room to swim back into focus.  Alara’s face took center stage, her deep green eyes a vortex of receding stars.
I licked my dry lips. “Well, that was different.”
She gave me a half smile. “You are now bound to the night, temporarily of course. You may break the link whenever you wish. You have the power to do so.”
“I know, but I don’t want to accidentally do that when we’re on the other side. What do I need to avoid?”
“The binding can be broken by force of will. You would need to focus on pushing me away, on snapping the tether between us. Can you sense it? Close your eyes and empty your mind.”
I followed the instruction and sure enough, there it was, a glowing rope, similar to the threads binding me to the skein, but instead of gold and silver they were blue.
“I see it.”
“Then we’re ready.” She held out her arms.
This was weird. Stepping into my ex potential lover’s fiancé’s arms, and yep, that was a mouthful. But here we were, her jasmine scent filling my head and her soft curves pressed against mine. The world fragmented.
We materialized in a feminine chamber with billowing curtains and the tang of brine heavy on the air. A deep balcony was visible beyond he gauzy drapes, and the sky was a black expanse encrusted with diamonds. The crash of waves and our breathing were the only sounds in the silent room.
Alara released me abruptly and stepped back. “You reek of him.”
Shit. “It’s not what you think.”
“Isn’t it? I assume he presented the proposal?”
“The one where he asked me to be his whore? Yeah, he did.”
She arched a brow. “Whore is a harsh term. Concubine would be more apt, and yet I sense you don’t approve.”
“No. I don’t.”
“You want him, so what is the problem?”
“The problem is I’m nobody’s mistress. I deserve better than that, and so do you.”
Alara looked me up and down, a small smile playing on her lips. “Yes, I suppose we do. Unfortunately, not all of us are free to pursue what we deserve. The safety of my world is dependent upon Paimon and I marrying. I’m no fool. I know his heart is engaged elsewhere, and was it not imperative we ally, I would turn down the proposal and allow myself the luxury of following my own heart.”
“You have someone?”
She hesitated a moment. “No. But it would be nice to have the freedom to look.”
“So, you gave Paimon permission to take me as his Sharmuta?”
She shrugged affecting a nonchalant air, but the tightness around her eyes told a different story. “It is not uncommon among lords to have a Sharmuta. And in this case he wouldn’t be flaunting you under my nose.”
I had no intention of ever taking Paimon up on this offer but I was curious. “Wouldn’t it bother you? He would be your husband.”
“In name only.”
“But it doesn’t have to be in name only. He’s a good man. And in time—”
“You mean now that you’ve turned him away. Maybe in time he would come to love me, the second choice—the consolation prize.”
Aw crud, she had a point. It was hardly flattering to her. “I’m sorry. I truly am. When he bound with me, I had no idea this would happen. That we’d grow close and come to care for each other. If I’d known about you, maybe I’d have fought it harder. I don’t know. But I can promise you that nothing happened between us, and it never will.”
“I know. I can sense your sincerity and your resolve, and something more... pain, but unrelated to Paimon. Your heart is in turmoil. Tell me?”
Vritra. She was picking up on my feelings for the asura. But now wasn’t the time to take those out of their pretty box and examine them.
“I’d rather not.”
She chuckled soft and melodic. “Very well.” She strode over to the door and opened it. A straight backed male was stationed outside. He offered her a deep bow.
“Jaffry, please find out what time the council is meeting.”
He smiled, showcasing even white teeth in a deeply tanned face. “My princess, the council is assembling as we speak. The meeting is due to begin within the hour.”
“Well,” Alara said. “It looks like we returned just in time.”
“Wouldn’t they have waited for us?”
She snorted derisively. “To them it is enough to agree to a meet, whether you arrive on time is your problem.”
“So, they would have just met up and then, what? Said, oh well, she didn’t show?”
“Something along those lines. Although it would have been recorded as our people snubbing ours. It is a grievous insult to request a meet and not be present.”
“Well...” What was there to say to that? The rules here were different, and if I was going to achieve the desired outcome, then I’d need Alara’s help. “What happens at these things? I mean, what’s the protocol.”
“Protocol? For a petition such as yours where they would be giving much more than they’d receive?”
“Hey, we have some awesome technology.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but our technology is so advanced your race calls it magick.”
She had a point.
“I’m not saying there aren’t advantages to your primitive technology. We could use them as decoys to lull an enemy into a false sense of security before attacking with our superior weapons. I’m just saying that if this alliance is agreed, then your race will be the one who benefits immediately.”
“So, protocol?”
“Is more along the lines of groveling. Give your testimony first—what you have witnessed with regards to the threat—then impress that this threat could soon turn its attention to our world.  After you’ve given them a moment or two to digest the information, offer them the terms of the treaty.”
Okay sounded simple enough.
“Pay particular attention to Jarud. He is of the faction that wishes to claim your world. Do not take his words at face value. You will find an ally in Gamund. He is a peaceful djinn who desires to build bridges and enrich both our worlds with shared knowledge and technology. He is what your people may call a scientist and what our people call an alchemist. If we did ally, we would learn much from each other. He believes that our rapid advancement has blinded us to processes that your world may still have yet to discover. There are more positives to a treaty than mounting an invasion, and the council recognizes this, especially in the face of the cosmic assault your world now faces. And, in Jarud’s case, he may agree to the alliance simply to help rid your world of the cosmic threat and leave it free for an invasion by the djinn at a later date. Tread carefully, Carmella. If in doubt, ask to speak to your counsel.
“My counsel? Who is that?”
The council has appointed Amon as your counsel in djinn matters.
“Thank you.”
The run down had settled the nerves in my belly. I was ready to do this. A rap on the door was followed by Jaffry’s warm voice.
“Your carriage awaits, princess.”
Alara reached for the door handle. “It is time.”
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Alara’s temporary home—a four story mansion—vanished around the curve in the road and we were hurtling down flatlands, the sea to our left and sand dunes to our right. A rough breeze slapped my cheeks and raked its fingers over my scalp. Alara drove the carriage like a demon, and the strange horse-like creatures pulling it seemed to fly across the ground. Their long purple manes flowed back in the breeze, nostrils flaring and releasing a frothy mist into the air around us.
I gripped the rail in front of me, struggling to keep my butt planted in the cushy seat beneath me. Thank God for the barriers around us, holding us into the strange carriage-like structure. It was like riding a revamped version of the Roman chariots of old.
“How far is it?”
“We will arrive in a few minutes,” Alara said.
Thank goodness. Just close your eyes and breathe. A gust of wind shoved itself down my throat, overloading my lungs. Or maybe not.
Alara whooped and cracked the reins, and just when I thought this thing couldn’t go any faster we were flying.
I closed my eyes and bit back a squeal. Oh, God. Oh, God. I was so gonna kiss the ground when we got to our destination. Wait, was the chariot slowing down? Yes. Yes, thank fuck, it was. Risking a peek, I let out a sigh as the contraption came to a smooth halt in the driveway of an impressive looking obsidian domed structure. The building was blacker than the night, standing out like a three dimensional shadow against the inky darkness.
Alara hopped down. “Come on. They’ll be starting any moment. We must not give them a reason to exclude you from the proceedings.”
“They can do that?”
“Oh, yes. They can rule in our absence and all council rulings are final.” She shot me a glance over her shoulder. “Until the next time.”
Legs like rubber, I climbed down from the carriage, leaning against it to keep my balance.
Alara laughed, a full throaty sound that warmed me. “Oh, dear. Let me help.”
“No, I can manage.” I pushed away from the carriage and took a step. My legs buckled and I went down.
Alara arched a brow.
Yeah, maybe not. I held out my hands. “I’ll take that help now if it’s still on offer.”
Alara hauled me to my feet and supported me until we got up the steps to the building. My legs were still wobbly, but by the time we got to the doorway I was okay.
“Thanks.” I gently extricated myself from her grip. “You ride like a demon by the way?”
She grinned. “I was taught by one.”
Did she mean a real live demon?
“Come on, we best get inside.” She led me through the doors and into a marble foyer. Two guards were stationed, one on either side of a massive entrance. A familiar figure slipped through into the foyer.
Amon smiled warmly. “You made it. They were just about to begin.”
“I’ll remain here,” Alara said.
“Wise,” Amon replied. “Your father cannot be seen as influencing these proceedings.”
She inclined her head and walked outside into the night.
“So, you’ve met Alara,” Amon said.
“Yep.”
“And what do you think?”
I think she’s nice, and given other circumstances we may have been friends. “I think we should get on with these proceedings.”
Amon offered me the crook of his arm and led me into the chamber beyond. Whereas the exterior of the building had been black, the interior was gleaming gold and white marble. The domed ceiling was so high the pinnacle was a blur and the council members seated on their red velvet thrones looked like tiny marionettes playing at royalty. Seven members, an odd number to aid in voting. All male, all impervious looking. Great. It would help if I knew which one was Jarud and which Gamund. Hopefully, it would become apparent shortly.
“Amon, is this the human?” One of the council members on the far right asked. He leaned forward in his seat to peer at me inquisitively. “Small, just as I expected.”
“Small but feisty,” Amon said. “I can attest to her survival skills. Miss Hunter has been attacked many times and escaped death.”
“Really?” The council member’s brows climbed up his forehead. “A tenacious race then?”
“Indeed,” Amon said.
The council member sat back, wriggling as if to get comfortable. It was impossible to get any clear indication of his size because the robes they all wore were so voluminous. The tips of their fingers, their heads, and the tops of their boots were the only visible parts of their bodies. The robes themselves were cream and gold and the material looked expensive.
“Speak, human. We are amiable to hearing your petition.”
Yeah, my petition. The paper with the terms was tucked in the back pocket of my cargo pants.
It was time to give them a rundown of what was happening in our world right now. Where to start? Ah. I’d start with the disappearances. The words tumbled from my lips, too fast to begin with—nerves were a bitch—but as their interest was piqued, the storyteller in me sat up and took center stage. I told them about the facility, the mind control and the meeting the cosmic god dressed in Banner’s skin had conducted. I finished with the purge—a threat to our world, and possibly others if these beings were permitted to continue unchecked.
Then it was time to take a breath and give them a moment to digest it all. I waited, watching the play of emotion on their faces, or in some cases, complete dispassion. Were they made of stone? I was just about to launch into the whole treaty thing when the djinn to my far left spoke.
His eyes above his silver beard were kind. “These cosmic beings have been watching your world for some time. You are of interest to these powerful beings?”
“It sure seems that way.”
“Then they must see something unique in you. Some potential they wish to harness, no?”
When he put it that way. “Yes, I suppose they do.”
“They also believe humanity to be corrupt and greedy,” a stony faced djinn said. “They wish to purge the world of the bad apples and start anew. Do not forget that.” He looked me up and down, his lips curling slightly. “If they have been watching humanity for some time and come to this decision, then it is not an action taken lightly.”
“That’s hardly the point.” I stood taller. “How would you like to be judged for your superiority complex?”
Amon made a choking sound.
Yeah, probably not the best way to win them over, but my gut told me this was Jarud, the despiser, and if I was to win the others, I needed to smash his arguments.
I held up my hands. “No disrespect intended, but I’m sure you wouldn’t tolerate an outsider coming into your world and telling you how to run things, no matter how long they’d been studying your ways. Every race has its foibles, its dark side and its light, it’s what makes it unique. These gods are from a different dimension—a place where they are merely permitted to watch, never to actually live. To them our trials and tribulations must seem archaic, painful even. But those rocky roads are what make us who we are. Humanity is complex, and I believe they wish to simplify it, but by doing so they will exterminate it.”
The djinn with the kind eyes spoke. “She makes a valid point, Jarud.”
The stony faced guy, Jarud snorted. “You would say that.”
Gamund merely smiled, unperturbed by Jarud’s tone. “Yes. I can see how humanity may be both attractive and repulsive to these cosmic beings.”
Repulsive? Bit harsh, but he was on my side so I’d let it slide. “Thank you.”
He inclined his head.
Jarud tutted. “Well, go on. What is it you want from us? The terms of the treaty, if you will.”
My mouth was suddenly dry. This was the moment of truth. They knew the threat we faced.
Pulling the folded up paper from my pocket, I smoothed out the page and scanned it quickly. “As allies we would exchange technological advances with you. In the event your world was under threat, our world would be a sanctuary for your people. We would lend forces to your cause against enemies that threaten your land. In exchange, we ask that you return the favor. Teach us about your technologies, and lend forces to our cause when our world is under attack. For example, right now our people are being held prisoner underground and only a cosmic power or djinn can get them out. We need djinn to help free our people. That’s about the sum of it. We would be allies. Friends.”
Amon’s arm brushed against mine reassuringly. I glanced up at him and he smiled and gave me a nod.
Jarud didn’t look too impressed. “Our technologies far surpass yours. That is hardly a fair trade.”
Alara’s words came back to me, providing me with the perfect response. “True, but studying our primitive technology may aid you in finding missing links in your own processes. Sometimes, when there are huge leaps in advancement, things can be missed.”
Jarud snorted but Gamund sat forward with interest.
“Yes,” he said. “I would welcome this opportunity. The earth realm echoes many aspects of a primitive djinn realm. I believe there would be much value in this exchange of knowledge.”
The other council members turned to each other and the room was filled with low murmurs as they conversed in a strange lilting tongue.
I tugged on Amon’s pretty sleeve. “What’s going on?”
“They seem to be deliberating. Although not formally yet.”
Jarud broke away from conversation with the djinn to his right. “Go now. Let us deliberate.”
Amon inclined his head and then jerked it toward the exit. “Come on.”
We clipped out into the foyer where Alara was waiting patiently.
“How did you fare?” she asked.
“She did well,” Amon said. “No need for counsel.”
His confidence in me was reassuring. “Thanks. How long till they reach a decision, do you think?”
“Could be minutes. Could be hours. Could be days,” Amon said. “Our world has always remained independent. Even though the existence of other dimensions and realities isn’t a new concept to us, the desire to travel between them hasn’t been an overwhelming one. We’re an egocentric race. An alliance with your world would be a first for us. So, naturally they will not be entering into it lightly.”
“So, what do we do in the meantime?”
Amon’s smile was wicked. “I can take you for a meal and we can talk, and then afterwards maybe we can—”
“Not happening.” I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. He’d remembered our human courtship conversation.
Alara’s smooth forehead crinkled and then she pressed her lips together. Amon watched her, his gaze hooded. Where had this tension come from?
I laughed, but it sounded fake so I bit it back. “It’s just a joke. Something I said to him last time we met.”
Amon’s attention was on Alara now, and all humor had left his features. “Humans have quaint courtship rituals, don’t you think, princess?” His tone was dry.
A frisson of awareness shot through me, a pang of nostalgia and yearning. What the heck? My dragon shook itself, confused by these emotions that weren’t my own. Wait. Were they coming from the djinn princess?
Alara cleared her throat. “Well...” She glanced over her shoulder out into the night. “I have to be somewhere, so why don’t you keep our guest company for a while. I’ll meet you back here once the council makes their decision.”
She strode into the night without a backward glance. The fluttering in my belly shut down immediately. Yep, this was definitely something to do with the binding between us. Her emotions had infringed on mine and she’d been yearning. For Amon? What the fuck? But it would explain why her exit was almost like an escape.
“Amon, what just happened?”
Amon shrugged, nonchalant. “She had somewhere to be.” He offered me the crook of his arm. “And we should find some food. I’m starving.”
The urge to press him for information warred with hunger. Food first and then I’d lay into him with the third degree. I slipped my arm through his and allowed him to lead me out of the doors into the cool night.
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I sat back and patted my stomach. “That was delicious.”
We were seated on a balcony attached to Amon’s personal suite of rooms. The air was chilly, but Amon had lit two sconces on either side of us, and the heat they threw off kept the cold at bay. We’d headed out to an eatery at first, through the gentle winding streets lined with trees carrying strange heady scented fruits. We’d ended up at a beautiful mini-domed structure by a shimmering lake. We’d walked in and immediately been the focus of attention. The serene sophisticated place had morphed into a hungry crowd of whisperers. Yeah, we’d backed out of there pretty quick.
According to Amon there was so much to see in their world at night. The night was a different beast to the day, sinuous and full of delights. The manner in which he’d said it—tongue caught between his teeth—had sent a shiver down my spine. The guy had a certain sex appeal, no doubt about it, and if I’d been up for some fun, I may have taken him up on the offer of some horizontal acrobatics. But there was something hidden behind that tawny gaze, a dark yearning that had nothing to do with me or the delectable night, and everything to do with Alara and her swift exit earlier.
So, we’d come back to his chambers and had his head chef bring us up a variety of dishes. My taste buds were still partying.
Amon sipped from his goblet. “These are my favorite dishes. I’m surprised you were able to enjoy the spices. The lamb dish is very hot.”
“I don’t mind spicy food.” I wiped my mouth with a napkin. “What’s up with you and Alara?”
He blinked in surprise. “Why would you think something was up between us?”
I gave him an are-you-kidding-me look. “I’m bound to her remember. It affords me some emotional insight.”
His eyes narrowed a fraction, and he sat forward, his arms resting on the table between us. “Emotions? Alara had an emotional reaction to me? Pray, do tell.”
Shit. Now I’d gone and done it. “She reacted, yes. Enough for me to know there’s a story here. So, spill it.”
“You assume I wish to share my emotions with you?”
“So, you have emotions for Alara?”
He blew out a breath. “You with your wily words.”
“Not really. I figure you want to talk to someone about it. And since I’m merely a visitor and will be gone in a few hours, I’m a safe ear.”
He took another gulp from his goblet and leaned back in his seat. “It has been driving me insane not being able to speak to someone.”
“And here I am—a cure for your insanity.” I grinned. And didn’t we all love a good juicy story?
Urvashi had been my outlet for the last few years, but with the IEPEU cases piling up we’d barely had any time together. I missed her, and when this was over we’d be spending a whole lot of time together.
Amon fingered his napkin by the side of his empty plate. “There was a time, a long time ago, when Alara and I were close. Not lovers but more than that, we were friends. My father was a regular visitor at the night djinn court. My aunt, an efreet like me, had married into the night court amidst much controversy, and my father, worried for her welfare, had visited often and slowly built a friendship with the king.”
“Night court? I don’t understand how your world operates? You have kingdoms and kings but you have a council?”
“This part of our world is ruled by elemental djinn, djinn who command air, fire, water and earth. We abolished the monarchy a long time ago and we are governed by a high council. We have lords who rule various lands and sentinels who guard them. Then you have the night court and the court of dawn across the ocean. The djinn there are of a different breed, some say the djinn of the night court can harness lunar power and draw energy from the distant stars, while the dawn djinn have the power of the sun running through their veins. They stand by their monarchy and over the years there have been intermittent squabbles between us.”
“A squabble hardly seems like a reason to form an alliance through marriage.”
“It isn’t. Five years ago, we got word that the dawn court had retreated. Built a wall around its borders and locked the world out. The night court has always enjoyed good relations with its sister court, but suddenly they were as clueless as us as to what was going on. Every emissary sent never returned. Every spy sent vanished.”
I leaned forward across the table. “And? Have you learned anything at all?”
“Last year, the night court approached our council. They asked for aid and we sent a team of our most accomplished scouts—djinn able to move as fast as the wind, to slip in and out of the most secure locations.”
“And? What did they find? They came back, right?”
“Only one returned. And when he did, he was close to death. He was able to utter only one word before he died.” He licked his lips. “War.”
“War? You think Dawn is preparing for war? Against you and the night court?”
“No, we believe that Dawn has been taken over by invaders from across the seas. An alliance is imperative if we are to defeat these unknown invaders when they attack.”
“So you wait for them to make the first move? Shouldn’t you be going on the offensive? Find out what you’re up against?”
“Oh, believe me we are working on it. In the meantime, we must solidify our positions and an alliance through marriage. That is the best way. Paimon is a lord, and he owns the majority of the land in our realm. He is our figurehead. And Alara is the princess of the night court.”
Was that bitterness in his tone? “But you knew her first?”
He blinked at me, as if coming out of a trance. “Yes. I would visit with my father. Paimon would stay behind, lord in our father’s absence. I got to know Alara and we became friends, and then later...well, it doesn’t matter.”
“You fell in love?”
He snorted. “I thought we had. But I’m no longer sure what she felt, if anything. She’s betrothed to my brother—the older sibling, the lord of our lands. Whatever may have been will now never be.”
Yep, definitely bitter. My heart went out to him.
“Sometimes, I wish I was the older twin, but then it would have been Paimon who’d have gone to the night court with father, and I’d have been left behind to play lord. I’d never have met her and she would have fallen in love with Paimon.” He scrunched up the napkin, his knuckles white. “Now she will be tied into a loveless marriage while my brother’s heart lies broken elsewhere.” He locked gazes with me.
“Um, he told you?”
“Of course, he told me. He tells me most everything.”
“But you haven’t told him how you feel about Alara, have you?”
He averted his gaze. “No.” He sighed through his nose. “Have you really given him up?”
“He was never mine to hold on to.”
And yeah, it still hurt, the what-could-have-been and what-should-have-been. But it was the right thing to do. To let him go. To move on.
He nodded. “You’re an honorable woman Carmella. But my brother won’t give up on you so easily. He’s always been single minded when it comes to the pursuit of his pleasures. And in this case, you have his heart, battered as it may be. He has not claimed it back and until he does, Alara will always be in your shadow.”
“You want her to be happy...even if it’s with him.” Wow, he really loved her. Fuck fate for being a bitch.
A yawn threatened, and I bit it back. A full belly of food, coupled with the fresh breeze drifting onto the balcony, was a recipe for nap time.
“How much longer will they deliberate, do you think?”
“It’s impossible to say.” He looked me over. “You’re tired?”
“Yeah. The food has made me lethargic.”
He pushed back his chair and held out his hand. “Come.”
I slipped my hand into his and allowed him to lead me back into his chambers. Unlike Paimon’s, his bed wasn’t the centerpiece of the room. In fact, there was no bed in this room, just cushy sofas and luxurious rugs. There was another room leading off from this one, probably his bedchamber. He’d lit several lamps and it was bright enough to make out the vibrant colors he’d used to decorate his private quarters.
Amon led me to the largest sofa. “I would offer you my bed, but I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong impression.” His eyes twinkled with amusement. “Sleep a while, and I will wake you when a decision has been made.”
Another yawn bloomed and this time I couldn’t help myself.
Amon laughed and brushed a tendril of my hair off my face. Our gazes locked and his pupils dilated. “You are the perfect remedy for a broken heart.”
The door to his chambers flew open and a blast of cold air flew in, circling us. Amon’s lips tightened and an emotion I couldn’t decipher flitted across his handsome face and then he was kissing me. His lips pressed against mine, and his body enveloping me, spinning me away from the exit so his body blocked me from Paimon. There was no finesse in the action, just sheer desperation. I froze.
He pulled back and mouthed sorry.
I was so confused.
And then Amon stepped away from me and I caught sight of Paimon’s tortured expression. He covered it quickly, spun on his heel and strode out the room slamming the door behind him.
“What the fuck, Amon?”
He fell into the nearest seat. “I’m sorry. It was impulsive. I just thought if he saw you with me...”
Oh, man. “Then it would kill all remaining hope and push him into Alara’s arms.”
“Yes.”
Anger flared in my chest. “Yeah, well that’s all very well, but you made me look like the whore I told him I’d never be. Jumping from his arms into his brother’s at the drop of a hat.”
“I’m sorry.”
He sounded so dejected, so forlorn, and, yeah, this must have been hard for him. Paving a path for Paimon into Alara’s heart couldn’t be easy, but he was doing it because he loved her and wanted her to be loved by her betrothed. This alliance was essential to his people’s survival. So, he’d made me look like a hussy, so what? It was over between Paimon and me. It had to be. It was better this way.
I lowered myself onto the sofa. “You know what. I think I will have that nap after all.”
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“We regret that at this time we must reject your proposal for a long-term alliance,” one of the djinn councilmen said.
Had I heard right? Had he said reject? Jarud’s smug expression and Amon’s shocked face told me I had.
No way was I going back empty handed. “Please. I beg you to reconsider. If you don’t help us, we’re doomed.”
The robed djinn held up his hand. “Let me finish. Although we are not comfortable with entering into a long-term alliance with you, we are also not interested in sitting back and watching your world be terrorized by an outside force. We wish your people no ill will. And, so, we will be sending you the aid you require to liberate your people from the cosmic god’s grasp. We will loan you forces to eliminate this threat, and we will remain open to further negotiations on a treaty in the future, when your race has something more to offer us.”
Well, that was something. They were giving us what we needed right now. Maybe in time, we could form a permanent alliance.
“Thank you, councilmen.” I inclined my head.
Gamund spoke. “Lord Paimon is organizing the forces now. You may return to your world and aid will follow shortly. Good luck.” He smiled warmly.
There was an ally here, and if he’d had his way, we’d have had the treaty, but this was better than nothing.
Taking Amon’s lead, I inclined my head and backed out of the room, heart pounding at my partial victory. We had the manpower we needed to get in and out of the underground facility. The djinn could transport our people in and then transport the unwitting prisoners out. If we worked with stealth, we could be in and out without the cosmic god ever having a clue.
The doors to the chamber closed as we exited.
“Well, that’s something, right?” Amon said as we hovered in the foyer.  “I supposed knowing that we too could be in a similar position to you at any moment has made them sympathetic to your plight. But I would have expected them to agree to the treaty. Allies are important during a war.”
Alara strode in through the entrance. “Paimon is recruiting djinn to aid you. I’ll get you home so you can prepare your plan of action. We will be with you shortly.” She kept her gaze trained on me, ignoring Amon completely.
“Thanks. That would be great.”
She held out her hands, but before I could step into her embrace Amon wound his arm around my waist and pulled me against him. His mouth descended toward mine, but there was no way I was being a prop twice in one day. I pressed my hand to his chest and turned my head away.
“No. Not again. This isn’t the way.”
His lips turned down. He nodded and released me.
What he was trying to do was noble, but it wasn’t fair to play with people’s emotions like that. Honesty was always the best policy. At least with honesty, you got real closure.
Alara was looking from me to him, her eyes glittering in the gloomy foyer.
Amon swallowed. “Maybe when you return we could talk?” he asked her.
She blinked in surprise and then nodded jerkily.
“Okay, take me home.” I wrapped my arms around her and closed my eyes.
◆◆◆
 
We materialized in Melody’s empty office. Alara released me as soon as we touched down.
“You and Amon?” Her tone was deliberately light.
She was hiding it well, but the tension in her shoulders, and the tightness around her eyes gave her away.
“No. He just wanted you to think we were.”
“You know?” She walked over to the window and looked out at the night city.
“Some of it. Just talk to him. Trust me, if you’re going to begin a new life with Paimon, you need to put the past behind you. Say the stuff you’ve wanted to say, and just get it out of your system and move on.”
She smiled. “It’s not that easy. I’m afraid if I say the things I want to, then moving on will be impossible.”
Yeah, it was always easier said than done. If Paimon hadn’t asked me to be his whore, then this, pulling away from him, would be so much harder. Counseling Alara in finding her way to loving Paimon would be impossible.
I sighed. “Paimon once told me that in order to move on, I needed to claim back my heart. If Amon has your heart, you need to claim it back and offer it to Paimon.”
She looked up sharply. “And have it crushed? He is in love with you, Carmella, and you may be angry with him right now, but deep down you still love him, and I wager you always will. What he asked of you may seem horrific to you, but in our world, it is the highest honor. Sharmuta are revered and prized and some even take higher status than the lords’ wives in some cases. And when a lord is engaged elsewhere, his wife is free to liaise with whom she pleases, as long as she is discreet.”
Wait a second. Was she implying that my being Paimon’s whore would solve all our problems? Part of me whispered that it was just a stupid label. If he loved me and I loved him, did the label matter? But a bigger part of me screamed that, yes, it mattered a lot. Because eventually the whole arrangement would wear me down. Resentment would build up toward the man who couldn’t offer me his whole self. And the purity of what we had would be tainted and die.
“It isn’t enough.”
Her shoulders rose and fell in a heartfelt sigh. She took my hand and squeezed gently. “I know.” She peered into my eyes, probing my mind, teasing open the box where my confusion and turmoil were stored. “There is someone else.” She stepped back. “Someone rooted deep within you. You don’t even see it, do you?”
I saw it all right. I saw Vritra on top of the beautiful asura, her hand in his hair and his lips on hers. Pain lanced through me. “No. There is no one else.”
“And someone else you worry for. A dear friend.”
Aaron. “Just stop it. Please.”
“Open the box, Carmella. I’d wager once you untangle the emotions inside you’ll have your answer.”
There was nothing more to say. It was, what it was, and my love life, or lack thereof, wasn’t a priority right now. Right now, I had a coup to plan.
◆◆◆
 
“What do you mean I can’t come?” Mira asked down the phone.
“You’re not an operative, Mira. You don’t officially work for the IEPEU.” I entered the cool foyer of Shaitan Enterprises.
“And the djinn do?”
She had a point. “Look, I’ll see what I can do to get you on board.” I raised a hand in greeting to Fanny as I strode passed.
“I’m coming whether you like it or not. You are not going back down there alone.”
“I won’t be alone.”
She made an exasperated noise in the back of her throat.
Someone giggled in the background.
“Who’s there with you?” I pressed the button for the lift.
“It’s Urvashi. She popped over to see you, but you weren’t here, because you’d run off to the djinn realm to negotiate a treaty without me.”
Shit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. Alara came to get me and I just went.”
Silence.
Were we having a tiff?
“Hello, Carmella?” Urvashi said down the phone.
“Hey, babe. Is she pissed?”
“I think it’s more the lack of action that’s causing a problem. She’s used to being a sentinel. A warrior. The last few weeks have been hard on her.”
“She talks to you?”
“Yeah, she comes and hangs out in the bakery sometimes.”
Mira in the bakery? Just hanging out? Yeah, the image did not compute. “I didn’t realize how hard this was for her.”
“Because she didn’t want you to know. She values your opinion of her. Wants you to believe she’s invincible.”
Oh, man. “Where is she now?”
“She went out for some air. Look, don’t worry about her. I’ll keep her company. Just go and do what you’ve got to do.”
“Tell her...tell her to get her arse back to the IEPEU. She’s coming with.”
Hanging up, I took the lift up to the penthouse. I needed not to think for a little while.
The teams had been assembled and briefed and then we’d been told to go home and take a nap. Even though I’d had one in the djinn realm, some alone time felt right. And my suite was closer to the offices than my flat. Shrugging off my jacket, I threw myself onto the bed. Time to empty the old noggin. Five minutes later and my brain was churning as I turned over the box of chaos in my heart. Open it now and lose myself in its complexities, or wait and remain sane a little longer. My dragon chuffed in amusement. It was a no-brainer. Instead, I focused on the plan. The get in and get the heck out strategy. Midnight was our coup time. We had twelve operatives, two patrols, Alpha and Beta, and twenty djinn. The operatives would get transported in by the djinn and while Beta swept the facility for information,  the Alpha would aid the djinn in subduing and transporting the humans out of the building. The djinn reinforcements would be here within the hour. Amon had delivered the news but we hadn’t had a chance to speak in private. Had Alara spoken to him? Had they resolved things? Gah! Why was I getting dragged into djinn affairs when my world had a shit load of problems on its plate?
It was time to get back to the office.
“You’re back?” Vritra asked from the doorway.
My eyes pricked and my stomach dropped. I grabbed my jacket from the foot of the bed and shrugged it on.
“And you’re leaving,” he said.
What did he care? “IEPEU case.”
“Were you with him? Before?” There was no accusation or aggression in his tone, just resignation. It made my stomach hurt.
“I was in his realm. Yes. IEPEU business.”
“So, you’ve made your choice.”
He thought Paimon and I were together. Was that why he’d gotten all hot and heavy with the asura in the training room?
Well, fuck that. I’d be damned if I gave him any justification for his actions. “Paimon and I are not together. He came to see me, and he offered me the position of his concubine, and I turned it down.”
Vritra growled low in his throat. “He asked you to what?”
This was exhausting. “I have to go.”
I made to push past him, but he gripped my shoulders gently. “Carmella. I’m sorry for jumping to the wrong conclusions. I’m sorry that you’re hurting.” His voice was like a balm.
“I’m not.” I sounded reedy.
He reached up to wipe away the tears I hadn’t even known I was shedding.
“Let me uncomplicate things for you,” he said. “I’ve wanted you from the first moment I set eyes on you, all the time knowing your heart was engaged elsewhere. And now he’s hurt you, and all I want to do is grab him by the throat and shake some sense into him. I want you to be happy, and my attentions are causing you pain and confusion, and so I remove myself from the equation.”
By sucking face with someone else? “Yes. I know. I saw you with the asura female in the training room.” Dammit. Why wouldn’t my eyes stop leaking?
He released me. “You did?”
“Yes. I get it. You’ve moved on and stuff. That’s great. I have to go now.”
This time he didn’t stop me.
◆◆◆
 
The IEPEU roof was occupied by Operatives and djinn. A strange kind of face off seemed to be happening in several places.
Melody leaned in. “Your eyes are red.”
“Allergies.”
“Ahuh,”
“Where is Varuna?”
“On his way.”
“We know what we’re doing. Can’t we just go do it?”
“All this waiting around is a waste of time,” Mira said.
“It’s called protocol,” Melody said to Mira. “Something I’ve already manipulated to get you onto this case.”
“So, what are we waiting for?” Mira asked.
“We’re waiting for the big man to give the go get ‘em speech.” Melody bit out the words.
The tension every time she was around Varuna was telling. “You really don’t like him do you?”
“What? Pfft. I don’t have any feelings about him either way.”
“Your face lies.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re one to talk, Miss Allergies.”
Paimon caught my eye over the tops of several operative’s heads. It was crazy how much bigger than us the djinn were. We looked like toys running around in combat gear carrying plastic weapons while they stood there, colorful bare skin and rippling muscle under leather vests and obscenely tight black pants. What kind of uniform was this? And did I want to get an up close and personal look at Paimon’s package?
Alara wound her way over to us. Her hair was pulled back in a tight braid accentuating her high cheekbones and pouty mouth.
“Would you like to ride with me?” she asked.
“Sure.”
Melody shrugged. “I’ll grab a lift off Paimon.”
“I spy Amon.” Mira said. “I’ll grab a ride with him.”
“Can’t you shift like they do?” Melody asked her.
Mira’s shoulders tensed. “No. When I was Paimon’s sentinel I was afforded extra abilities, but now I’ve been cut off.”
The door behind us opened with a clang, and Varuna made his grand entrance, all business like and brusque. He raked the djinn over with a sharp assessing gaze. He was still pissed about them turning down the alliance offer. Not good enough for them are we? He’d been incensed, but we needed them, and they were here. So...
“Remember, stick to protocol,” he said. “Stick to the plan. If your presence is detected you abort, immediately. No exceptions.”
What about Aaron? Surely we could make an exception for him? Melody shook her head slightly, a warning not to rattle the snakes tail. Great. He could say what he wanted, but I wasn’t leaving that facility without Aaron. There was no way I was leaving him behind a second time.
Protocol could go suck it.
Everyone was moving into position. Paimon wove his way over, his attention on me. His jaw was tense, as he held out his hand.
Alara stepped in between us. “Carmella has decided to ride with me, Paimon. But Melody would be happy for a lift.”
His eyes narrowed a fraction. “If that is her wish.”
I took Alara’s hand. “Yeah. It is.”
Alara pulled me against her and the world melted away.
“You really meant what you said didn’t you?” Alara’s voice echoed in my head.
“Yes. I do. There is no future for Paimon and me. But there is for you.”
“Thank you.”
“We’re here.”
We materialized on the grass above the facility. Around us, other djinn appeared—most carrying operatives. Paimon materialized to our left, his arms wrapped around Melody. Was it my imagination or were her cheeks a little flushed.
Stop it.
It didn’t matter.
We were over.
Alara released me. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Just nervous. We need to pull this off.”
“We will get your people out. I promise you.”
“Thank you.”
“Okay, people.” Melody clapped her hands. “We don’t know if we’re being watched. We don’t know if this cosmic fucker knows we’re coming. We’re going in blind, so if you’re spotted, you get the fuck out. You hear me? No playing the hero. We cannot afford to lose any more bodies.”
“Yes, sir!”
Everyone had their orders and now it was time to go in.
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Alara and I materialized in the room Mira and I had occupied underground. A moment later, Amon joined us.
Without breaking stride, we slipped into the in-between and exited the room. The corridor was lined with rooms holding humans indoctrinated by the cosmic being. All we needed to do was empty them out one by one.
I squeezed Alara’s hand to get her attention. “How many can you carry at a time?”
“One comfortably. Two at a push.”
The first room contained two adults and a child, all asleep. These people were connected to Malachi and they wouldn’t go willingly. But we had a solution to that. Slipping out from the in-between, Mira and I quickly sprayed the humans with a sedative, turning their sleep into unconsciousness. Alara and Amon materialized a moment later. Alara scooped up the man and Amon picked up the woman and the child. They vanished.
Five seconds later, they were back and on to the next room we went.
A half hour went by and, so far, although we’d crossed paths with other djinn working this floor, we hadn’t been detected. This was working. Our plan was actually bloody working. Now, if only Aaron would stumble into my path so I could drug him and get him to safety. Yule had said that, as a brown robe, Aaron was most strongly connected to Malachi. I may not be able to break his hold on my friend, but I could get Aaron out of here and into an IEPEU cell where Patrick might be able to come up with a solution. I’d yet to see the guy fail at anything.
This floor was cleared and we moved up onto the next. Boot falls echoed down the corridor toward us, and even through the gray haze of the in-between, the brown robes were visible—glowing figures striding toward us.
Alara pulled me back against the wall. The wise move was to wait for them to pass. There were too many of them to subdue all at once. Was Aaron in the group? It was impossible to tell from the in-between, plus they all had their hoods up.
Fuck.
They were almost past us when one of them faltered then stopped. The rest of his companions came to a standstill also. Then the figure who’d initiated the stop turned its head slowly to face us.
Light poured out of the hood, and a face was visible, etched in gold.
Aaron.
“Shit!” Alara yanked me toward her.
“Wait. Aaron.”
But Mira was already on it, and as the rest of the robed figures clocked onto the fact that they weren’t alone in the corridor. Mira slipped out of the in-between and sprayed Aaron with the sedative. He swooned and Amon scooped him up and pulled Mira back into the gray.
The remaining figures remained stationary for a long moment and then began to move off down the corridor.
What the fuck had just happened?
Malachi’s brown robes, his eyes and ears, had completely missed us, even though Aaron had spotted us. How did that work? But we had him and Amon vanished taking him to the surface. We waited. Long minutes ticking by, but he didn’t return.
“Someone is coming.” Alara grabbed Mira’s hand and pulled us both into the nearest room. Luckily it was empty.
Someone strode past the room, their footfalls fading.
“Where is Amon?” Mira asked. “He should be back by now.”
Alara shook her head. “Something is wrong. I do not sense any of my people. It’s as if they’ve all...gone.” She cried out suddenly and released my hand.
Mira and I stumbled out of the in-between and into the empty room. Color swept over the scene. Alara appeared for a split second, her mouth open in exclamation, and then she winked out.
“Alara?” She had to be here.
“She’s gone.” Mira said. “They’ve all gone.”
“What do you mean they’d all gone?”
“I mean I don’t sense any djinn in the vicinity.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense. Why would they all leave like that? Wait, do you think the cosmic god had anything to do with this?”
She pressed her lips together. “No. I have seen this happen before on two occasions. Both times we were in the midst of a bloody battle.”
“And the djinn vanished?”
“They didn’t just vanish. They were recalled by their general.”
“And who is the general in this case?”
“Paimon.”
Paimon had recalled the djinn? He’d left us down here? “Mira? How the fuck are we gonna get out of here?”
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The sound of gunfire ripped through the air. Our operatives had been discovered. Shit. Mira yanked the door open and we rushed out into the corridor. More shots were fired and the distinct echo of ricochet filled the air. A high pitched scream was followed by utter silence. Mira grabbed my hand and we ran down onto the lower floor. The one we’d already swept; The one the robed figures had headed down.
I yanked on her arm, bringing her up short. “Not that way.”
“You want to head toward the gunfire?” Her eyes were wide and incredulous.
“It doesn’t matter which way we go. We’re trapped.” The djinn had left us behind. Paimon had ordered them to.
Paimon had done this.
“And what do we have here?”
It was Banner’s voice, smooth and familiar and warm. We turned to face him. He was standing at the foot of the stairs we’d just hurtled down. He hadn’t made a sound, sneaking up on us so silently that even Mira, with her preternatural senses, hadn’t heard.
“We were just heading to our room,” Mira said.
He chuckled. “I may have missed you once, but I won’t make the same mistake again.
“Fuck this.”  Mira morphed, slipping into beast form, her powerful panther body ready to act as a shield between me and the cosmic god.
“Oh, my. Now this is new.” He focused his attention back onto me. “And you. What are you? I sense something powerful. Something familiar.”
If we were going to die, then so be it. But there was no way I was gonna cower before him. “That body you’re parading around in used to belong to my friend.”
“This?” He stroked his own chest, as if admiring the fabric of an expensive new suit. “This body belonged to a murderer. A despicable human being who valued his life above all others. You call him a friend? I wonder what kind of person that makes you.” He took a step closer, and Mira growled, prepared to attack.
His brow crinkled, although he seemed unconcerned about the panther less than two meters away. But then he was a cosmic being. Who knew what abilities he had up his sleeve. “Yes, this shell recognizes you. But it is more than that...” His eyes widened. “Oh, my.”
Cool air brushed the back of my neck and Malachi’s attention was diverted over my shoulder.
Paimon. He was here. Behind me. His arms slipped around my waist and his chest pressed against my back. Mira morphed into her human avatar, and grabbed hold of me.
“No!” Malachi reached for us.
But the world was fragmenting and we were away.
◆◆◆
 
We materialized in the tree-line. In the clearing beyond, several operatives were visible, attending to the scores of unconscious humans who hadn’t yet been loaded up into the IEPEU vans. Melody’s red hair caught my eye. She’d made it out then. But the others? There were still officers down there. Beta team...There was no sign of the beta team.
I turned to Paimon. “We have to go back. There are others trapped down there.”
His jaw was set, his face expressionless. “I must leave. I have already ignored the council ruling by going back in for you.”
“The council recalled you?”
He nodded.
“But why? I don’t understand.”
“I’m not permitted to speak of the reason.”
What the heck was wrong with him? “Dammit Paimon. You just broke the rules to get me out. What the heck does it matter if you break one more now?”
His lips twisted and something conflicted and alien entered his eyes. A shaft of fear lanced through me. But the spark in his cerulean gaze was fleeting and quickly masked.
“I’m beginning to doubt the wisdom of that decision,” he said tightly. “I am sure I will pay dearly for it.”
His words were a blow to the chest, enough to make me take a step back.
His stoic expression softened slightly. “I’m sorry. We can no longer assist you. A new alliance prohibits it.”
A new alliance? “With who?”
He looked down at the ground. “Your threat is now our ally.”
My blood froze in my veins. “Malachi? You allied with Malachi?”
He nodded turning away so his face was in shadow.
“How could you? Did you argue in our favor? Did you tell them this was wrong?”
He lifted his chin. “No.”
The breath whooshed out of my lungs. “You agree with this?” My voice was an incredulous whisper.
“Of course he does.” Mira spat, her face contorted in disgust. “They have something to offer don’t they? Power that the humans cannot.”
“Yes!” Paimon lashed out with the word. “The cosmic gods will give us the edge we need to win our war. The fate of the humans is not our concern. It cannot be our concern. Our people must come first. Our realm must come first. You, more than anyone else should know that. You’re a sentinel. A warrior.”
Mira bristled. “Yes. I was. Until you took that away from me.”
His eyes lit up. “Then let me give it back to you. Come with me. Be my sentinel again. Serve me and your realm.”
“What about Alara?”
“She will understand. Our realm needs skilled warriors.”
Was she wavering? Was that yearning in her gaze—a desire to become the creature of blood and death she’d been raised to be?
“Mira...” He held out his hand. “Come back home. Come back to your family.”
Mira stood taller, her lips curling in a sneer. “Fuck you, Paimon. This is my home now and Carmella is my family.”
He flinched as if she’d slapped him. “Very well. You have made your choice.”
I couldn’t believe he was seriously going to do this. “So, that’s it. Everything you said about humanity, everything you said about...us. It’s over?”
He swallowed hard. “You were right all along, Carmella. There is no future for us.”
Then he was gone.
Mira threw back her head and roared, echoing the rage and confusion in my heart.
◆◆◆
 
He’d abandoned me when I’d needed him the most—chosen his people over mine.  I wanted to hate him for it, but how could I? His saving grace—the one act today that justified my having fallen for him in the first place—was that he had come back for me. He’d gotten me and Mira out of the facility against orders. But that was his last act of kindness toward me or my people. Sometimes, love wasn’t enough. Sometimes, the divide was just too wide to bridge. The woman who’d fallen for a djinn had been bludgeoned to death beneath his words. My heart should hurt, but in its place there was only a smoldering rock of determination. The conviction that we would prevail no matter how stacked the odds were against us.
It was politics. Put your own people first and all that. But what had the djinn offered the cosmic gods in return? Would they be attacking us? Had they asked for pieces of our realm in exchange for staying out of the fight when the cosmic gods purged our realm?
The not knowing was killing me. So, instead it was easier to focus on what we did know. To focus on what was right in front of my face.
Which in this case, was Aaron.
He glared at me from within his glass prison, but there was no recognition in his eyes.
“Aaron? Can you hear me?”
Patrick tapped buttons on his tablet. “His vitals are stable, but his brain activity is off the charts. The delta waves are erratic, almost as if he’s dreaming while awake. And then there are these strange new waves, the likes of which we’ve never seen before.”
“Any guess as to what they are?”
“If he is connected to this cosmic god, then these waves could represent that connection. They grow weaker the higher we turn up the muting on the cage. We put the cage up to max but the waves are still there.”
“Can you block it? Can you disconnect him from Malachi?”
“I don’t know. I have a team working on a blocker that we may be able to inject directly into his cortex. If that works, then we can disable the signal Malachi is sending and speak to Aaron. You’ll get the answers you need.”
“I don’t give a damn about answers. I just want my friend back.”
Patrick blinked down at me, and then his face broke into a smile. “Well, in that case we’ll get your friend back, hopefully, with a side dish of useful intel.”
Aaron was watching us, his face expressionless. I pressed a hand to the glass. “I’m going to get you out of there, Aaron. I promise.”
The door to the lab slammed open and a woman strode in, dark hair, kick ass boots and a face I loved. My eyes pricked and grew hot. She held out her arms and I tumbled into them.
“Malina.” I breathed her in.
“Babe.”
She squeezed me so tight for a moment I thought she’d never let me go, and I welcomed it. God, I’d missed her so damned much. But there was something different about her. A softness, a girth that...Oh, God. I pulled back and looked down at her slightly distended abdomen.
“Baby?”
“No, too many donuts.” She smiled wryly, her gaze slipping over my shoulder to focus on the cage. “Can they help him?”
“Patrick is working on it.”
“Varuna filled me in, Carmella. Why didn’t you call me? Tell me what you were going through? What you went through?”
I shrugged. “There just hasn’t been time to stop and take stock. It’s been one thing after another. There’s so much I want to tell you but a social catch up is a luxury we can’t afford.”
“Of course, world in peril and all that.” Her tone was dry.
“Don’t you know it?”
She walked up to the cage and pressed her hand to the glass just as I had a moment before. Aaron expression remained bland and uninterested. “You’re going to see the High Witch?”
“Yes. Varuna got the go ahead while I was on mission. The plan is to force them to tell us everything they know about the cosmic gods and to rally them into fighting the threat. The skein is our best hope against them and only the covens can wield it.”
“I asked if I could go with, but Varuna said she’d asked to see you alone?”
“Yeah. Elora and I... we have history.”
“Elora?”
“Yeah. That’s her name.”
“Well as long it’s not the I’ll-get-you-alone-and-try-and-kill-you kind of history.” She paused. “It isn’t that kind of history, is it?”
“No. She knows who my real parents are and might know who bound my powers.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So much has happened.”
“I’m beginning to realize.” She reached for my hand. “I’m sorry I was gone so long.”
Had I felt abandoned when she’d left? Yes. But her departure had forced me to live my own life and truly find my own path. “You’re back now, and that’s all that matters.”
The door opened again and Melody entered. Her eyes widened at the sight of Malina and then she went in for a hug.
“How far along?” Melody asked.
“Four months,” Malina said.
“Garuda and the kids?”
“Good. Although I’m thinking it may be wise to get them all back to Nagalok until this blows over.”
“You should go too.”
“What?” Malina gave her an incredulous look. “Being pregnant does not make me useless. I’m staying. There must be something I can do to help. I’m going to speak to Varuna again. If the witches aren’t able to give us any useful information, we’re going to need a plan B.”
“Okay, I’m going to drive Carmella to the Mayfair mansion. We can liaise back here in a couple of hours.”
With a final glance at Aaron, we made our way out of the exit. We’d saved a bunch of people tonight, but not nearly enough to disable Malachi’s plan. Yule had said that Malachi drew power from his connection to all the humans and, yeah, we may have shaved off some of that power, but I doubted it was enough to give him pause. Plus, he had the beta team to add to his ranks now. He still had his army of Yaksha and an alliance with the djinn, if the witches couldn’t give us the aid we needed then we were truly fucked. We needed to find out what form this purge would take and what Malachi’s weakness truly was.
And we needed the information yesterday.
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Melody dropped me off outside the Mayfair Mansion just as my phone buzzed. It was Honey. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since our attempt at a night out almost a week ago.
“I’ll see you back at Headquarters,” Melody said. The engine revved and she drove off.
I answered the phone on the sixth ring.  “Hey, Hon. How are you?”
“I’m good, but I was worried about you.”
“I’m okay. I should have called when I got back actually. Things have been manic.”
“Yeah. I know. Things are weird in the supe community too. I think Yaksha are going missing.”
“I know. We’re on it. Just sit tight.”
Her tone hardened. “If my people are in danger, then I have a right to know. I want to help.”
“Everyone is in danger, and right now the only thing you can do to help is let me do my job.” My words were sharper than I’d intended. “I didn’t mean to snap.”
She sighed. “I know. You’re under pressure. Just please, don’t shut me out. Don’t shut us out. We may not be IEPEU, but we’re here for you.”
“I know, and I promise as soon as we have a plan of action, I’ll rope you in.”
“Do that.”
I hung up and headed into the imposing building almost careening straight into Drake in the foyer.
“Carmella.” His frown melted. “It’s good to see you.”
“You too. How’s Pen?”
The frown was back. “I don’t know. We’re no longer together.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” And I meant it. Break ups were the worst.
“In fact, I’m out. Just told grandmother I was going independent again. If you need any help, you let me know.”
He looked fresher, lighter, as if the old Drake was back. Or maybe that was just my imagination.
“Thanks. I will.”
“See you around, Carmella.”
“Yeah.”
Probably sooner than he thought. Because once the shit that was about to hit the fan became public knowledge, it would be all hands on deck.
“Miss Hunter?” Henry, the high witches lackey, stood at the top of the steps. “This way please.”
◆◆◆
 
The library again—our usual haunt for tales and revelations. This time the heavy drapes were open to let in the morning sun, reminding me the last time I’d slept was for a catnap in the djinn realm. So much had happened in a day and a night and we were about to go another round. The High Witch stood silhouetted by the sun, her slender frame a shadow.
“Have a seat, Carmella.” The High Witch turned away from the window and joined me by the wing backs.
I slipped into my usual seat. “You know why I’m here, so tell me what you know about the cosmic god, Malachi.”
I expected her to protest, to try and strike a bargain or ask me for something in return. I was more than prepared to shove the fate of the world situation down her throat, but she just sighed, poured herself a drink from a crystal decanter sitting on the table between us, sat back with her tiny crystal glass and began to speak.
“Almost twenty-five years ago there was an incident of people reporting missing time. The covens were called in to investigate by the council. Back then, the IEPEU was just in the beginning stages of setting up. The covens were the go to place for aid in supernatural matters. I was part of a specialized force made up of thirteen witches and a mage. Mages were rare back then, maybe two or three born in every generation, able to harness power, not from the skein, but from the earth itself.”
My friend Loki who’d been recruited into the specialist division of the IEPEU had this ability. But he’d been from a different reality.
“It was a rare ability and highly prized. I was an elder witch, and didn’t realize the reason why the mages were so valued. Didn’t know that the skein had been a gift from a cosmic god, or that magick wasn’t something we were entitled to. In Garnet’s case it ran through his veins.”
“Garnet? As in the vampire who lives in the Underground?”
She smiled. “Yes. But back then he wasn’t a vampire. He was a powerful mage and my lover.”
Well, that explained the weird repertoire between the two of them. “So, you worked a case together?”
“Yes. What we discovered changed all our lives. It led us to an asura named Dhani?
Wait, Vritra has said my father had been called Dhani. “My father was an asura named Dhani.”
“Yes. The answers to the questions you’re burning to ask me are all wrapped up in this tale.” She took a shuddering breath. “Before we could act, however, the High Witch recalled the team and revealed the truth under witch’s oath. The oath is void now since I am the High Witch, so I am able to reveal what was said.”
“And?”
“She told us the truth about our origins, about the deal with the cosmic god for access to the skein, about the thirteen souls we’d sacrificed to obtain the power, and how we had unwittingly allowed the cosmic god a foothold into our world when opening the doorway to his dimension. The cosmic god was taking bodies. Hopping from human to human in his quest to experience life. But in doing so, he was disrupting the lives of the families of the victims and putting the covens’ secret at risk, and now he’d taken the body of a demi-god. If the gods discovered the truth about the witches’ bargain, then there was nothing stopping them from striking a similar bargain with the cosmic god. Maybe even offer something that would strip the covens of power, and give it all to the gods.”
“The coven was worried about losing skein access? They didn’t want to share it with the gods?”
“I know it sounds petty, but the gods’ power was depleted, and the fact that the covens had magick via the skein was the only thing keeping us at a level pegging when it came to power status in the city. If the gods managed to get their claws into it, then they may have forced the covens to work for them, not with them.”
It was always about power and status with these people. Never just about innocent lives. “So, the cosmic god was in my father’s body. Wait, did this happen while Dhani was dating my mum?”
Her expression grew hooded. “He was dating my adopted daughter. Velomina.”
“Your adoptive daughter is my mother?”
“We’ll get to that in a moment.” She picked up her glass and sipped the cherry red liquid inside. “We had to work fast to expel the cosmic god from the asura body and bind him. We couldn’t risk this happening again. It took almost a week to create the chant to do it. All the High Witches and elder witches working together, using the skein against its creator to bind him and shove him in a box for eternity.”
“A box? Like a literal box?”
She shook her head. “More of a box in the fabric of time and space. An anomaly where he would be stuck in the same moment for infinity.”
“Sounds pleasant.”
“Yes, well. We managed to track him down to a small bar on the edge of town, but he sensed us and ran. We gave chase of course, and there was a battle, most of my comrades were either killed or gravely injured. We’d underestimated his power. He’d run simply to draw us to an isolated spot where he could dispatch us easily. His power wasn’t physical. He attacked our minds. My group turned on each other, but Garnet and I resisted the longest. We had him almost bound when he clamped hold of my mind. He made me...he made me strike Garnet down. It was a mortal wound.”
“Oh, God!”
“The horror of what I’d done helped free me, and I finished the binding but Garnet was dying and the cosmic god offered me a deal.”
I could see where this was going. “He offered to save him, didn’t he?”
“Yes. And I took the deal. I agreed to let him go on the condition he never take a host again. He refused. Bargaining, telling me that in this host body he had found happiness. Vowing to remain in that body if we just let him be. But I knew I couldn’t do that. Time was running out for Garnet and so I offered another compromise—I would let him go as long as he never took an unwilling host again. I told him to take the deal or go in the box. It was a bluff, of course. My love for Garnet had me teetering, but the cosmic god was bound, he couldn’t see the truth inside my head. He agreed to give Garnet life and he kept his word, just not in the way I’d expected.”
“He turned him into a vampire.”
“Yes, but not the kind of vampire we know. Garnet is not a dead meat suit possessed by a vampire. He is a mage forced to drink blood to survive. It is the only thing that can sustain him now. It was the cosmic gods final fuck you.”
I flinched at the curse words falling from her cultured lips.
“The first thing Garnet did upon waking was to feed. He fed on the remaining witches, those who were hurt and unconscious. He fed until they were dead, and I was too weak to stop him, and then he left me.”
“He blames you for what he’s become.”
“Yes.”
“I lied to the covens. I told them the threat had been eliminated. That the witches had died in battle and so had Garnet. They chose to believe me. I thought it was over, but then I found out that Velomina was pregnant.”
Wait...no. “You think the cosmic god was inside my father’s body when he got my mother pregnant?”
Her eyes grew dark with pity. “Yes.”
“But she fell in love with the asura, right? Before the cosmic god took residence?”
“We’re not sure how much of an overlap there is. But I suspect when Malachi told me he was happy and had found a body he wished to remain in, he was referring to his relationship with Velomina. Velomina had revealed her pregnancy to him. He knew he was soon to be a father.”
Something about that niggled at the back of my mind—procreation and hosts, and oh, my God. “I’m his perfect host!”
“Yes.” She swallowed. “You are. The covens did their research on the cosmic gods when they were first granted access to the skein. They were concerned as to his motives. But all was silent and so they relaxed thinking he may have simply visited and moved on. When people began losing time, the research was picked up again and we learned that the only way he could remain here indefinitely was to sire a child. If the covens discovered Velomina was pregnant with a baby sired by Malachi they would kill it. They couldn’t risk the cosmic god getting a permanent foothold in our world.”
“But you knew, and you didn’t kill me.”
Her gaze softened. “I couldn’t give up my daughter. Velomina means more to me than anyone, even Garnet. I lied to the coven again. I told them she’d lain with a human. Such liaisons were forbidden at the time. The law was abolished immediately after her hearing and the horrific events of that night.”
“What happened to her?”
“The covens had ruled to take the baby from her. A supernatural abortion. She was taken to the judging chamber, the same one where your power was cut off.”
There was something too familiar about this tale.
“And then they cast the spell to take her child from her womb. To unmake it. Velomina didn’t know I’d cast a counter spell to save the child. I hadn’t told her because I’d needed her fear to be real in order to convince the others that judgment had been carried out, but I’d underestimated her. In her grief and anger, she summoned the void to aid her and was lost to it.”
“I remember this story. Malina told me about it, but it was about a woman called Velocity. It was through her that Malina accessed the void and destroyed it.”
The High Witch watched me steadily, as if waiting for me to go on. No. Not go on, but to make the connection and then I did. “Velocity is Velomina...” Wait, there was more. The woman who’d saved me from the Daayan attack in my flat, she’d seemed really familiar and now I knew why. The familiarity had come from the painting in the Mayfair Mansion and from our meeting five years ago, except back then she’d been a scraggy mess, her face obscured by a nest of hair. “Velocity is my mother?”
“Yes, Carmella.”
“She saved my life.”
“I know. Once the void was gone, she was free and she came back to me, but the others wouldn’t accept her. She was broken, and to help her heal I told her about you, but we agreed that she would keep a distance. Allow you to live your life and hopefully keep you off the cosmic god’s radar in the event he was observing. She was obviously keeping tabs on you.”
“It was you. You bound my power to protect me.”
Her shoulders sagged. “Yes. I bound your power, and I gave you to Caroline, the woman who raised you. She’d given birth the same night that Velocity was judged, except her baby died that same night. Caroline never knew. We substituted you for her daughter.”
I was the cuckoo in the nest. “She found out when I was thirteen.”
“Yes, and I told her the truth under witches’ oath.”
“She hated me after that.”
“No. Not hate. Fear. She feared you. You were something else. Something she couldn’t understand. A ticking time bomb living in her home.”
My eyes pricked. “No wonder she didn’t want me.”
“I’m sorry, Carmella. I wish I’d taken you in, found a way to raise you myself. But it was too risky.”
“I know.” I got it now. All this time she’d been protecting me, hiding me from Malachi. “If he finds out who I am, will he be able to take me?” I hated the quiver in my voice.
“No. Not without your consent. He is still bound by our deal.”
“Are you sure? He took Banner’s body easily enough.”
“Banner must have given his consent.”
It wasn’t too far a leap for a man who would kill hundreds just to live. Banner must have been dying when Malachi made the offer, which meant that Henna’s death by the dagger or the orb exploding had nothing to do with the cosmic god getting free.
“How do we stop him?”
“We need to bind him. And to do that we need to draw everything we can from the skein.”
“So, what are we waiting for? You know what’s been going on, so why haven’t you started working on the spell?”
“I assume Varuna told you about our recent Daayan problem?”
“Yes. He helped you find them all.”
“Yes, but we didn’t send them back.”
“What? Why?”
“When the cosmic god anchored itself to Banner, it disconnected with the skein and disrupted our bridge to it.”
“The cosmic god was your bridge to the skein?”
“When your race is reliant on something for its continued existence you make a point of learning everything there is to know about its function, and we learned a long time ago that the skein was created by the cosmic god. It’s through him we had access to it. When he claimed thirteen souls as payment and burned through their memories, he infected them with a tiny speck of his cosmic essence. We tried to use that combined essence to preserve our link to the skein.”
“Okay, so you’re using the Daayan in the pearls to what? Power up your connection?”
“Yes. And it was working, until a couple of days ago.”
The look on her face said it all. “You lost the connection.”
“We lost the pearls. They were stolen. But I know who took them and I need you to get them back.”
Without the pearls we had no skein and without the skein we had no magick to create the binding spell. “Who has them?”
“Garnet. And he’s not going to give them up without a fight.”
“I don’t understand why he’d want the pearls.”
“Because he hates the skein and everything it stands for. He believes it to be unnatural. As a mage, he always wished he could be part of the collective that was the coven, to experience the wonder of the skein, but then he discovered the truth, and, shortly afterward, he almost died and was turned into a blood drinking monster. He believes we’d be better off without the skein. That it brings only pain.”
“But how do you know he has the pearls? How do you know for sure?”
She reached into the pocket of her trousers and pulled out a silver ring. “He left this on my pillow. It was my engagement ring. We were due to be married. We picked it out together, but before we could make things official...well, you know the story. He never had the chance to give it to me.”
“And now he has.”
“Yes. The pearls are missing. The ring is here. I know he has them.”
“Do you know what I’ll be walking into?”
Her gaze clouded. “No. I’ve tried to keep tabs on him, but about eighteen months ago I lost track of him for a while, and then he resurfaced. Rumors about the Underground operation began to spread. Vamps began gravitating to the spots and a disorganized blood trade became organized. Garnet was at the helm. I like to believe he was attempting to save lives by implementing some order. But maybe that’s just me trying to convince myself he’s still the man I loved. I don’t know him anymore, but I refuse to believe that he’d hurt anyone while in control of his hunger. He’s angry and living his life the best way he can without losing himself completely. I’d go with you, but I’m needed here. The skein is unraveling and, as we speak, elder and High Witches are taking it in turns to chant with intent. We are holding on to our magick by the skin of our teeth. If the pearls aren’t returned to us soon, then I am afraid the skein will be lost to us, and with it any hope of defeating the cosmic god.”
“I’ll get them back.” I stood and strode to the door. “Just make sure you’re ready to begin casting the binding spell for Malachi.”
“I know I don’t need to impress the fact that this is a time sensitive issue?”
“No. You don’t.”
“Do what you must. Use whatever information you must. I doubt he’s aware of the threat we face, or that it is the same threat that made him what he is today. If he’d known...”
“I’ll get them back.” I opened the door and paused as a thought occurred to me. “What would you have done if I hadn’t come to you?”
“Then I would have been forced to find you.” She slipped off her chair and turned to face me. “The time for secrets and standing on ceremony has passed. If we are to prevail against this threat, then all barriers must be lowered and we must work together as equals.”
She was stepping off her pedestal and damn that was almost as scary as Malachi.
◆◆◆
 
I exited the aerial tram and made my way back to my flat. I needed Mira, Honey, Victor and Urvashi. I needed my gang. This wasn’t an IEPEU mission. If Elora had wanted them involved, she would have said so. She wanted this done discretely and quickly. She knew Garnet had met me, and he’d know she’d sent me. The association was there. But no matter how confidant the High Witch was that Garnet wouldn’t hurt me, I wasn’t dumb enough to walk into the Underground filled with hungry vamps on my own. I needed back up. A rakshasa, a yaksha, an apsara and a hinn were a pretty good team. My asura power would do the rest if we got into a pickle.
My dragon opened one eye and snorted as if to say, damn straight. Vritra came to mind, but I discarded the thought almost immediately. He’d made his position clear when it came to the messy pull and push between us. He was out. It wasn’t fair to pull him back in just because I needed...no, it wasn’t need. I didn’t need him. Never needed him, but most of the time I just wanted him. Like right now. Just his solid reassuring presence and his, Miss Hunter, you punch like a girl, line, Or something. Gah.
My phone rang, and as if my prayers had been answered Vritra’s name appeared on the caller ID.
I answered quickly. “Hello?”
“Good. You’re alive.” His tone was brusque.
“Yes.”
“I’ve requested a meeting with Varuna and the heads of IEPEU. There’s something big going on and it’s about time the asura got involved.”
There was no arguing with that. Malina said we needed a plan B. Maybe the Asura could be a part of that.
“That’s a good idea.” I wanted him to say more. To tell me he’d made a mistake and that he wasn’t walking away from me. I wanted to tell him that I got it now, that the tug I felt for him had always been more than physical, more than the dragon inside. But I didn’t deserve him.
He was silent for a long beat. “Be safe, Miss Hunter. Let us know if there’s any way we can assist you.”
He hung up.
He’d said let us know, not let me know. Why did that hurt?
Sod it. I had a vampire mage to see about a bunch of pearls.
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“I can’t believe you would have gone without me?” Urvashi said for the third time as we took the dead escalators down into the belly of the Underground and Garnet’s domain. The stench of piss and other unsavory things tickled my nostrils, forcing me to breathe through my mouth to avoid the yuck.
I rolled my eyes. “You weren’t answering your phone.”
“I answered as soon as I was able to.” There was a definite pout to her tone.
I squeezed her hand. “I’m not mad at you, babe. You are allowed to have a life, you know.”
“But I almost missed a ruckus just for a shag.”
Honey snorted. “You seriously need to get your priorities straight.”
But for someone who probably had sex on tap, it wasn’t such a big deal. The opportunity to get down and kick some arse was another ball game entirely.
If I hadn’t gotten to your flat on time...” Urvashi trailed off, blowing out a breath as if dispensing of the argument all together.
We hit the bottom of the escalator, our boots clicking against the tiles as we strode toward the tunnel. This was where Aaron and I had first set eyes on Garnet, and where the mage-vampire had killed four of his own minions for taking advantage of a desperate human family. Urvashi faltered in the mouth of the tunnel and looked longingly back the way we’d come. The lights flickered eerily. The whole scene was straight out of a bad horror flick.
“Maybe we should try Victor again?” Urvashi suggested.
“He’s not in town,” Honey said. “Trust me. He’s not back till next week.”
“And he didn’t tell you where he was going?”
“I told you. He texted me to say he was going to be out of town. That’s it.”
Mira was AWOL, too, and she hadn’t answered the phone I’d bought her. Worry was a worm wriggling in the pit of my stomach. Had she changed her mind and gone back to the djinn realm after all? Could I blame her for wanting her old life back? Damn it, I hated that the thought opened up an empty pit inside me.
Now would be the perfect time to give the girls an out. To tell them they didn’t need to come with me. But it would be a waste of time, because they’d know it was a lie—if I hadn’t needed them, I wouldn’t have called them. 
Honey led the way. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. The sooner we get these pearls, the sooner we can get rid of the fucker trying to remake our world.”
Our footfalls reverberated inside the tiled tunnel as we strode deeper into the Underground. The tunnel spat us out onto a network of platforms shrouded in darkness.
“Where to now?” Urvashi asked.
I walked over to a nearby bench and sat down. “It doesn’t matter. They’ll find us.”
“The vamps?” Urvashi shuddered and parked her butt next to me.
“Yep. Garnet’s minions.”
Honey remained standing, scanning the darkness with her preternatural senses. We didn’t have to wait long. The bloodsucker sniffed us out pretty quick and didn’t even try to sneak up on us. They arrived with whoops and hollers.
I stood and faced them as they leapt up out of the tracks to land before us, blood shot eyes and smudged pale faces in the gloom.
“Fresh. Too fresh for a trade.” The tallest one in the group of five said. His long black trench was too small, leaving his bony wrists bare.
“Did you actually come to use the train?” the vamp to his left asked us.
I stepped forward. “We came to see Garnet.”
The tall vamp’s brows shot up. He looked to his companions as if to check if they’d heard the incredulous thing the crazy female had just asked. Then they all burst out laughing.
This was way too much like a cheesy scene from a movie, and there was no time for it.
My dragon surged out of her box, and I sent a blast of power outward, knocking them off their feet and back onto the tracks.
Laughter turned into yells and exclamations.
“Fucking broke my arm, bitch!” The tall guy crawled back onto the platform, his arm dangling at an odd angle. “You’re gonna pay with your blood to heal this now.” He lunged at me and Honey batted him away. The motion appeared easy and relaxed, but the impact sent the vamp flying across the platform. He hit the ground and skidded for a few feet before coming to a halt.
I crossed my arms under my breasts. “We can do this all day, or you can save us all some time and take me to Garnet. Now.”
The other vamps exchanged glances, looked toward the unconscious form of what I assumed was their leader, then back to us.
The blond one nodded and something sly and calculating slid across his face. It was gone too quick, leaving me wondering if I’d imagined it.
“Sure,” he said. “Follow us.” He jerked his head toward his leader’s body, and one of the other vamps ran over and hauled the dead weight over his shoulder. Then we were off—down the tracks and into the pitch black tunnels. Were it not for slightly better than normal sight and Urvashi and Honey to watch out for me, I would have probably fallen on my face. The vamps moved with ease, even carrying their knocked-out comrade. Up onto a ledge and through a metal door we went, and then down a crimson lit corridor. They said the Underground was a place filled with hidden tunnels and spaces, but this was the first time I’d experienced it firsthand as we slipped through an arch, and into what I can only describe as an underground city—an honest to God, tall buildings, and inky night, city. There was even a fresh breeze touching my face and people going about their business.
I grabbed the nearest vamp’s arm. “What the heck is this place?”
He grinned, showcasing yellowing teeth and receding gums. “This is Sanguina, and down here we’re the ones with the power.” His fist flew at me and my dragon was awake and punching him back. My power collided with his hand and we both stumbled back, eyes wide with shock.
Damn he was strong.
“Wow,” he said. “Let’s try that again, shall we?”
The tall guy was awake, his eyes glowing with vengeance. “You fucking bitch.”
Oh, dear.
They attacked in force and we countered. Honey’s snarl of rage ripped through the air and then we were fighting, claw to fang, fist to fist. Urvashi was a whirlwind to my right, slipping and sliding over the vamp she was taking on until she was on his back with him in a headlock. The tall guy was all mine though, or maybe it was the other way round? The look in his eye was far from intimate though. It was all about the hurting for him, and, man, when had he grown all the extra muscle? The coat was uber tight on him now, looking more like a leather shirt than a coat.
I punched him in the gut, and then swiped at his head with my talons. He leapt back so my claws missed him by a hairbreadth. The dragon growled, wanting to come out and play, but we were supposed to be here to peacefully retrieve the pearls, not throw down with the locals.
I ducked and jabbed him in the crotch. The fucker didn’t even flinch. Dead penis no doubt.
“Stop!”
A man was striding toward us. His long silver hair flowing behind him. Not human, not vamp my dragon supplied. He was slender and delicate, but his eyes flashed like tempered steel.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.
The tall guy opened and closed his mouth a couple of times.
“Well? Have you lost the power of speech?”
“We were fighting,” Honey said calmly. She placed a hand on her hip. “These dickheads have a problem with us speaking to Garnet.”
He looked us over. “I’m Elorian. We do not tolerate violence in our city. And it seems that your presence brings violence. Maybe you should leave.”
I locked gazes with Elorian. “Not without speaking to Garnet. Look, we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important.”
“You wouldn’t be here if these morons hadn’t brought you here. This city is hidden for a reason.” He sighed in exasperation. “Very well. Oscar take them to Garnet please.”
Oscar found his voice. “What? No.”
Elorian arched a silver brow. “Excuse me?”
Oscar snapped his mouth closed and the other vamps murmured.
Elorian turned his attention back to us. “Oscar will take you to see Garnet. And, please, no more violence.” He looked up at the night sky, as if expecting to see something unusual and then he turned and walked off into the night, his heels clicking against the pavement.
Oscar looked me up and down. “I hope Garnet gives you to me once he’s done with you.” He adjusted his crotch.
Honey snorted. “Puhlease. You couldn’t get that thing up with a blood injection. You’re fucking dead remember?”
He cackled. “Not here. Not in Sanguina. Down here the dead have power.”
Maybe he was telling the truth. Vamps were strong, yes, but down here there was a delicate flush to his previously pasty complexion. And the others behind him looked different too. The yellow cast to their skin was gone. They looked like they’d just fed a moment ago. These were dead bodies reanimated by the entity inside them and no amount of exertion would give them the healthy flush of life, not when the body was essentially a corpse.
“Come on,” the vamp said. “The sooner we get this audience over with, the sooner he can throw you out on your arse and we can have you.”
We passed what looked like a Newsagents, a bar, a block of flats and crossed a paved road toward a skyscraper of a building made of glittering ebony glass. Someone let out a screech and I turned to see a young woman in the arms of a man. No. Not a man, a vamp. He was sucking hard on her neck. I took a step toward the couple, but Honey blocked me with an arm. The man pulled back, stared into the woman’s eyes and then kissed her deeply. And no, she didn’t look like she was protesting.
“What the heck is this?”
“What? You never seen an interspecies couple before?”
“Vamps and humans? No.”
He shrugged and strode off into the gleaming building. “Yeah, well shit is different in Sanguina.”
Urvashi leaned in as we walked through the impressive entrance all chrome and glass. “We’re not in London anymore.”
“No kidding.”
“I mean this place is somewhere else.”
“Like a different reality?”
“I don’t know. It’s something though.”
Maybe an overlap of some kind? But then how long had it been here? But we were being led to a lift and there was no way I was getting into a confined space with five bloodsuckers who looked like their dead bodies had been given an injection of life. I ground to a halt.
“What?” the vamp said. “You want to see Garnet. You get in the lift.”
“We’ll get in the lift. You guys can stay here.” I cocked my head.
He smiled. “And what the hell are you gonna do if we don’t?”
My skin prickled, my fingertips burned and a red haze fell over my vision. The vamp gasped and stumbled back as my dragon looked out at him from my eyes.
“Stay here.” My voice was two octaves deeper than usual. “Stay or I’ll forget what your friend Elorian said and tear you apart.”
Urvashi made a choking sound, but Honey was unperturbed.
She strode into the lift first, and Urvashi went next. Baring my teeth at the vamp, I joined my girls.
“Which floor?”
The vamp’s shoulders sagged. “Twenty.”
Honey jabbed the button and the lift closed on the vamps. The dragon receded and the world was no longer crimson. Tinkling music began to play.
“Well, this is all very civilized,” Urvashi said.
“Until he refuses to give us what we want,” Honey said.
The doors opened onto a cream colored carpet, an unfortunate design choice for a bloodsucker.
A slender woman rose from behind a desk. “May I help you?”
She was fresh and youthful and—
“Human,” Honey said. Her lip curled in derision. “You feed the suckers?” she asked the woman.
Before the woman could reply, the double doors she was guarding swung open, and Garnet appeared, his face a chiseled mask of assessment.
I gave him a finger wave. “Hello again.”
“Tell her she can’t have them back.”
“I don’t think you realize what you’ve done.”
He turned away and ambled into the room beyond the imposing doors. The receptionist retook her post behind her desk. I guess that was our cue to follow him. The room beyond was ebony glass and chrome. The seats were black leather. The floor was black tile. It was like stepping into the night. Garnet stood at a mini bar with his back to us.
“Have a seat,” he said.
Honey walked over to the door and planted herself there, feet shoulder width apart. Urvashi took a seat, and I joined her.
Garnet padded over, his bare feet leaving warm impressions on the polished tiled floor. He slumped into the seat opposite us and sipped his drink—crimson fluid in a crystal glass.
“I thought she’d come for them herself.”
“She would have, but we’re in the midst of a crisis at the moment.”
“Really? What is it now? Don’t tell me. It’s something to do with the motherfucking skein.”
“Kind of. We need the skein.”
“No. We really don’t. We were fine without it for centuries and we will learn to live without it again.”
He didn’t get it, but it was time to fill him in. “I know you probably spend most of your time in this city of yours but, in the real world, we have big problems. We’re on the verge of being purged by a bunch of cosmic gods intent on turning our world into a poster child for the Stepford fucking wives.”
“His eyes widened.”
“You remember the god don’t you? The cosmic arsehole who turned you into what you are today?”
The glass in his hand shattered. “Where is he?”
“Out of reach. And even if we could get to him, he’s way too powerful to stop without a binding spell. A binding spell which can only be cast using the skein. The skein which can only be accessed using the Daayan trapped in the pearls. You see where this is going?”
The color drained from his face.
Oh, shit. “What have you done?”
He wiped his bleeding hand on his trousers and stood up. “I set them free.”
“Fuck.”
“No. It’s okay,” Urvashi squeezed my knee and looked to Garnet. “We can catch them again, right?”
Garnet shook his head. “No. I destroyed the pearls and sent the Daayan somewhere out of reach. A one-way ticket. There is no way to find them now.”
“Then we’re screwed.”
“No.” His eyes lit up. “There could be a way. I must see Elora. Take me to her.”
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We exited into the mid-afternoon sun. How long had we been in Sanguina? And come to think of it, what was that place?
Garnet strode ahead, his dark wool coat flapping in the icy breeze.
“Hey!” I jogged to catch up. “Where the hell were we just now?”
“Sanguina. My home.”
“Your home? And where exactly is that?”
He gave me a half smile. “Not here and not there.”
What kind of answer was that? “Fine, you don’t want to tell me, I get that. But do you think it’s wise to give vamps so much power? They were different down there.”
“You think you’re the only one with the right to live? Vamps didn’t ask to be what they are. They were victims of the first Shaitan attack over a century ago just like all of us. Our abilities, our genes are a product of that one event. All they want to do is experience life.”
“By taking the lives of others,” Urvashi said.
He stopped and spun to face us. “They don’t take live bodies. They use dead ones and, yes, they drink blood, but only because they must to survive.” His eyes flashed. “They are no worse than the Yaksha or Rakshasa of this world. The only benefit the beasts have is a substitute to their diet of choice.”
He had a point. Yaksha could choose to eat other types of meat, but vamps could only exist on human blood. Animal blood didn’t sustain them. I’d never stopped to think about the limitations of a vamp’s existence.
“They’re still disgusting,” Honey said. “There are humans down there. Your vamps are pretending to be regular people. We saw the couple down there—vampire and human—he was feeding off her and then he kissed her.” Honey shuddered. “That is twisted.”
Garnet’s lip curled. “Why? Are there not other species of animal that exist in a symbiotic relationship?”
“That is not symbiosis. The vampire is getting blood, what is the human getting?”
“A home, love, protection, a high from the bite to name a few,” Garnet said. “In Sanguina, a vampire’s bite is an aphrodisiac.” His gaze traveled to my neck. “But my bite is an aphrodisiac wherever we are.”
My pulse sped up, part fear, part excitement. How was he doing that? Urvashi gripped my arm and gave it a sharp squeeze breaking whatever spell Garnet had been casting.
I cleared my throat. “Let’s just get to the mansion and figure out a way to stop Malachi.”
Garnet’s lips curled in a knowing smile. “Lead the way.”
◆◆◆
 
Elora stared at Garnet wide eyed. Her mouth was slightly parted as if on a sigh and then she gathered her composure and the mask of indifference slipped back into place.
“I hope you came to return what you stole.” She swept down the stairs. Her slender legs were encased in tight fitting slacks and calf high boots, and a fitted wool coat covered her torso. Her hair was pulled back in a braid. She’d been on her way out.
Garnet stood in the center of the foyer. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. I set them free.”
Elora inhaled sharply.
“I didn’t know.” Garnet’s tone was soft and apologetic.
Elora clutched the banister with her leather gloved hand. “In that case we are truly doomed.”
“Not necessarily,” Garnet said. “Is there somewhere we can speak privately?”
Elora nodded. “Follow me.” She headed back up the steps, and I made to follow but Garnet blocked me.
“Not you,” he said. “We will speak to you when we have conferred.”
Urvashi and Honey walked off into the lounge and sat down.
“Nice sofa.” Urvashi caressed the soft fabric. “I need one of these.”
I joined them, taking a seat on the opposite sofa. The fabric felt like moleskin.
“What do you think they’re talking about?” Urvashi inquired.
“Who says they’re talking?” Honey smirked.
“You noticed that too?” Urvashi giggled. “What is their story?” she asked me.
It wasn’t mine to tell. “They used to be together.”
Honey sat back. “That’s all we’re gonna get isn’t it?”
“Yep.”
“Well,” Urvashi said. “At least I know you can keep a secret. All my naughty stories.” Her face lit up mischievously. “Which reminds me, I still have to fill you in on my latest rendezvous with the pandav.”
“Is that were you were when I called earlier?”
Her smile was decidedly wicked. “Oh, yeah. And I came over as soon as I’d finished coming.” She winked.
Honey shook her head. “I really need to get laid.”
Urvashi shifted in her seat to give Honey an incredulous look. “You? What about Victor?”
Honey’s face flushed. “What about him?”
“You mean to tell me you two haven’t fucked yet?”
Was it possible for Honey to get any redder?
“Miss Hunter?” Henry appeared in the doorway. “The High Witch would like you to join her in the library.”
I stood, shrugged off my coat and dropped it over the back of the sofa. The library got pretty warm.
“You guys gonna wait?”
“Course,” Honey said.
Urvashi nodded in agreement.
Yeah. I’d gotten lucky in the friends department. Malina, Aaron, and now these guys. Banner’s face flashed through my mind, but I blinked it away. He was gone. In fact, the man I’d cared about had never existed. He’d been fabricated by a disturbed dying elder witch.
“Lead the way, Henry, even though I know exactly where I’m going.”
Henry dropped me off outside the library and then slipped away down the corridor. The door was slightly ajar, and I entered to find Garnet stood by the window, admiring the ice blue sky, not a cloud in sight. Elora was in her usual seat, a glass decanter on the table and two glasses of amber fluid good to go.
“Please take a seat, Miss Hunter,” she said.
“If you don’t mind, I’d rather stand. We’re kinda on a clock here, so if we have a solution to our Malachi problem, now’s the time to tell me.”
Elora raised her gaze to lock with mine. “Yes. We have a solution.”
“Great. So what is it?”
“The solution is you.”
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“Me?” The solution was me? “What the heck are you on about?”
“You’re Velomina’s child,” Garnet said. “I should have guessed. You have her eyes.”
“Okay, what has that got to do with anything?” I looked from Elora to Garnet.
Elora set her glass down. “This is a bad idea.”
“It’s the only idea we have.” Garnet said.
Elora stood, her body vibrating with anger. “It wouldn’t be if you hadn’t stolen the damned pearls.”
They faced off against each other, the whole room between them and yet it felt as if there was no distance at all.
“Fuck’s sake. Tell me how I fit into this?”
Elora sighed heavily. “You’re Malachi’s daughter.”
“No. I’m Dhani’s daughter. Malachi just happened to be possessing his body at the time of my conception.”
“Nevertheless,” Garnet said. “You are his perfect vessel, which means you are primed for harboring cosmic energy.”
“So?”
“The skein was created by Malachi,” the High Witch said. “It was made from threads of his cosmic energy. The witches were granted access and gifted with the ability of manipulating it, but Malachi was the anchor, the bridge between us and it.”
“And now he’s disconnected himself from it and from the witches,” Garnet explained.
“And you,” Elora added. “We believe your unique make up may allow you to act as an anchor to the skein.”
An anchor. “What exactly would that entail?”
Elora shook her head. “No. I can’t do this. We need to find another way.”
But Garnet ignored her. “We use earth magick to anchor you to the skein. You already have a connection due to your witch heritage and you’re primed to harbor cosmic energy.  The covens will access the skein through you.”
Okay, so far it didn’t sound too bad, so why was Elora looking so pale? “And how do the other witches access the skein through me.”
“Every skein thread is a channel. Each channel would be running through you.”
“Will it hurt?”
“No.”
“Then what’s the catch?”
Elora replied. “The catch is that you are not a cosmic god, and that amount of power coursing through you will eventually burn you out. It will kill you. The ceremony to anchor you could kill you. We just don’t know.”
“She’s strong. An asura,” Garnet said. “She will survive. We’ll work quickly to create the binding spell and take out Malachi. Once he’s bound, we can use earth magick to trap him in the box. Elora still has it, and I have the power to force him into it.”
“Then what? You un-anchor me?”
“Yes,” Garnet said.
“We can find another way to access the skein once we’ve dealt with Malachi,” Elora added.
Garnet snorted. “You still won’t let it go will you?”
“If we let it go completely every spell ever cast will be undone. Everything!”
He exhaled and closed his eyes. “I know.”
Wait, what was going on here?”
“You want to die that badly?” Elora’s tone was hushed.
“I should have died a long time ago,” he said.
Of course, his revival must be connected to the power of the skein. Malachi owned the skein. He must have used it to somehow turn Garnet into what he was today.
Elora licked her lips and composed herself. “There is no guarantee we’ll be able to reverse Garnet’s spell.”
“But you’re sure you can anchor me.”
“Yes,” Garnet said.
“There is one more thing,” Elora said.
Garnet exhaled through his nose. “Elora, I thought we agreed...”
“No.” Elora pressed her lips together. “I lost Velomina because I wasn’t honest with her. I kept a secret because I believed it would be in her best interest and she lost faith in me. She allowed the void to claim her. I won’t make the same mistake again.”
I blew out a breath. “Tell me.”
“Once you’re anchored to the skein, it’s highly likely that Malachi will find you. You are his perfect vessel after all.”
“But he can’t do anything, right? Not without my consent.”
Garnet spoke. “We’re not sure. He was bound not to enter our world without taking a willing host, but he is already in our world now, so the oath may not apply anymore.”
My stomach quivered. If I did this I could be signing my own death warrant, and if I didn’t, then I’d be signing everyone else’s. There really was no choice.
“When can we get started?”
◆◆◆
 
“This is crazy,” Honey said.
“It’s way too risky,” Urvashi added.
Yes, and yes to both. But my conversation with Melody had forced me to shelve all doubts. “I have a go ahead from the IEPEU.” I tucked my phone back into my pocket.
“Well, of course you do,” Honey said. “They’re an organization with goodness knows how many operatives, one less isn’t gonna affect them. I know you want to save the world and that’s noble and all, but what if something goes wrong, not just with the anchor spell, but afterwards? What if it burns you out too quick? Or the witches fail in creating the binding spell, or Garnet fails to un-anchor you?”
“Then you die,” Urvashi said. “And I am not good with that.”
“And if I do nothing we all die.”
“We will find another way,” Honey said.
“Maybe. But there is no time.”
“You don’t know that,” Urvashi said. “The IEPEU mission must have weakened Malachi enough to slow him down. Who knows when this purge is coming?”
But that wasn’t strictly true. “Two weeks.”
“How do you know that?”
“I just spoke to Melody. The surgery to insert the blocker into Aaron’s cortex was a success. He just woke up.”
Urvashi’s face drained of color. “He knows, doesn’t he? He knows what’s coming and when.”
“Yeah. The Purge is something we could never have anticipated and it’s coming in less than two weeks, the day of the eclipse.”
Honey began to pace. “Two weeks. Yeah we can find...something.”
I smiled. Her concern, her determination would have given me the warm fuzzies if my body wasn’t already filled with ice at the thought of what I’d agreed to do.
“There isn’t enough time,” Urvashi said softly.
“No, there isn’t.” I cleared my throat. “Garnet and Elora are preparing for the anchor ceremony. They’ll be ready in a couple of hours. Once they’ve anchored me, they can work on the binding spell.”
“And how long does that take?”
“A couple of days, maybe three.” I slipped into my coat. “I need some air.”
“You want some company?” Urvashi asked.
“Nah, I’m cool.” I left them in the lounge and headed out the front and around the side of the house. The air was chill and sweet, and the green grass of the neatly mown mansion lawn was crisp beneath my boots. The urge to ring Vritra was so strong I had to curl my hands in to fists not to reach for my phone.
He wasn’t my lover. I wasn’t even sure we were friends. What we had was a convoluted connection of dragon and power. Right now my dragon was silent, as if pondering what we were about to do?
“You know this is the right thing to do don’t you?”
My dragon sighed.
Yeah. At least we were on the same page. A shadow cut across the periphery of my vision. I turned my head and caught the dark flap of a winter coat as it disappeared into the tree-line. Intriguing. What else was there to do until the ceremony?
I followed the figure into the canopied gloom of the forestland behind the mansion.
“Hey! Wait!”
The figure stopped with its back to me. Slender, long dark hair, definitely female.
“Velomina?”
She turned slowly to face me. “Hello, Carmella.”
This was my mother. “You saved my life.”
“Yes.”
Should I feel something? A connection of some kind?
Her smile was weary. “It’s all right, Carmella. I don’t expect anything from you. I’m a stranger to you, I get that. I just...I wanted to see you again.”
The emotion I’d longed to see in my mother’s eyes was shining in Velomina’s. She hadn’t raised me and yet she looked at me as if she knew my every need.
“I know what you’re about to do,” she said.
“And?”
“The mother in me is screaming don’t do it. The mother wants to bundle you up and run as far and fast as I can, to keep you safe. But the witch in me, the woman who’s looked into the void and seen the destruction of creation knows better. That woman is proud of you.” Her eyes glittered with moisture. “I may not have raised you, but I’m proud to have given you life.”
A lump formed in my throat. “After this is all over...”
“Yes. After this is all over.” She took a step back. “I should go. Malachi will be searching for me in order to get to you. We can’t be seen together.”
“Wait. But once I’m anchored it won’t matter. He’ll be able to find me.”
“Maybe, maybe not, but my being here will just increase the odds.”
Neither of us mentioned that the ceremony itself could very well kill me.
“When it’s over...” Velomina aka Velocity vanished into the trees.
I turned and headed back to the mansion. The sooner we got this over with, the sooner I could get my life back.
◆◆◆
 
A sleek black car was parked outside the mansion and a booming voice drifted out of the mansion’s entrance.
“—even give a damn about her life?”
Vritra? What was he doing here?
I hurried into the foyer to find him facing off with Garnet and Elora. Honey shot me a sheepish look.
So, that’s how he’d found out. His back stiffened as he sensed my presence, and then he turned to me, his face a mask of fury.
“Are you insane?” he asked.
He’d come and he was furious and, yeah, it was petty, but there was no denying the tiny thrill that shot through me, because it meant despite what he’d said, he still cared for me.
“It’s our only option.”
And from the flicker in his eyes he knew it too.
He cupped my shoulders with his huge warm hands, his aura soothing mine. “Carmella. You could die.”
I looked up into his beautiful primal face, my heart lurching with the beginnings of an understanding there was no time to examine now.
“One life to save the many. I have to try, Vritra.” Giving in to impulse, I reached up and laid a hand on his cheek. “I don’t plan on dying, believe me. I have too much to live for.”
His ember eyes flared with comprehension for the words unsaid. There would be time after all this was done. There had to be.
His powerful shoulders rose and fell in a sigh of resignation. He gripped my chin. “Do not die, Miss Hunter.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, recalling the first time he’d said that to me. We’d barely known each other then, but he’d saved my life in this very mansion when we’d been chased by bloodthirsty Daayan. He’d ordered me not to die then, and I’d fought like a demon to survive.
I would fight now.
“Yes, sir.” I offered him a mock salute.
“Are we ready?” Garnet asked. His tone strained.
“Yes. Let’s do this.”
◆◆◆
 
The gang refused to leave my side and when we stepped into the ceremony chamber I was kind of grateful to have them with me. The room was filled with robed witches. Probably the whole of the Mayfair coven and most of the Piccadilly. They were here to re-establish a connection to the skein through me.
“Do we need all these witches to do the binding spell?” Honey asked.
“Yes,” Garnet said. “More would be preferable, but this is all we could get at such short notice. The spell to bind Malachi is intense and extremely powerful.”
The spotlight in the center of the room was a lonely place. Vritra, Honey and Urvashi stood on the outskirts. Vritra’s jaw was tense, his hands fisted at his sides as if battling to remain motionless.
With a final nod I turned to Garnet.
He ushered me forward into a circle surrounded by pretty symbols. I’d seen Loki do something similar a long time ago. In fact, I’d helped him paint the symbols that had sent Malina and Garuda back in time to another reality. And now, here I was, in the circle, waiting to be turned into a supernatural anchor.
Garnet finished, stepped back, took a deep breath and began to chant. Something was going to happen any moment—
Wow, where had all the light come from? Wait, where was I? There was nothing beneath my feet, just golden light and sparkles, but I was moving. Yes. Floating toward a fizzling bubbling energy source and then there it was, emerging from the golden light like an Olympus torch.
The skein pulsed and swirled, so many strands of energy knit together in what looked, for all intents and purposes, like a ball of yarn. I needed to touch it, own it, claim it. So close, just another inch toward the blinding beckoning radiance. Contact, fire and ice, and damn that felt good. It trickled into me. Testing at first, exploring, and then it began to flow. This was power, like a never ending flood coursing through me. It was mine. All mine. So bright, so pure and untainted, but wait, what was this...usurpers pricking at my skin, desperate to burst forth and connect to it.
No.
Mine.
It was mine.
I pushed back, swatting the intruders away.
“No. Carmella,” Elora’s voice soothed.  “You must let us through. Don’t fight it.”
But I didn’t want to let them through. This power was mine—meant for me, to fill and complete me.
“Carmella! Remember what the goal is.”
The goal was power...No, not power. The goal was Malachi. The binding. Yes. I eased back, retracting my claws and they shot out of me—threads of silver and blue twining with the skein and becoming one while I hung suspended in between.
“Good girl.”
They kept coming, more and more, too many. The needles turned to knives. My body convulsed, and something wet and warm spurted from my mouth.
“What’s happening?” Urvashi cried.
“Stop it, stop it now!” Honey’s voice cried.
No, they couldn’t stop. We were almost done. I could do this. My dragon rose out of its box and flooded my body with warmth. My skin prickled with my asura power. The witches continued to connect, to use me as a bridge to the source of all our power. And then it was over.
I remained floating in an abyss of light and power.
“Carmella, open your eyes,” Elora said.
The real world came into focus, faces looking down on me—sharp and bright and ethereal. The world was so much clearer now.
“Is it done?” Honey asked.
“Yes,” Garnet said. “We have the skein. We have an anchor.”
Vritra’s arms were around me, his body against mine. “You got what you want now get the fuck on with the damn spell. You have 48 hours and if she starts to show signs that this is hurting her then you have less.”
So much power, so why couldn’t I move? He strode out of the chamber with me.
My mind was whirring with activity—the imprint of the skein still bright in my mind’s eye and its essence pulsing in time with my heartbeat. There was so much still left to do. Aaron... I needed to see him, speak to him. He had information that could help us stop Malachi. Malina and Varuna would surely have a plan B by now. We needed to knock heads on that, get on the same page. We needed to be ready because the djinn were now our enemy and Malachi’s allies. The purge, whatever it was, was only the tip of the iceberg, and where the heck was Mira? My head swam with a to do list that just seemed to grow the more I dwelled on it. We emerged to a setting sun—a dying sky of red and gold.
I pressed my cheek against Vritra’s chest and inhaled his cinnamon scent. “Where are we going?”
“Home. We’re going home.”
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Unleashing Magick
The meeting room was silent as we waited on Varuna. Melody sat opposite me, her face a pale smudge beneath her red hair. Xavier and Nolan, two department heads, sat at the top end of the table, their expressions grim. Malina slipped her hand into mine, and I couldn’t help but glance at the empty seat to my right—the seat Mira would have claimed if she’d been here.
But she was gone.
I hated to admit it, but it was looking more and more as if she’d decided to take Paimon up on his offer of returning home after all. I swallowed the lump in my throat. Her rejection hurt, but I couldn’t blame her. He was all she’d really ever known, and honestly, she owed our world nothing.
The large clock on the wall ticked, marking the passage of time. Time we were running short of. The eclipse was in four days. Four days for the coven to get the binding spell ready to stick Malachi in a box. Four days for us to come up with a plan to lure him out, and four days to figure out exactly how he intended to purge our world.
Vritra was supposed to be here, but he was running late. I needed him by my side. The last couple of days, his presence had been the only thing that had kept me sane—stopped me from dwelling on the fact that I was acting as a passage for a bunch of witches whose connections to the skein flowed through me. When Garret had bound me to the witches, turning me into the anchor to the skein, he’d warned me of the possible effects, but I hadn’t expected to feel them so soon, or so keenly. I was tired, like all the time, and the needing was coming back.
The inhibitor chip that Patrick had created for me was losing its effectiveness or malfunctioning. He’d told me it was a short term solution, but I’d expected it to last at least a few months. Being the anchor must somehow be disrupting it, and I was now on a clock before the devastating effects of the needing claimed me.
The needing was stronger when Vritra was around but it was a steady beat in my pulse rather than a clawing inferno intent on violence. So, in a way he was helping me keep it in check.
“How much longer are we going to have to wait?” Melody asked.
Xander, one of the head honcho’s, sighed. “Not much longer I hope.”
The tightness around his mouth smacked of agitation. Where the heck was Varuna? The door opened and Vritra slipped in. He inclined his dark head toward Xavier and then took the seat to my left. His dragon pressed against mine and I caught a flash of annoyance.
I leaned in toward him. “Is everything okay?”
“It’s fine. I got held up with asura business.” He offered me a quick smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.
Something was up, and once we dealt with this meeting, I’d weasel it out of him.
Varuna entered a moment later. His usually relaxed gait was brusque. “Sorry for the delay.” He took a seat. “It’s not good news, I’m afraid. Our plan B has been shot down.”
Xavier and Nolan exhaled in unison and then they broke into a low murmur.
Melody and I locked gazes. What the heck had plan B been? I opened my mouth to ask but Melody beat me to it.
“Well? Do we get to know what your plan B was?” she asked, not bothering to hide her irritation.
Varuna’s eyes narrowed in contemplation. Was he seriously going to hold out on us?
I sat forward. “Oh, come on. For all you know, our world could get wiped out in a few days. Everyone in this room has top level clearance, so spill it.”
Varuna sighed. “Fine, but this is for your ears only. Vritra, this must not go back to the asura. Do I have your word?”
Vritra inclined his head. “You have it.”
“A few years ago, we discovered several overlaps between our dimension and other realities. We set up Division to monitor them, and then we found a wormhole to a place called Gateway.”
“Another dimension?” Vritra asked.
“You could say that, except Gateway is suspended in space. It’s a huge space station which monitors hundreds of wormholes. The Gateway is a library of information about the universes. A record of the rise and fall of hundreds of civilizations.” His eyes lit up. “And we’ve been working with them in a tentative alliance to learn more about existence in general. I’d hoped we could use Gateway to move our people to a safe zone through one of their wormholes, but they refused the request. They can’t afford to draw the cosmic god’s attention, and have shut down the wormhole until we’d sorted out this mess. It’s standard protocol with worlds that could pose a threat to the Gateway.”
A space station manning wormholes? Now that was something else. Did Aaron know about this? Of course, he did. He worked for Division, as did Loki. God, what a secret to have to kept. “Has Aaron been there?”
Varuna blinked at me. “Mr. Black was our top liaison officer.”
“Was?” Malina asked.
He pressed his lips together. “Now that he’s been contaminated, we can’t risk having him work at Division.”
Malina gripped my hand tight. “He’s going to be fine. Because you’re going to see to it that he’s fine.”
Her amber eyes flashed, reminding me of the assassin that lurked under the mum she’d become.
Varuna exhaled through his nose. “Of course, we’ll do everything within our power to free him from Malachi’s hold. But even then, we need to be sure that there are no lingering effects. Gateway won’t allow him entry. Their priority is the sanctity of their data.”
If this Gateway was as connected as he said it was, then I could understand their reservations. Sucked for us, but there had to be another way. So, what now?
“Malina,” Melody asked. “How did it go at Nagalok?”
I glanced across at my friend. “You went back?”
Malina shot me a sheepish look. “You were busy getting anchored. I dropped off the kids and Garuda and asked if we could bring some humans over.”
“And?”
“It’s a no from them too.” She winced. “Same reason as Gateway—they don’t want to attract the attention of the cosmic gods. But the kids are safe there, so I can focus here.”
Her knuckles in her lap were white, and her back was ramrod straight. I’d known her long enough to recognize the signs of anxiety. This was the mum side of Malina, the side that was worried that her kids may never see her again. But the assassin side, the hero who’d saved our world five years ago, was in the driver’s seat, and it would make her stay and kick ass, because that’s who she fundamentally was. But if she seriously thought I’d put her in the line of fire on this case, she was delusional. Being pregnant didn’t make her redundant by any means, but being a mum meant she needed to think about those cutie pies of hers. But now wasn’t the time to bring that up. Malina was a stubborn cow, and she’d dig in her heels hard. If I was going to convince her to get to safety with her children, then I was going to need back up to do it.
I rapped my fingers on the table. “If Gateway or Nagalok won’t help, then we’ll just have to make sure we can stop Malachi before the eclipse. I’ll check in with the coven and find out how they’re getting on with the spell to bind Malachi, and work on a plan to lure him out. Meanwhile, we need manpower against Malachi’s supernatural army, and the djinn.”
“You think the djinn will act against us?” Melody inquired.
“Who knows what they’ll do. They have an alliance with Malachi, and we don’t know the terms of that alliance. Plus, there are members of their council that would love to get their hooks into our world. For all we know, Malachi may have promised them territories in exchange for their aid. We can’t take any chances.”
“She’s right,” Melody said. “We need to assume the worst and be prepared to counteract it.”
“The asura are ready to fight,” Vritra said firmly.
Good. That was good. “I think we’re going to need more. More soldiers in the ground.”
“We have the gods,” Malina said. “When the void attacked, not all the gods were awake, but they are now, right?” She looked to Varuna for confirmation.
Varuna dropped his gaze, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. A prickle of unease skimmed across my scalp. Uh-oh. I didn’t like the look of this.
“Varuna?” Malina pressed. “What aren’t you telling us?”
He puffed out his cheeks and blew out a breath. “The gods are gone.”
Had I heard right? No... Wait...“Sorry, what did you say?”
Varuna licked his lips. I’d met the god several times now, and I’d never seen him thrown. He was always together and on the ball. Right now, he looked like a naughty kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
“Varuna?” Malina snapped.
Varuna’s jaw tensed, and he pushed back his shoulders. “The gods have fought for this world time and time again. This time they chose not to. Many believe that this attack is a sign that it’s time for them to move on to new pastures. Gateway offered them a new home before they shut down access. Many took them up on the offer. The cosmic gods want humanity, they don’t care about the gods of our world. There are plenty of new worlds being born, worlds that could benefit from divine guidance.”
“So they just... abandoned us?” I couldn’t believe this. It was insane.
Beside me Malina choked on a laugh. “Well, fuck you too,” she said. “Fuck you all!”
Varuna held up his hand. “Not all of us. I stayed, didn’t I?”
Anger was a silent wave inside me, sudden and exaggerated. “Yeah? And why did you stay?”
The corner of his mouth turned up. “Because I’ve never been one to run from a
challenge.”
Vritra’s hand slipped onto my thigh, a sign of comfort, or a signal to stand down, I wasn’t sure, but I was grateful for it. I let the rage seep out, and closed my eyes. There had to be another way to get hands on deck, fighters to work alongside the asura. My eyes snapped open as the idea came to me. “You said many of the gods had gone, but what about Yama? What about the god of the underworld? He must have reapers he can lend us? If we can get hold of one of those rogue reapers, maybe we can get a message to Yama himself.”
Malina sat up straighter. Yama had been her almost-lover. She’d known him as a man with no memory of his past, and she’d loved him in her own way. The gods had taken his memories to protect his mind and when it had been returned to him, he’d shut them out of his realm.
Varuna blinked at me. “You want to find the rogue reapers that tried to kill you not too long ago?”
I waved a dismissive hand. “They were only doing their job, and now that Banner is... gone, I doubt they give a shit about killing me. I just need to find a way to contact them.”
Varuna shrugged. “I can’t help you with that. I suppose only someone who has contracted them would have that answer, and the only two people we know who’ve had contact with them are dead.”
“In that case, I’ll have to find a way to get into the underworld.”
Malina squeezed my hand. “Babe, you know the gates of the underworld are closed to the living, right?”
I refused to admit defeat on this one. “Well, there has to be another way to get a message to him. Warn him that he may be getting an influx of souls.”
Melody spoke up. “Do you think the coven can help by using magick?”
It was worth a try. “I’ll speak to the high witch. Meanwhile, we can recruit supernaturals—rakshasa and yaksha. We’ll call a meeting and let them know of what’s going on.”
Varuna frowned. “That’s a good plan, but, once again, we have the problem of how to get the message to them.”
Melody and I locked gazes.
“Nathaniel,” we said together.
Varuna cocked his head. “The Night Owl?” His brow cleared. “Yes, of course. I read the report. He can place a call to action in his online newsletter. Do it.”
It was as if my mind was on a roll because with this tiny win, another idea presented itself, and, suddenly, I knew where to hide our citizens. We could hide them under the city in Garnet’s night realm. Sure, it was filled with vamps, but Garnet was the boss, right? He would be able to guarantee the civilians’ protection.
“Carmella?” Vritra said. “You look like there should be a light bulb above your head.”
I blinked at him, and then grinned at his pun. “Yeah. I think I may have a place we can stash our people.”
“Well?” Varuna raised an inquiring brow. “Are you going to share?”
“I need to get the go-ahead first.”
Melody met my gaze across the table, and the glint in her eyes told me she’d come to the same conclusion. She’d been there with me, after all.
“But as soon as I do, we can get moving, but we need a plan to mobilize the citizens without Malachi finding out.” 
“We have the technician, Kevin, working on that,” Varuna said. “We’re planning on setting up a series of localized broadcasts, instructing one district at a time to convene at a particular location. We tell them it’s for their own safety, that there is a gas leak in the city and they must vacate their homes.”
“And then?”
“From there, we sedate and move them to a secure location.” He locked gazes with me. “The secure location you will hopefully provide.”
The plan was coming together. Now all we needed was a way to speak to Yama, a meeting with the supernaturals of the city, Garnets support to hide the humans, and a way to mobilize the citizens without Malachi detecting that we were up to something.
Yeah, not a tall order at all, right?
Click the image below, and grab your copy now!






What to keep on top of Debbie’s new releases? Click the link below, sign up to be the first to know and get a FREE short story.
SIGN UP TO BE THE FIRST TO KNOW




Other books by Debbie Cassidy

The Gatekeeper Chronicles
Coauthored with Jasmine Walt
Marked by Sin
Hunted by Sin
Claimed by Sin
The Witch Blood Chronicles
(Spin off to the Gatekeeper Chronicles)
Binding Magick
Defying Magic
Embracing Magick
Unleashing Magick
The Fearless Destiny Series
Beyond Everlight
Into Evernight
Under Twilight
The Sleeping Gods Series
Forest of Demons
Desert of Destiny
Novellas
Blood Blade
Grotesque – A Vampire Diary Kindle World book
Books under the pen name Amos Cassidy
The Shadowlands Series
Shadow Reaper
Shadow Eater
Shadow Destiny
The Crimson Series
Crimson Midnight
Crimson Darkness
Crimson Dawn
Crimson Chaos
Standalones
Aurora
Hawthorn
Novellas
Raven’s Call
Scarlett’s Path
A Kiss of Silver
Tainted Snow
Ash Rising




About the Author

Debbie Cassidy lives in England, Bedfordshire, with her three kids and very supportive husband. Coffee and chocolate biscuits are her writing fuels of choice, and she is still working on getting that perfect tower of solitude built in her back garden. Obsessed with building new worlds and reading about them, she spends her spare time daydreaming and conversing with the characters in her head – in a totally non psychotic way of course. She writes High Fantasy, Urban Fantasy and Science Fiction. Debbie also writes dark, diverse Urban Fantasy fiction, under the pen name Amos Cassidy, with her best friend Richard Amos. Connect with Debbie via her website at debbiecassidyauthor.com or twitter @authordcassidy. 
 



cover.jpg
. 4 bl == > ——
. Wee! — e
° = { P9
\ & i\ | - .
- A | 2.1 L
A RSy Al R P
J - e Ste PR
/ Ve B .
s 3 -
o Pt - 4

THE WITCH BE@®OD CHRONICLES

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

DEBBIE CASSIDY





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
DEBBIE CASSIDY





