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    GLOSSARY 
 
    A quick overview of the various Hindu mythology terms and deities that appear in this book. 
 
      
 
    Apsara – Water nymphs who used to grace the god Indra’s court with their beautiful dancing 
 
    Asura – Demi-gods 
 
    Ghandava – Winged male nature spirits. Some have the body of a horse. Renowned for their musical ability, they also graced the court of the gods. 
 
    Indra – Vedic Deity, God of the first heaven. God of lightning, thunderstorms, rain, and river flows. 
 
    Kubera – A sect of supernaturals hell-bent on reopening the gates of the underworld 
 
    Naga – Snake shifters who were once hunted by Garuda for the crime of stealing amrit from the gods 
 
    Rakshasa – Mysterious supernatural beings. 
 
    Shaitan – Demon 
 
    Shukra – A Hindu Sage 
 
    Swarga - Heaven 
 
    Vritra – Serpent dragon asura and CEO of Shaitan Enterprises 
 
    Yaksha – Wolf people born from the union of Shaitan and man 
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 1 
 
      
 
   N ights out sucked. When had that happened? When had I become the comfy pants and slippers woman? Nah, clubbing just didn’t do it for me anymore. The loud music, the flirting, the excessive drinking … no longer fun. Love the getting dressed up bit, but an hour into the night and my slippers would be calling. Heel clicks echoing down the deserted street, I picked up the pace. The last aerial tram would be leaving in fifteen minutes. 
 
    A scream ripped through the air, cut short too soon. I froze, the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention despite the warm humid night. There it was again, desperate and raw from across the street—a pocket of shadow ideal for nefarious activity. Not my problem, so why was I running toward the scream rather than away from it? 
 
    A scuffle, a moan, and a whimper. 
 
    Hell no. I burst into the alley, heels scraping against stone. “Let her go.” 
 
    A woman turned to stare at me, her eyes flashing green in the gloom. Not a vamp, then. Not surprising in the July heat. Those entities possessed the dead, wearing them as meat suits. Heat and dead flesh was not a good combination. Nah, the vamps were probably all tucked up in their air conditioned homes. This beauty was a yaksha. And I should be backing the heck out of here … the beast-people were fast, strong, and flesh hungry, and way too many just didn’t give a shit about the Inter-Entity Pact, which prohibited their feeding on humans. 
 
    Pressed between her and the wall was a slender young man, glasses knocked askew on his frightened face. 
 
    “Help me …” He pleaded. 
 
    Okay, so not a damsel in distress but still. The woman slammed him against the wall, and his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    “Walk away.” Her voice deepened and her face rippled as the beast within pushed to be free. 
 
    Walking away sounded mighty good, but what kind of citizen would I be if I left the weedy man to get eaten? Injecting bravado into my voice I stood taller—using my four inch heels to advantage. “Look. Just drop him and go. We’ll say no more about it.” 
 
    She eyed me up and down. Closing her eyes she inhaled. Her lip curled. “Or what … human?” 
 
    Shit. She could smell my lack of magick. Great. I couldn’t even use my useless witch-blood status as a deterrent, because what good was a witch without magick? 
 
    “Look. You do this, you’ll get caught, and it’ll be The Pit for you.” 
 
    She released the guy, who slumped to the ground, unconscious. “The Pit?” 
 
    She sauntered toward me. Were those tears glistening on her cheeks? 
 
    “You know what,” she said, “ I’d gladly do time for beating the shit outta this lying piece of … shit.” 
 
    Ookay … maybe I’d gotten hold of the wrong end of the stick here. “Is he … your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Not anymore. Found out he was poking my friend. The furry bitch has it coming too.” She sniffed. “I thought he loved me.” 
 
    That weedy, scrawny looking guy slumped on the ground? 
 
    She studied my expression and pouted. “He was sweet to me. Didn’t mind the furry, or the fang. He was … nice.” 
 
    I’d never been good at keeping my thoughts off my face. Yaksha dating a human was just weird … like dating a hamburger, or a steak … or maybe a triple chocolate cake—way too tempting. But we all had some human in us … or at least our blood lines did. Hard to believe at one time there’d been no supernaturals, and our world only existed because a bunch of Shaitan had escaped from the underworld and procreated with humans. Those demons had been locked back up, but the evidence of their little foray into our world was now everywhere. One was standing before me, crying over a human who’d fucked her friend. Man, he had to be dense to cheat on a beast. Shouldn’t have been cheating full stop, but cheating on a yaksha … damn. 
 
     “I’m sorry. I really am. Being cheated on sucks, but you can’t beat him up, you know that, right? I mean you could kill him. Do you really want that?” Please don’t say yes. 
 
    The man on the ground groaned, his eyes fluttering, but it was the big bad yaksha who whimpered. Her hand going up to cover her mouth as silent tears streamed down her cheeks. Right now she wasn’t a monster, she wasn’t part wolf. She was just a woman who’d had her heart broken. 
 
    “Hey, look. How about we get him somewhere safe and then you and I can grab a cup of coffee.” 
 
    She blinked across at me. “Yeah?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah.” 
 
    That had been me a few months ago, sobbing into my open palm, my heart in pieces. 
 
    “I’m Honey,” she said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Carmella.” 
 
    We approached the semi-conscious guy and lifted him off the ground. His head lolled to the side. 
 
    “Danika,” he muttered. 
 
    Honey froze. 
 
    “Who’s Danika?” 
 
    Her lips tightened. “My ex-friend.” 
 
    Well sod this. I dropped the guy. “You like pie?” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Ah, the lunch-time rush. The July heat blasting in my face every time someone opened the damn door, pinching ballet flats, and customers from hell—this was my life. Still groggy from the late night consoling Honey, and nerves jittery from way too much caffeine, I struggled to take orders and get them right. The yaksha had given me her number though, insisting we get together sometime soon. She was Renegade Pack, pretty middling on the pack hierarchy but certainly not in the trouble-maker category. They owned a bunch of eateries in Finchley. I’d promised to give her a bell. Maybe pop down and she’d treat me to dinner. 
 
    “You have flour on your face,” Mr. McCreedy said, his lips pursed as if he’d sucked on a lemon. 
 
    Great. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    I reached for the slice of Tottenham cake he’d picked out. 
 
    “No, no. Stop.” 
 
    I paused and arched a brow. “You don’t want the Tottenham cake?” 
 
    He blew out an exasperated breath. “You have flour on your face.” 
 
    Seriously? What the heck was his problem? 
 
    “Um, Carmella.” Urvashi, the owner of Delightful Bakery, sidled up beside me. “Why don’t you get cleaned up while I serve Mr. McCreedy.” She gave me a pointed look. 
 
    Relinquishing the tongs, I backed away from the counter and headed out back to the tiny washroom reserved for staff only. A quick glance in the mirror showed my face to be clean … no wait, there was a smidge, like literally a few tiny flecks of flour on my face. What the heck? Did the guy have microscopes for eyes? A quick dab with a paper towel and I was done. 
 
    Best get back out there. Okay, maybe just a couple more minutes of peace. I parked myself on the toilet seat as my emotions did a downward dive. Damn it, how many times did I need to berate myself? It was all right. Working here was okay. So what if it was a part-time gig? It was a bloody great bakery, the best in Piccadilly London, and Urvashi, my apsara boss and friend, was awesome, but the downward dive continued. Gah. If, five years ago, someone had told me I’d be best buddies with a celestial nymph, working in and living above a bakery, I’d have laughed till I puked. 
 
    Four years ago, I worked for the assassin’s guild as their artifacts librarian. The guild had been responsible for taking down the worst criminals in London, and I’d been responsible for kitting out the assassins. But all good things come to an end, and when the gates of the underworld opened for the second time in our history, all hell had broken lose. My friends had fought the good fight. Side by side with the Vedic gods who live among us, they’d succeeded in averting the crisis. Me? Pfft. I’d been benched. Not witch enough to do any magick, not kick ass enough to, well, kick ass. I’d been helpless … useless, and I’d hated it. When the dust settled, the desire to be something more had been a burning seed in the pit of my belly, so I’d joined the Inter-Entity Pact Enforcement Unit—the outfit responsible for catching the supernaturals who were dumb or desperate enough to break the pact, and giving them a one way ticket to the maximum security prison known only as The Pit. Six months of hard training to be an operative, and then I’d failed the final exams. Maybe I wasn’t meant to do anything outstanding with my life. Maybe working in a bakery was all I’d ever amount to. That would just have to be okay. Come on, buck up. 
 
    A soft knock on the door had me swiping at my eyes. Dammit with the leaky tap impression. 
 
    “Carmella, you okay, hun?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “Good, because we’re out of cinnamon swirls and you make the best ones.” 
 
    I snorted. Yeah, cakes and pastries seemed to be my thing. Flushing the loo to make it seem like I’d been having a tinkle, I ran the tap for a moment then opened the door. 
 
    Urvashi blinked at me, her beautiful face contorting into an expression of concern. “You’ve been crying.” 
 
    “Have not.” 
 
    She pulled me into a hug. “You don’t have to make the rolls if you don’t want. Sod the customers.” 
 
    I snorted into her shoulder. 
 
    She gave me a squeeze and pulled back. “You know, since you started baking for me our profits have tripled. The customers love your rolls and your fluffy mandarins. You have a gift, Carmella.” 
 
    I did? 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that! Surely you know how special you are.” 
 
    “Shame you can’t save the world with a perfectly risen soufflé.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind. We best get back out there before Brenda eats all the jammy dodgers.” 
 
    Urvashi giggled, flicking her long dark hair over her shoulder. “I had a lover who liked to lick me out like the jam—” 
 
    I slapped my hands over my ears. “Eww, Urvashi, please!” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    It was almost the end of my shift when what Brenda and the other girls called The Main Attraction walked through the door. 
 
    Mal Banner was the Piccadilly Coven High Witch, owner of the Moon and Star Club, playboy extraordinaire and pure eye candy. Up until now, I’d managed to avoid him by getting one of the other girls to serve, which they were more than happy to drool, I mean do. But with Brenda on her break and Katy in the loo, the counter was mine. It would be so easy to give in and have a drool, maybe flirt a little, but with my questionable taste in men it was best to curb the instinct. Relationships were a forbidden zone at the moment, the whole dating thing was a confusing mess. The relationships I thought were serious ended up being flings, the flings turned out to be stalkers, and the one time I’d handed over my heart it had been crushed. Banner was a magnet—gorgeous, powerful, witty, and nice, but he was also a playboy, a flirt, and a ladies’ man. Not the kind of man whose radar I wanted to be on. He was smoking hot though. Kind of intimidating. 
 
    Banner’s brows flicked up at the sight of me. “Well, you’re new.” 
 
    “Not really. You’ve been eating my pastries for weeks.” And why did that have to sound so suggestive? 
 
    He pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth and raked me over with an intense gaze. “So you’re the new baker.” 
 
    I inclined my head to hide the flush blooming in my cheeks. “What can I get you today?” 
 
    He scanned my face, his warm brown eyes twinkling. “How about a date?” 
 
    “We don’t sell … oh, um …” Shit. The playboy asks for a date. It’d be like jumping into a tank filled with piranha—he’d eat me alive. “Sorry. I can’t help you with that.” 
 
    His lips twitched in amusement. “Really?” 
 
    Great, I couldn’t even turn someone down effectively. “Yes. Really. Now if you’d like to order …” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment longer, his gaze a little more penetrating than I’d like, a frisson of awareness skittered over my skin. 
 
    He cocked his head. “Have we met before?” 
 
    Really? That was the best line he could come up with on a knock back? Okay. My assessment of his charisma was taking a rapid down-hill plummet. 
 
    “No. We haven’t. So what can I get—” 
 
    He snapped his fingers. “You’re Malina Hayes’s friend!” 
 
    Fuck. How could I forget? Stifling a groan, I arranged my face into a neutral expression, internally kicking myself for not recalling sooner that my best friend Malina had used Mal to find me when one of my exes had decided to sell me to a fanatical sect hell-bent on taking over the world. Yeah, good times. So, he remembered me as the ditzy blonde who’d been duped by a hot guy with a Mohawk and a smile. Fan-fucking-tastic. Now he’d definitely think I was a pushover. 
 
    Well, there was no point in denying it. “Yes. That’s right.” 
 
    The bell above the door tinkled as another customer entered. Thank the gods. It was getting way too hot in here, and not just from the mid-July heat wave. 
 
    “If you’d like to order?” My tone was impersonal and brusque. 
 
    His expression shuttered. “I’ll take two cinnamon rolls and a chocolate muffin please.” He unfolded a piece of paper and passed it across the counter. “And tell Urvashi I need this order in two day’s time.” 
 
    I glanced at the paper—at the huge order scrawled in his loping hand—and clenched my teeth to stop my jaw hitting the counter. 
 
    “Um, I’ll pass it on.” 
 
    He stood silently, watching me as I quickly bagged his items and rung them up. 
 
    “See you around, Carmella,” he said, as he strode out the door. 
 
    Fuck, he remembered my name. 
 
    “Oh my god, was that Make-me-creamy?” Kate cooed from behind me. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Dammit. I can’t believe I missed him.” 
 
    The girls had come up with the nickname a few weeks back and it had stuck. Usually I’d laugh about it with them, but not today. Being reminded of what a fool I’d been had put a damper on my day. 
 
    “I’m gonna go make some bread.” I headed toward the kitchens. 
 
    “But we don’t need any bread.” 
 
    “It’s for the soup kitchen.” 
 
    “Ah, you gonna make broth?” 
 
    “Did it this morning.” 
 
    I set to work on the bread. I needed to pummel something. In the absence of a face, it would have to be a lump of dough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The soup kitchen was on the other side of the Leicester Square aerial tram station. But there was no need to ride public transport today. Urvashi had loaned me the bakery van—again—anything to stop me from wandering the streets of London. She was such a mother hen, but being her chick wasn’t all bad. I got the ride, right? Plus it would have been impossible to get the broth and bread here on the tram. 
 
    Several soup kitchens were dotted about the city. An attempt to feed all the homeless created by the almost apocalypse five years ago. Too many residences had been demolished, too many landmark buildings brought to ground. The rebuild was slow, and in the meantime the council, made up of human, Yaksha, witches, vamps, and gods, did the best they could to provide for those affected by the crisis. 
 
    I pulled up outside the gray brick building and killed the engine. The windows were barred, the door covered in colorful graffiti—courtesy of a very talented tag artist called Billy. This was my kitchen, one I’d help set up just over a year ago using my meager savings. Best thing I’d ever done. To see the joy on people’s faces when a cooked meal was placed before them; if only I could do more. If only the bloody council would hurry up and rebuild so these poor people could be re-housed. 
 
    Discrimination was a no-no at the kitchen. All creatures allowed: human, vamp, yaksha, and any other being looking for a meal—as long as it was everyday food they wanted. Blood and humans were not on the menu. But we rarely got the vamps. Probably because most of them were in positions of power: actors, politicians, news anchors—that kind of thing. They got their supply from blood banks stocked up with compulsory donations, and then you had the black-market trade—humans selling their blood for cash on the underground. It was the transport method favored by the pale-faced blood suckers. Until four years ago the underground railway network had been sealed off. The official story had been a serious gas leak. The truth was something entirely different. It was open now, in some kind of working order, but only the truly desperate went down there. 
 
    I jumped out of the van and opened up the back just as Victor came bounding out. 
 
    “Hey. I didn’t know you were on shift tonight.” He cocked his head, watching me with a strange stillness I still wasn’t accustomed to. 
 
    “Thursday night, Vic. I’m always here Thursday night.” I yanked open the van doors. 
 
    “Let me get that.” Victor climbed up, his thick thighs bulging, and grabbed the huge tureen filled with broth. He carried it easily, though it had taken both me and Urvashi huffing and puffing to load it. 
 
    But then Victor was a rakshasa—a creature of the shadows—who, for some reason decided to dedicate his life to running the kitchen. No idea what he did in his time off. No idea about his life outside of the kitchens. I’d learned not to pry. He was a good guy, as far as I knew. He’d turned up opening week and made himself indispensable. This place wouldn’t run without him. 
 
    I grabbed the tray of fresh rolls and followed him inside. 
 
    It was just after six in the evening, but the kitchens were already teaming with life. The freshly scrubbed faces and damp hair of several tea-slurping patrons told me they’d made use of the public showers we’d had fitted six months ago—an anonymous donation from a kind benefactor, who’d done her best to disguise her handwriting. Malina didn’t know I’d cottoned on to her charity. She’d gone to great lengths to donate anonymously, and so I kept my mouth shut and thanked her in pastries. 
 
    “I ran the figures,” Victor said, as we strode into the kitchen. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Unless Brahma Corp decides they’re willing to cover it, there’s no way we can do it on donations alone. Those barely cover the utilities on this place, and now with the added water bill for the showers …” 
 
    I sighed and placed the bread on the counter. Brahma Corp was the home of the gods. Indra and Varuna had been kind enough to fund several kitchens in the city, and when my savings had run out they’d covered mine. The showers were Malina’s contribution, but I really wanted to rent out the floor above and convert it into a shelter offering overnight accommodation to those in desperate need. We couldn’t save everyone, but we’d help as many as we could. 
 
    “Carmella? You all right?” He was watching me intently. 
 
    “No. I just. I really wanted to do this.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do. There is something else though … there’ve been a several incidences at the soup kitchens on the outskirts of Soho.” 
 
    “Incidences?” 
 
    He sighed through his nose. “A bunch of Yakhsa, no one knows which pack they belong to, have been raiding and feeding.” 
 
    And we he said feeding it was clear he didn’t mean on soup kitchen meals. “Oh, god.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “It’s all right. I’ve arranged for a couple of my friends to hang out here in the evenings for the next few weeks—just until the IEPEU catches them.” His craggy face split in a smile. “It’ll be okay. I just wanted you to know. Now get the food out there, we got hungry people to satisfy.” 
 
    Yep, the scrape of chairs on linoleum and the rising hum of conversation told me it was time to make an appearance with the food. 
 
    I slipped though into the main room and began setting out bowls, spoons, and tureens of soup and stew. Victor was an awesome cook, and the stew smelled delicious. He’d also whipped up some rice. Cheap but filling meals were the key here. 
 
    Something black streaked across the room, low to the ground. 
 
    Victor ran out of the kitchen, almost knocking the table over. 
 
    His nostrils flared. “What was that?” 
 
    “Just a cat. Chill.”  
 
    He scanned the room, his expression fierce. 
 
    “I think it’s gone now.” His reaction was a little over the top, but hey, who knew, maybe Rakshasa hated cats? 
 
    He didn’t look convinced, and a shiver skittered up my spine. “You okay?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’m fine. I’ll grab some more plates.” 
 
    Miranda, a lovely little old lady with the sweetest smile, hobbled up to the counter. 
 
    I grabbed a plate. “What will it be tonight?” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Showered and almost ready for bed, I curled up on my battered sofa and switched on the television. It was barely nine-thirty, and the night was officially still young. Urvashi and the girls were headed out to drinks, again, but I just wasn’t feeling it. These aching feet would not be coaxed into a pair of heels. All the standing about, first at the bakery and then at the soup kitchens, had done them in and my soft furry bunny slippers were bliss. Now to find something mind-numbing enough to drop off to. 
 
    Seeing Mal Banner had brought back memories of the person I’d been, the person I was desperate to leave behind. Urgh, there it was, the reflective agitation I could seriously do without. The hum from the street below drifted in through my open window, and a gentle warm breeze brushed my bare shoulders. The fan whirred in the corner of the room moving stale hot air diligently around the small space. Damn this sticky heat and suffocating July atmosphere. Give me autumn or winter when you could snuggle under a duvet. Give me hot chocolate and marshmallows, long walks in the park crunching through golden leaves. Give me the buzz and excitement of Christmas—Dad’s Christmas-eve tradition of ice-cream under the stars wrapped in our warmest clothes. Man, I missed him so much. My eyes grew hot. 
 
    No. No more tears. No more feeling sorry for myself. Never again. 
 
    This was me now—this cozy open-plan apartment above the bakery, with its battered sofa-bed and dinky bathroom. This was my place, and a discount from Urvashi meant I could comfortably afford to rent it. Malina would have happily loaned me the money to buy a small flat, heck she’d even offered to buy me one, but living like this was my choice, something I needed to do myself. Find my feet, find my path, and stop coasting. I was pathetic, twenty-five years old and still searching for fulfillment, still desperate to make a difference in the world somehow. If only I’d been born a full witch, if only I’d had even a fraction of the power other witch-bloods had, but I may as well have been born human. Heck, I bet even a human would have been more successful at drawing power from the skein than me. That damn yarn of magick all witches drew power from seemed to be closed off to me. 
 
    You don’t have to have powers to help people, Malina had said. I loved her for it, and I hated that it didn’t feel like it was enough. I hated the sneaky suspicion that whispered she didn’t believe I was good enough. If only I could be content with being average, but there was a burning need inside me—a desire to do so much more—a conviction I was destined for something greater. Bloody delusional more like. 
 
    My phone buzzed, skittering across the coffee table. The caller ID had me hesitating. Should I let it go to voicemail? 
 
    The buzzing stopped but started up a moment later. 
 
    Fuck it. “Hello?” 
 
    “Carmella. Hey. Just checking in. You okay?” 
 
    Drake’s voice was all honeyed concern, and the irritating thing was, he was sincere. The only ex I couldn’t hate, Drake, was a full witch and the Mayfair Coven High Witch’s grandson to boot. We’d had a thing for a while, about a year, but then it had just fizzled out … okay, it hadn’t fizzled out, Drake had realized he was in love with someone else—another full witch. So yeah, that had hurt. But I was over it. Right? 
 
    “Carmella you there?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Seriously. You don’t need to check in with me every other day.” 
 
    Drake sighed. 
 
    “I know Malina asked you to, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Just … call me if you need anything okay?” 
 
    What I needed was for him not to have broken my heart. What I needed was to be treated like and adult and not a child who’d been left home alone while her parents went on vacation. 
 
    Malina was in Nagalok visiting family. My part-naga friend was an expert at hopping between realities, but I preferred to stick to one. Heck, at least I accepted the multi-verse theory, some people still insisted it was a hoax. You’d think after the shit that happened five years ago they’d have wised up, but no … way too many ostriches burying their heads in the sand. 
 
    “Carmella? You still there? How are things? The bakery?” 
 
    “Good, good. But I gotta go. I’ll call you … sometime.” Urgh. I hung up quickly, not wanting to get sucked into his life. 
 
    Longer conversations meant asking what was up with the other person and pretending like you cared, or faking you were happy for them when all you wanted to do was scream. 
 
    Longer conversations sucked. Despite the storm in my heart, I couldn’t help but hope tomorrow would be a better day. There was the huge order of goodies to prepare for the Coven’s Annual Meet—a big deal for such a small bakery. Thank goodness Banner had a soft spot for our baked goods. Urvashi was ecstatic, and yours truly was in charge of pulling it all off. 
 
    Yeah, maybe being a baker wouldn’t be such a bad life. 
 
    Maybe I could be a kick ass baker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 
 
      
 
   T oday was going to suck. 
 
    “Oh, god, Brenda. Please, please don’t say it.” I pleaded into the phone. 
 
    “I’m sick.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Carmella. Can you tell Urvashi I’m sorry?” 
 
    Sure I would if she was here. She’d called in sick too. Then the other two staff members had left because they felt crappy. The cynical part of my brain screamed hangover. They’d all gone out last night after all. It didn’t matter though, this was a bakery, couldn’t have sick-looking staff. And now I was on my own. Three batches of cakes and pastries left to make, and eight hours till delivery. I was so screwed 
 
    Brenda coughed and gagged. 
 
    “I’ll tell her. Just get some rest.” 
 
    Ending the call I stared at the bell above the door. Desperate situations called for desperate measures. The order had to be fulfilled, but no way was that possible with the shop open for business as usual. Not alone. Flipping the sign to closed, I locked the door just as a little girl pushed against it from outside. 
 
    “Gemma.” 
 
    One of our regulars, probably twelve years old and a total sweetheart, popped in every lunch time for the same three items. I unlocked the door and let her in. 
 
    She stared up at me with huge green eyes. “You’re closing early?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can get you your usual.” 
 
    She grinned. “You’re the best.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just drop the blinds so no one else tries to get inside.” Two brownies and a supersized jammy dodger went into a paper bag. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks, Carmella. Mum loves your brownies.” 
 
    “You should tell her to pop in some time.” 
 
    A shadow fell across her face. “She’s not too well at the moment, but as soon as she is on her feet we will.” 
 
    “Great.” I let her out and locked up behind her. 
 
    I’d been up since five a.m. baking bread and rolls. It was now almost midday. I was the last woman standing. 
 
    I couldn’t let Urvashi down. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    My feet throbbed, my head ached, and I was pretty sure I was coming down with whatever the rest of the staff had caught, but the order was complete. Now to drop it off, come home, and put my feet up. 
 
    Van all loaded, I navigated the late Saturday afternoon Piccadilly traffic to get onto Coven Promenade. The street, lined with mansions housing the Piccadilly coven witches, was eerily silent, as if a ward of serenity had been cast over it. It probably had, I wouldn’t put it past the covens. The building I was looking for was set at the end of the cul-de-sac, through a double gate, and past a winding driveway already lined with stately cars and limos. It looked like the revelry had begun early, not that I’d know anything about that. This was an event for full-blooded witches. The only witch-bloods who’d be found on the premises were hired hands to cater the event of the year. 
 
    The sun was beginning to set, and slowly, as if by magick, lights winked on in the majestic trees lining the driveway, lighting up the place like Christmas in July. Was it getting hotter in here? I held my hand over the AC to feel the blast of cool air. What the heck? Why was I so hot? Oh, yeah, I was coming down with the lurgy. 
 
    The front of the stately home came into view, and I swung the vehicle round the side of the house to the delivery entrance. The doors were open and staff rushed in and out. A slender man spotted me and ran over. 
 
    “Oh, thank god you’re here. We should have been set up a half-hour ago,” he said. 
 
    “I was told six p.m.” 
 
    “You were?” His brow crinkled. “Okay, not your fault. You just need to hustle. Bring the order through.” He turned back to the mansion. 
 
    “Whoa, wait a second. There are over five hundred baked goods in here.” 
 
    He huffed. “Fine. I’ll send someone out to help.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was ready to bury myself in the arctic. My blouse was stuck to my chest, my hair plastered to my scalp with perspiration, and no one had come out to help. 
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    Climbing out of the van I crunched across the gravel to the back doors, flung them open and began to unload. 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    That voice … Bollocks! I looked up into Mal Banners perfect face. “Not really. I was supposed to have some help getting these in but—” 
 
    “You look terrible.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks.” 
 
    He took a concerned step toward me, studying me from beneath low brows. “You don’t look well.” 
 
    Crap. Handling food while sick was not acceptable. He could have Urvashi’s license. Even though I hadn’t felt ill until I’d completed the order. 
 
    I gave him my most dazzling smile. “I’m fine. Just really hot.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” he muttered. 
 
    Had I heard him right? “Huh?” 
 
    He relieved me of the tray I was holding, his cool fingers brushing my warm ones 
 
    His frown deepened. “There’s a washroom just down the corridor, third door on the left. You can cool off there. I’ll make sure the van is unloaded.” 
 
    Okay, do not fall flat on your face. I made it into the building into the blissfully cool interior and sagged against the wall. This was bad. Cold water on my face was what I needed. 
 
    The washroom was a huge marble affair with soft fluffy towels and the water helped to sooth my fevered skin. My vision swam with black dots. Pull it together Carmella, you can do this. Gathering my long, silver-blonde hair into a knot at the top of my head, I splashed cold water on the nape of my neck. 
 
    Better. Now to get the heck out of here. I opened the washroom door to urgent lowered voices. 
 
    “ … find out what he’s up to.” 
 
    “We need to tread carefully. We don’t know anything for sure.” 
 
    The voices moved off, and I was out of there. Coven politics weren’t my problem. They’d been feuding for years, and it had only gotten worse five years ago, after the Void had almost unraveled the multi-verse. If not for the intervention of my friends and the gods, none of this would exist any longer. The catastrophic event had left its mark on our world in so many little ways. There was the poverty of course, and the number of homeless had increased. The number of supernaturals breaking the law had shot up. The more reasonable blood suckers and the wolf people had integrated themselves into everyday society, digging in their claws and accepting that to survive we needed to work together. The fight against a bigger threat had been enough to remind many of them what was at stake, and that we needed each other in order to survive. But there were always those who just didn’t give a fuck. And the covens? Well, they’d risen in power, with the Mayfair Coven claiming the lion’s share of the skein. It was frightening how much influence the covens actually wielded: over the council, the enforcement agencies, and over the gods, who were still recovering from their fight against the demon hoard and the Void. 
 
    Outside, night had fallen. Banner was gone, and the van waited to transport me home. The air was humid and thick, making each breath a chore. A business card was tucked under the wiper, Banner’s card for the Moon and Star Club, his mobile number scrawled on the back with a note asking me to call if I changed my mind about a date. 
 
    Yeah, like that was ever going to happen. 
 
    The van purred to life and I was off. I made it as far as the top of the promenade before the engine stalled and died. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Great. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to call a cab and stared at the blank dead screen. Oh man. Was it shit on Carmella day today or something? I could go back to the mansion and call a cab, or I could walk. It was probably fifteen minutes using the side roads. Asking snooty witches for the use of their phone or walking? 
 
    Walking it was. 
 
    Thank goodness for sneakers, because my legs felt all wobbly. I was definitely coming down with something. Damn Urvashi and Brenda, damn them all with their germs. Urgh. I needed my bed. The car headlights on the road made my head hurt, and then I was cutting down the side street which would bring me out behind the bakery and deliver me home. Something whizzed past me, black, sleek, and low—a cat in a rush. 
 
    The world lit up with a crack of lightning and then an ominous rumble filled the air. 
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    The rain fell in a sheet, smashing into me and soaking me to the skin in an instant. Seriously? After the day I’d had? Something hot and dangerous unfurled in my chest, and then it was rolling up throat. I threw back my head and screamed. 
 
    I hated this. I hated my fucking life! The way shit just kept happening to me, the way I had no fucking control. 
 
    A cool breeze blew across my face. Great. I’d probably catch a cold on top of whatever the heck I’d already caught. Hey, maybe I’d get really lucky and bloody die! Sopping wet and miserable, I hauled my arse up the steps behind the bakery to my flat, barely stopping to strip off my clothes before crashing on the sofa-bed. 
 
    Unconsciousness beckoned. A gust of chill air swept across my skin, like questing fingers, eager to know me. Mmmm... 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    The world was spinning. 
 
    “You sure this is the one” a deep and resonant male voice said. 
 
    “Yes. Can you not feel it?” a feminine voice drawled. 
 
    “I don’t have much time. They could find me at any moment.” 
 
    “Then do it. Do it now.” 
 
    “Her consent …” 
 
    “Dammit Paimon, when have you shirked from breaking the rules?” 
 
    A deep sigh. “Yes, it is quite pathetic. I’d be doing it a favor.” 
 
    What? Who? There was someone in my flat … two people, but my eyes refused to open and my body was like a stubborn sack of potatoes. I was delirious. None of this was real. 
 
    “Do it. Do it now.” 
 
    A whisper over my skin. “Bedraggled creature … do you wish to live? Do you wish to wield power?” 
 
    Huh? Power? “Yes, power…” 
 
    “I am power. Invite me in.” 
 
    The voice was seductive, velvet, and soothing. My gut twisted but my heart beat faster. To have power … control … 
 
    “Yes, yes. Come in.” 
 
    Was that the sound of a door opening? 
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   T he insides of my eyelids were red. 
 
    Crap! Bolting up I reached for my phone. What time was it? The room was bathed in golden sunlight and the heat of midday. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    The shop. I was supposed to … hang on … I was sick … Or was I? 
 
    No stuffy head, no aches and pains … well bang went that excuse. I needed to get downstairs and open the damn bakery. Scrambling off the sofa-bed I legged it into the washroom, reached for the toothpaste and froze. 
 
    Something glinted on my wrist, something metallic but weightless—a thick bracelet, more of a cuff really. Wait—there was one on the other wrist too. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    I stared at the cuffs, each about an inch and a half thick. I was either hallucinating, or this was one of those dreams where you thought you were awake but you weren’t. A quick pinch should do it. Ouch. No. I was still here and the cuffs were still on my wrists. Where the heck had they come from? The events of the day before ran through my mind. Was there something I was missing? Nope. Oh crap. There could be only one explanation. 
 
    Someone had done this to me. 
 
    Magick? Wait, did they come off? I ran my fingers over them, looking for a break or a clasp. They were way too tight to slip over my hands, then how … I needed to speak to someone. Malina. No, Malina was in Nagalok. Drake then? No. Couldn’t do that without admitting I was useless. I needed to figure this out myself, except my heart was trying to gallop out of my chest, and I really, really needed to sit the heck down. 
 
    Arse meet rim of bathtub. 
 
    Okay, I could— 
 
    A shadow flitted across the floor, blocking out the sun and momentarily throwing the room into darkness. 
 
    Something was here. Something … other. 
 
    Oh man. 
 
    No. I was a witch-blood. I could do this. Focusing with every ounce of my being I concentrated on my unique connection to the skein—the source of all magick. It was a tenuous connection, unpredictable and mostly useless. Come on … yes. There it was, fizzing away. If I just grabbed it and pulled. The connection snapped. 
 
    Fuck 
 
    The shadow passed across the mirror. 
 
    “Who’s there? Who is it?” 
 
    Silence 
 
    “I’m warning you I’m a witch and I … I have magick. I’ll … I’ll …” 
 
    You’ll what? 
 
    “Argh!” My butt lost its grip and slipped into the tub. Pain exploded across the back of my head as it made contact with the rim behind me. The world went dark. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “Carmella? God, Carmella! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Wha …” Why was I in the tub fully dressed? 
 
    Urvashi helped me sit up. “I’ve been calling and calling and you didn’t answer so I used the extra key and … Oh hun, how did you fall?” 
 
    “Fall?” The shadow and the voice … My wrists! The skin was smooth and unshackled. Okay. I was going seriously crazy. “I … I must have slipped, or something.” I scanned the room, but everything looked normal. 
 
    “Well, we best get you to the hospital,” Urvashi said. “Get you checked out for concussion or—” 
 
    “No. No I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Well, if you won’t go get checked out, then I’m staying with you to keep an eye on you tonight.” 
 
    “You don’t need to.” What if the shadow came back? “Actually, that would be nice. Thank you.” Man, I was such a pussy. 
 
    Urvashi helped me into the living room where the late afternoon sun bathed the carpet in an orange hue. How long had I been out? The bakery closed early on Sunday, so it must be around five in the afternoon by now. 
 
    “Here, sit. I’ll get you some water.” Urvashi bustled over to the sink. “Banner called today to thank us for a wonderful spread of delicacies. I can’t believe you managed to pull it off solo.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my head. “Yeah, to be honest, neither can I. I was feeling pretty crappy by the end of the day, I tell you.” Maybe I was still sick? Maybe that’s why I’d heard voices. “Um, so, you’re feeling better now?” 
 
    Urvashi winced. “Yes, about that.” She handed me the glass of water and perched on the edge of my only armchair, her hands clasped between her knees. “I wasn’t sick. I was with someone.” She winced. “I didn’t expect everyone else to call in sick. If you’d called me to let me know …” 
 
    “You would have come in.” I sighed. 
 
    “I promise I’ll never play hooky again.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It’s your bakery, Urvashi, you can do whatever you like, but maybe not on days when we have such huge orders? If I hadn’t pulled it off the bakery reputation would have been ruined.” 
 
    She gnawed on her bottom lip, her dark eyes huge. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    This was Urvashi’s only flaw—her flighty nature and the fact she was so easily distracted by a manly chest and a dimpled smile. 
 
    “I promise if I’m playing hooky I’ll let you know,” she continued. “And I won’t do it on days with big orders due.” She clapped her hands together. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.” 
 
    Hours later, Chinese food eaten, we’d settled in for a good old fashioned chinwag. 
 
    “So who were you with?” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled and she caught her lip between her teeth. “I really shouldn’t say.” 
 
    She so wanted to. It was always like this—the coy secretiveness and then she’d spill her guts. I’d play along, because her stories were always so entertaining, if somewhat x-rated. It wasn’t as if all apsara were obsessed with sex, they just saw it as a natural act, recreational like tennis or golf, but with orgasms. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Urvashi,” I nudged. “I put together a huge order by myself and banged my head real hard. I think I deserve a treat, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, if you want a treat I can set you up with the Pandavas, those boys know how to rock it.” 
 
    “Guys? As in plural?” 
 
    She blushed. “Five, well there should have been, but Yudi was out, so it was just the four of them, five including me. We played the food game.” 
 
    “The food game?” 
 
    She looked at me as if I’d grown two heads. “You’ve never played the food game?” 
 
    “Um … I assume this is a sexual thing?” 
 
    “Oh honey, is it ever.” She licked her lips. “You want me to show you?” 
 
    My nether regions tingled “Stop that!” 
 
    She giggled and retracted her mojo. “Sorry.” 
 
    “So, the food game. How does it work?” 
 
    “Well …” 
 
    Why did I always forget Urvashi’s penchant for graphic detail. My cheeks were on fire by the time she reached the climax of her story … several climaxes if she was to believed, and no way was I doubting her. 
 
    She was watching me speculatively. “You really need to get laid.” 
 
    “What? I do not.” 
 
    She sighed. “Look honey, love is great, but sex can be so much better. If you worry about getting your heart broken you’re vagina’s gonna dry up, pack its bags, and leave. Trust me. What you need is some no strings attached fucking. If you want I can set you up.” 
 
    “No! I mean. Thank you, but I’m fine.” 
 
    She stretched and lay down to stare at the ceiling. “I suppose when you’ve lived as long as I have you see the world in a different way.” 
 
    It was easy to forget how old Urvashi actually was, how old all the apsaras’ were, because they never physically aged. They all looked to be between the ages of 18 and 25. Kinda freaky because sometimes, when I looked into her eyes, there was something ancient staring back at me. But never take an apsara’s flippancy for weakness. These females were powerful spirits, vengeful if crossed, so although Urvashi had never been anything but kind to me, I knew pissing her off may not be conducive to living. 
 
    She had a faraway nostalgic look on her face. 
 
    Propping myself up on my elbow, I poked her arm. “Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    She swallowed and a small wry smile played on her lips. “A long, long time ago.” 
 
    Was that all she was going to say? If so I wasn’t going to press. But a moment later she continued. 
 
    “Back then I would come to the earthly realm to visit from time to time. I’d distract yogi’s with my sinuous dance, and stop to feel the dew on my feet. There was never any desire to stop or stay. And then I met him. Pururava. He saved me from the clutches of an asura.” 
 
    “A demi-god?” 
 
    “Yes. They’ve made themselves known to you recently. But there is so much people don’t know about them. With asuras, you have the okay ones called the Adityas, and the Danavas, who are the malevolent ones. I was attacked by a Danavas, and Pururava saved me. We fell in love and I remained with him under three conditions.” She sighed. “We were so very happy, but the Ghandarva, the male nature spirits, those nosey messengers of the gods in swarga, got fed up waiting for me to return. Back then I was the most revered apsara, their favorite entertainment. Long story short, they manipulated it so the three conditions were broken and I was forced to return.” 
 
    Oh god, poor Urvashi. “What happened to Pururava?” 
 
    She smiled softly. “He grew old and died, surrounded by the sons I’d bore him.” 
 
    “Did you ever go back?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    We lay silently for the longest time, wrapped in our thoughts. She’d been in love, serious leave-the-celestial-planes kind of love, and she’d lost him. My heartache seemed miniscule in comparison. 
 
    Urvashi glanced at me with a cheeky grin. “So, did he ask you out?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She smiled slyly. “Banner. Did he ask you on a date?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “I know men like him. I know what they like and I knew, as soon as you walked through the doors for an interview, Banner would love the fuck outta you.” 
 
    “Well, I turned him down.” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Was there any point arguing with her? 
 
    “Get some rest, babe, but I’m gonna be waking you every hour to make sure you’re alive.” 
 
    The concussion drill. Great. “Well, be warned, I may growl at you.” 
 
    As I drifted to sleep, a breath of air whispered across my skin and a gentle weight settled on my wrists.
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   “B abe, I’m gonna go open the store.” Urvashi whispered in my ear. “Come down when you’re ready.” 
 
    I groaned my assent but didn’t open my eyes. The sun wasn’t up yet and the room was blissfully cool. Just a few more minutes of oblivion before facing the day … 
 
    Carmella … 
 
    My eyes snapped open. No. No, no, no. 
 
    Do not panic and become unconscious. 
 
    My heart tried to rocket out of my ribcage. Do not engage the disembodied voice. 
 
    Can you hear me? 
 
    No. Fuck off. 
 
    A chuckle. 
 
    No. I sat up and slapped my cheek. I was still concussed. I was— 
 
    Fine. You’re fine. Do not make me regret choosing you. 
 
    My wrists tingled and the metal bands materialized around them. “Argh!” I shook my arms. “Go away.” 
 
    A deep sigh. I knew this was a bad idea. Easily spooked, nervous dysfunctional, irrational … 
 
    What the fuck? Was he talking about me? 
 
     … Pathetic creature. No use at all. 
 
    “Oi, who you calling … all those names?” 
 
    Silence 
 
    “Yeah, you. Voice thingy. I’m talking to you.”  
 
    So you accept I’m here now, do you? 
 
    If I didn’t accept it, then I’d be accepting I was insane. Plus there was so much shit in our world, this was hardly impossible. Improbable maybe, but not impossible. 
 
    “Yes. I accept you’re … real. But what the heck are you doing in my head?” 
 
    Hiding. 
 
    “From?” 
 
    There’s something after me, and so I’m hiding until I can figure out what it is and stop it. 
 
    “So you decided to hide in my head?”  
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    Another sigh. Your body is acceptable for a symbiotic merger. His voice was a smooth rumble in my head. Believe me, if I’d have time to find something sturdier, I would have. This isn’t ideal. 
 
    Had he just insulted me again? “Wait, symbiosis? Like a parasite?” 
 
    He muttered something I didn’t catch. 
 
    “Think up will you.” 
 
    A parasite is something that simply takes and gives back nothing. Symbiosis is when both parties receive a benefit from the binding, he drawled, sounding almost bored. 
 
    My hackles rose. “Okay, so I’m hiding you, but what are you giving me, aside from a concussion and these fucked-up cuffs?” 
 
    The cuffs are only visible to you. And I offer power. My power, should you desire to wield it. His tone was a seductive purr. 
 
    Power … I’d had a dream about power … a velvet voice asking me to let it … oh my god. “You tricked me into letting you into my head didn’t you? When I was sick and delirious.” 
 
    I sensed an eye roll. How was that even possible? How did you sense an eye roll? The urge to scrub my brain was overwhelming. 
 
    I shuddered. Urgh. “No. I can’t do this. You need to leave. Now. Just get out of my head.” 
 
    No 
 
    “No? No! What the fuck do you mean no?” My pulse was racing again, and the edges of my vision darkened. 
 
    Dammit, woman. Pull yourself together. 
 
    His voice was a slap. It had me rocketing back into the driver’s seat of my emotions. 
 
    “Look. I don’t want your power. I just want my body back to myself.” 
 
    A long beat of silence. It no longer matters what you want. You invited me in, and I will stay until I have fulfilled my purpose. 
 
    Like hell he would. “If you won’t leave willingly then I’ll have you torn out.” 
 
    A low chuckle. Be my guest little human. 
 
    Okay, so I’d said I wouldn’t turn to Drake, but desperate situations called for desperate measures. I dressed quickly, ignoring the scratch at the back of my mind, grabbed the keys, and headed out. 
 
    I had to see a witch about an exorcism. 
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   T he aerial tram from Piccadilly to Soho was rammed with jostling bustling bodies. The noise outside kept me from dwelling on what was inside. There was something in my head, something bound to my body. Crap, I hadn’t even asked it what it was. Shit, could it hear me thinking? Quick think about something else, like feet. Yeah, think about feet, sweaty feet, fresh feet. Huh? Fresh feet? 
 
    The tram came to a smooth halt. The doors slid open, and I allowed the surge to carry me out onto the station high above the city. The scent of croissants and bacon filled my head making my stomach grumble and reminding me I’d skipped breakfast. The steps were clogged up with people eager to get to wherever they needed to be to start their day, but I eventually touched down onto the street and broke away from the crowd. 
 
    Drake’s flat was a ten minute walk, which I made in six, probably because I was more running than walking. Taking the steps up to his floor two at a time I hammered on his door and waited. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Okay. Maybe he’d popped out. Dammit, why hadn’t I called him before leaving? 
 
    You weren’t thinking, that’s why. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    You should call your friend now. 
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed. 
 
    It went straight to voicemail. Great. Call me if you need anything he’d said, and now when I needed something he had his phone switched off. Fine. I’d wait. He’d have to come home sooner or later, right? 
 
    This is pathetic. 
 
    Ignore. Ignore. Ignore. 
 
    I’m going to save you some trouble and tell you there is no way to undo the binding unless I willingly let you go. 
 
    “Not listening …” 
 
    You think this is fun for me? 
 
    “You seem to be doing fine.” 
 
    He snorted. Trust me, nothing about this is fine. 
 
    “Then leave.” 
 
    I’m beginning to think you’re as mentally deficient as you are emotionally. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I told you I was being hunted. He said the words slowly and carefully, as if explaining to a moron. Someone or something is attempting to capture me, and binding with you masks my essence. 
 
    “Yeah, I got that. I just don’t give a shit.” 
 
    He was silent. And why did that make me feel guilty? 
 
    “You’re protecting yourself at my expense.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Fuck feeling guilty. “Real heroic.” 
 
    Heroism doesn’t come into it. This is survival. 
 
    Okay, my curiosity gene was peaked. What the heck was he and who was he hiding from? 
 
    Do you want me to tell you? 
 
    Gah! Could he read my thoughts? “Stop it. Leave my thoughts alone.” 
 
    A door opened to my left. 
 
    So you don’t want to know. 
 
    Dammit! “Fine. Tell me.” 
 
    “Sorry, were you speaking to me?” The young woman who’d emerged from the flat asked. 
 
    “Um, no. Just thinking out loud.” 
 
    She gave me a wary smile and headed past, toward the lifts. 
 
    Fabulous, now I looked like an insane person. My phone rang. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Carmella? Where are you?” Urvashi said. Her tone strained. 
 
    Shit! Quick, think of a lie. “Um … I felt crappy so I went to the hospital to get checked out.” 
 
    “Oh, hun. You should have said something. I would have driven you. You want me to come sit with you?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine. Honest.” 
 
    “Call me when you’re done. I’ll come pick you up.” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” I hung up. 
 
    So, now I was lying to my friend. I pinched the bridge of my nose. People did that when upset. Was it supposed to help? Bloody useless gesture. 
 
    This was ridiculous. I couldn’t spend all day just sitting here on the off chance Drake would come back. All this time I’d wanted to be treated like an equal. Like someone who could take care of herself, and look at me now—running to Drake at the first sign of something strange. Okay, so being bound to some kind of entity was more than strange, but still. When Malina had discovered she was a hellhound destined to guard the gates of the Underworld, had she crumpled? Had she run screaming in the other direction? No. She’d dealt with it. Done what needed to be done. 
 
    My stomach quivered. I could do this … deal with … whatever this was. Pulling myself off the ground I headed for the stairs. This was a magickal problem, and I knew just the place to go for a solution. 
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   T his time the aerial tram wasn’t so busy, and I could actually breathe. I’d even managed to get a window seat from which to watch the city below. From this vantage point it looked beautiful—a glittering metropolis of glass and steel. 
 
    Where are you taking us? His Majesty demanded to know. 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    Fine. I’m happy to enjoy the ride. 
 
    Had he just shrugged? This was so strange. 
 
    Ugly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    All the metal and glass. Where is the nature? The rivers and the fresh soil? 
 
    “Probably in the countryside where it belongs.” 
 
    The lady in front of me glanced over her shoulder. Shit. I was acting like crazy lady again. I smiled and she looked away. 
 
    No. Even your countryside is empty of the true essence of nature. Humanity kills everything it touches. 
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket and held it to my ear. “That’s a little harsh.” 
 
    Is it? Humanity is ambition and greed and always more, more, more. Never content with what they have, always scrambling for power, always wanting to be in control. 
 
    His words were barbs teasing at my insecurities, my desires. “So? What’s wrong with wanting power? If you can use it to help others, surely that’s a good thing?” 
 
    Naive too. 
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    Vulgar. 
 
    That’s it. I was done conversing with him. I fake hung up. It was a forty minute ride to Soho, so I had plenty of time to think. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    My childhood home stared at me from behind a hip-high, pretty, wrought iron gate. 
 
    What was I doing here? Why had I gotten off a stop early? 
 
    The tiny semi-detached property with the huge garden I’d loved playing in stared back at me. It’d been forever since my last visit—almost nine years—but she still lived here. My mother. The woman who’d been too ashamed of my lack of power to continue to raise me. As a witch-blood—born from the union of full witch and human—I should have had some power, enough to allow me coven protection, but I’d been a dud. Even aberrations—witches born to two humans—had more access to the skein than me. Mother hadn’t been able to deal with my deficiency. My existence put a damper on her societal position, so she’d pretended I didn’t exist. Thank goodness for Aunt Constance. If not for her I’d have starved for affection. So why was I here? Why was I standing at the gate, heart in my mouth, hoping for a glimpse of her? 
 
    The living room curtains twitched and then a few seconds later the door opened. My mother stood on the welcome mat, her short silver-blonde hair slightly mussed, her expression guarded. She looked smaller than I remembered. 
 
    “Carmella, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Well, are you going to stand there gawping or do you intend to come in?” 
 
    I was already walking down the path, so the answer was a yes. 
 
    Everything looked the same, from the coat rack in the hallway, to the tiny china houses decorating the mantelpiece in the living room. The doorway to the kitchen still contained the notches mum had made when she’d measured me growing up—until I’d reached puberty and she’d lost interest in me due to my lack of power. 
 
    A photograph of Mum and Dad on their wedding day sat on the sill above the sink—probably so mum could look at it when she washed up. He’d been gone for almost ten years now, a heart attack in the prime of his life. I missed him terribly. Mum had been inconsolable when he’d passed. I’d caught her watching his memories for hours using some kind of spell she’d crafted with a lock of his hair. She’d shut me out of those memories—closing the door on me as if my grief didn’t matter. It was something I’d never forgive. Dad hadn’t cared for magick, only me, his little girl. He’d never made me feel inadequate for not being able to light a candle with a flick of my wrist. 
 
    Mother switched on the kettle and brought down two cups from the china cupboard. 
 
    “How have you been?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you really care?” 
 
    She sighed and braced herself on the kitchen counter, back to me. “If you’re going to be contrary then maybe we should cut this visit short.” 
 
    Man, if only my feet would obey my brain, turn and walk out of here. But no. My body rebelled, standing stoic and stubborn. 
 
    After a couple of long seconds of tense silence, my mother’s shoulders relaxed. The kettle whistled and she busied herself making the tea, 
 
    Was it my imagination or were her hands shaking as she poured? Nope, not a single tremor as she handed me the delicate cup. One sip, and I was transported to a time before, when I’d felt loved and safe and home. My eyes stung. Dammit, I would not cry. 
 
    She pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and indicated I sit. “So, you work in a bakery?” 
 
    Did she have to say it with such distain? “Yes. I’m actually pretty good at baking.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    What the heck did that mean? “What about you? How have you been keeping busy?” 
 
    She pushed back her hair and sniffed. “Oh, a little charity work for the covens. Nothing too taxing. My back’s been playing up.” 
 
    Why not use magick to fix it then? Isn’t that what full-blooded witches did? Biting my tongue was hard, but the scalding tea helped me keep my mouth shut. 
 
    “So this bakery … are you serious?” She arched a brow. 
 
    Oh, man. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She set her teacup on the table. “I mean, what is it you intend to do with the rest of your life?” 
 
    “Well, baking for now. And then … we’ll see.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, and something dark flitted across her face. “Constance said you were training for the IEPEU?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    She raised her brows. 
 
    Make me say it why don’t you. “I failed the exam.” 
 
    “But you passed the physical.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then can you retake the papers?” 
 
    That had been the plan, but then Melody Parker, the head of the Alpha Patrol and a good friend, had taken me to one side. 
 
    “This isn’t the place for you,” she’d said. “To do what we do you have to shut it all out. Turn off the humanity for a while. It takes its toll, and for someone like you …” 
 
    “Like me how?” 
 
    She’d sighed, looking torn. “There are killers, there are saviors, and then there are saviors willing to kill. You’re a savior Carmella. You’ll always look for ways to save lives, good or bad, and in the heat of battle, when on mission, hesitation will get you killed.” 
 
    Her words had resonated with something inside me. Six months of hard graft but I’d walked away. 
 
    I cleared my throat and met my mother’s gaze levelly. “I decided not to retake the paper.” 
 
    “Well.” she sipped her tea. 
 
    How did she do that? Inject a whole sentence into just one word? It had to be a combination of expression and tone. I’m very disappointed in you, it said. Failure, failure, failure, nah-na-na-na-nah. And in a blink of an eye I was thirteen again, sitting at the table, face wet with tears as I tried and tried over and over to light a single wax candle with my mind. 
 
    Why had I come here? Why the sudden urge to see her? Momentary fucking insanity was the only explanation. 
 
    A shiver skittered up my spine. An awareness of something other was followed closely by a shift in the back of my mind. 
 
    “Carmella?” Mother was watching me carefully, intently. “Is everything okay? Has anything … strange happened?” 
 
    Why was she asking me this? What did she even care? Wait. Could she sense what was inside me? Maybe she could help me. Maybe my subconscious had brought me here for this very reason. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her, to spill it all, but the words refused to come. My tongue was unable to form the sounds needed to articulate them. 
 
    “Carmella?” 
 
    Fuck. It was him—the damn voice. He was controlling me. Panic fluttered in my veins thrumming at the base of my throat. If he could do this what else could he do? What else? 
 
    Don’t. 
 
    And then I was free. “I have to go. I’ll speak to you soon,” I lied. 
 
    “Carmella?” 
 
    But I was bolting down the hallway and out the door. So this is what he’d meant when he’d said no one could help me. How could they, if I couldn’t tell them what was wrong? 
 
    He could control me. Like really control me. 
 
    The full implications hit me in the chest, stealing my breath and weakening my knees. 
 
    It wasn’t him who was trapped. It was me. 
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   T he Magick District, bathed in red as the sun dipped below the horizon, still teemed with life—people doing late business and those headed home after a long day’s graft. What to do now? Who to turn to for help when it was impossible to actually ask for it? So I walked, no direction, no plan, as if by walking I could shake off the entity that had its claws in me. 
 
    I pressed the phone to my ear. “Why didn’t you just tell me you could do that? Why let me run off half-cocked thinking I could tell people about this?” 
 
    Much more effective to show, rather than tell. That helplessness you felt? That complete loss of control? That is what I can do to you at any given moment. 
 
    Oh, god. I was his pawn. “What happened to symbiosis, huh? So now I’m your puppet.” 
 
    His tone softened, taking on the persuasive seductive edge he’d used to manipulate me in my sleep. You don’t have to be. Work with me. Help me, and I give you my word I will not encroach on your will. 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    My feet came to standstill in the middle of the street. People passed by, throwing me odd looks. But I couldn’t for the life of me move. A black cat dashed by, rubbing up against my legs as it went, and my body didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “Stop it. Okay, I get your point.” 
 
    I was suddenly free, and stumbled forward, narrowly avoiding knocking into an elderly woman. She gave me the stink eye and continued on her way. The fairy lights which hung from the posts and rode the sky came to life, and the world was bathed in multiple hues. It was a beauty unappreciated, because my heart was in my throat, beating helplessly. How was he doing this? I wasn’t possessed, that much was certain. Witches couldn’t be possessed due to our connection to the skein, but this binding, or whatever it was, seemed awfully like possession. But he wasn’t in my body … he was connected to it. So where was he? Where was his body? 
 
    I cannot let you reveal my existence to anyone. Not until we know who we can trust. 
 
    We, as if we were in this together. Bah. I was just a vessel, his little marionette. 
 
    Help me and we can both be set free. 
 
    What the fuck could I do? “I need a moment.” 
 
    There was silence. Was he giving me time to consider his offer? I’d take it. The smell of freshly cooked donuts and coffee pulled me into a street corner cafe. Slipping into a window booth I ordered a large mocha and a couple of glazed donuts. 
 
    The hum of conversation and the competing aromas soothed my frazzled nerves. Just think this through. What are the options? I either did what he wanted me to or he’d make me do it. Not a lot of options then. That single moment of being trapped in my body, unable to speak or move … oh, god. I couldn’t let him do that to me. There had to be something positive about this. I’d managed to get this far on the slivers of positives, the tiny shards of hope. It’s what kept me ticking. Find the positive Carmella. 
 
    He wanted help … 
 
    It’s what I’d always wanted to do. Help people. Except he wasn’t people. I had no idea what he was. 
 
    Damn I needed a pee. 
 
    I was locked in the public loo, about to pull my pants down when it hit me. My hand stilled at the waistband to my jeans. 
 
    “Hello, voice?” 
 
    I thought you required some alone time. 
 
    “Yeah. I do. Can you like … go away for a bit?” 
 
    A chuckle. We’re bound human. I’m not going anywhere. 
 
    Oh man, I really, really needed a pee. 
 
    What’s wrong with you? Why are you so … tense? 
 
    “I need to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    He was silent. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    You wish to relieve your human body of waste? 
 
    Did he have to put it like that? “A pee. I need a pee.” My bladder was bursting. 
 
    I will look away. His tone was curt. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “And how does that work? How do I know you’re looking away?” Was he in here with me, standing in this enclosed space with an invisible body? 
 
    You think I wish to watch you relieve yourself? His tone was laced with disgust. 
 
    Point. “But how do I know for sure?” 
 
    You don’t. You’ll need to trust me. 
 
    It was either trust him or wet myself. “Fine. Look away or whatever you do.” 
 
    I felt him retreat, like a door shutting in my mind, and I had my pants down and my butt hovering over the bowl in no time. 
 
    My phone rang just as I finished up washing my hands. Withheld flashed on the screen. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Carmella honey, it’s me, Constance.” 
 
    “Aunt? Where are you? The number’s withheld.” 
 
    “Airport, Sweetheart. My plane leaves in an hour, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be back in fourteen days. Will you be all right? Oh, dear. No point asking now. I should never have booked this trip.” 
 
    “Whoa, back up. You definitely should have booked it and you’re going to have a wonderful time. Promise me.” 
 
    She sighed. “I promise. Ooo, my money’s about to—” 
 
    The line beeped and went dead. 
 
    It was her first vacation in years, and I’d been firm about her going. After taking care of me for the last eight years she so deserved it. It would be strange without her just a phone call away, but it was just a couple of weeks. Hopefully I’d have this whole being bound situation in control by then. She’d be so proud of me for dealing with it solo. 
 
    Back at my table, the coffee and donut had arrived. The caffeine did its thing, and the donuts provided the sugar hit my body needed, and suddenly this wasn’t so bad. He’d offered power in exchange for figuring out who was hunting him? A little investigation in exchange for power … Not idea what I’d use the power for, but it would be nice to have some, to taste it, even if it was borrowed. I could pretend it was mine, for a little while. See, it didn’t have to be all bad. A thud against the glass had me sloshing my coffee all over my hand. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Just a group of young lads. One leaned in toward the window, his eyes bloodshot and crazy, and licked it, his piercing scraping against the glass. His friends pulled him away, jeering and laughing. 
 
    Great. Nix junkies. Why was I surprised? This was the Magick District after all, and Nix was freely available to anyone who fancied seeing what it was like to have magick coursing through their veins. I’d played it with it on more than one occasion, but the low and the despondency once the high was gone had stripped the hope from my heart and tarnished the positive slivers of lies on my tongue. Nix was a fantasy, merely mimicking the high of connecting to the skein, nothing more. It was probably created by the covens to line their coffers. 
 
    Yeah this didn’t have to be a bad thing. Helping this entity could be my positive. 
 
    I picked up my phone and held it to my ear. “We have a deal. On one condition.” 
 
    You really aren’t in any position to set conditions but … I’ll play. 
 
    God, I hated the amusement in his tone. I exhaled. “You need to swear, like proper swear, you won’t take over my body again.” 
 
    There was a lengthy pause and then … Very well. I give you my word I will not take over your body without your consent unless you break the terms of our deal. 
 
    “And the terms are?” 
 
    You do whatever it takes to help me get the answers I seek. 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    No. 
 
    “Fine in that case, I agree as long as I don’t have to endanger myself or anyone else in this endeavor.” 
 
    Unless the person being endangered is the villain I seek. 
 
    Bloody hell, this was getting complicated. “Look, how about you don’t take over my body without my consent as long as I keep helping you?” 
 
    He was silent for a long beat. That is acceptable. 
 
    “Okay. We have a deal.” 
 
    His low exhalation was all the confirmation I needed. The tension racing through my body abated and my muscles unknotted. 
 
    I was free … for now. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to do this, then you need to tell me everything.” I strode down a side street—a short cut to the nearest aerial station. “What you are, why this, whatever it is, is hunting you. Everything. The sooner we figure this out the better. I know some people who may be able to help, but you’ll need to let me tell them some of what’s going on.” 
 
    No. We cannot trust anyone. 
 
    “Yes. We can. We can trust my friends.” 
 
    The crowds were thinning out as more people moved away from the stores selling trinkets and charms, and toward the streets where booze was on offer. Monday night drinking … lovely. The aerial tram was just round the corner. If I legged it, I could catch the next one and be home by seven-thirty. 
 
    “Hey, silver!” A male voice called out. 
 
    Keep walking. 
 
    The sound of running boot falls came up behind me. 
 
    Shit. I was almost at the station steps. 
 
    “Silver, hey. Talking to you.” 
 
    Someone slammed into me, pressing me up against the wall. 
 
    I shoved him off. “The fuck?” 
 
    “Hey, been waiting for you.” 
 
    It was the window licking guy. I glanced over his shoulder … Correction, window licking guy and his friends. 
 
    Carmella. 
 
    My stomach quivered. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I’m just heading home.” 
 
    He made a grab for me, slipping his arm around my waist. “But the night is young.” His eyes were bright, too bright in the gloom. How high was he? 
 
    His friends laughed. “Hey Jinx, you gonna share or what?” 
 
    Heck no. 
 
    Carmella. 
 
    Jinx leaned in, his rancid breath fanning across my face. I brought my knee up into his crotch and he fell back clutching his jewels. 
 
    “Bitch!” 
 
    His friends, all four of them, converged on me. I’d passed the combat training with the IEPEU, I could do this. 
 
    Carmella, let me help you. 
 
    Help me? He wanted to take the driver’s seat. My mind rebelled. “No. Not yet.” 
 
    The guys closed in, and I attacked. 
 
    Quick jab to the face, duck and swing away from the wall. Cos nope, I wasn’t getting backed up against it five to one. One of his mates swung, missing me by a hairbreadth. Too close, too damn close. Nix got you high but it also made the world around you uber focused. They were probably seeing me in all kinds of high definition right now. Hands up in defensive gesture I bounced on the balls of my feet. Staying still was not an option. With movement I had a chance. Duck, jab, uppercut. 
 
    Yes. One down. 
 
    I was doing this. Me. Carmella Hunter. 
 
    A blow to the head had me reeling. 
 
    Dammit Carmella, let me take over! 
 
    I was seeing stars. 
 
    And then my throat was closed as fingers tightened around it. Squeezing and lifting me off the ground. 
 
    Jinx grinned. “So pretty, so bright.” 
 
    Take the power then, take it now. 
 
    Dark spots filled my vision as Jinx’s grip tightened, but then my limbs were infused with cold fire, a strange energy I’d never felt before. I grabbed Jinx’s shoulders and squeezed. The world crackled as frost energy poured out of my hands and into him. His eyes widened. He screamed, released me, and stumbled back just as a dark shadow flew over my shoulder and attached itself to his face. 
 
    The bloody cat … what the heck? 
 
    Jinx hit the ground and the cat landed lightly on her feet. She began to grow, morphing into something else, something bigger, primal and sleek. 
 
    “A panther, a fucking … Run!” Jinx scrambled to his feet and bolted, his posse close on his tail, leaving me alone with the huge fucking jungle cat. 
 
    The ice-fire crackling in the palms of my hands died. What? No. I needed that. “Hello, voice in my head. A little help here. ” 
 
    The cat turned to face me. Its glowing green eyes regarded me with speculation. Did big cats speculate? Probably wondering which limb to take first. 
 
    Oh god. 
 
    What the heck was the voice playing at? Where was the power? He’d promised me power, dammit. Could I fight a panther using IEPEU training? 
 
    A low chuckle reverberated through me. Mira, stop scaring the human 
 
    The panther chuffed and then began to morph again, this time shrinking and rising up until I was staring at … Gemma? 
 
    “See, not so useless after all my lord,” the little girl said. 
 
    Okay, that was not Gemma’s voice, too sexy and sultry and … adult. 
 
    She pouted. “Oh, look at the confused little human face.” 
 
    We have much to discuss. Mira, you will accompany us back to the human’s abode. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to. You should have annihilated those cretins. Why did you not take over? I find you a host, a formidable host, and you refuse to drive it?” 
 
    Mira … 
 
    But Mira wasn’t done. “No.” She held up a hand. “We are running out of time. Take the vessel and be done with it.” 
 
    Whoa. I held up my hands. “We have a deal.” 
 
    Mira’s eyes widened. “I leave for a day to take care of some business and come back to find you making deals with humans?” She strode off a few steps, hands on hips, pony-tails bobbing, then turned sharply on her heel and headed back toward us. “You made a deal? Have you forgotten what humans are? What a stain humanity is? Have you forgotten what they want to do to us?” 
 
    She was glaring at me, no not at me, through me, like she was seeing someone else. Could she see it? Whatever it was? 
 
    I have forgotten nothing. His tone was frost fire. But you forget your place. Do I need to remind you? 
 
    Mira’s eyes narrowed to slits, and her face contorted into sneer. “My lord does not make deals. My lord does not shy away from what needs to be done. That lord would reprimand me. You, I fear are incapable of—” 
 
    A tingle ran over my limbs and my hair stood up on end. Mira gasped and doubled over. She looked up, her smile a grimace. 
 
    “Is that all you have?” 
 
    The tingle intensified and she was on the ground writhing and moaning. Thank god the street was deserted, because it was a fucked-up sight, and I’d had enough. 
 
    “Stop. Just Stop.” 
 
    I didn’t know what these creatures were or where they’d come from, but I’d had enough. I was going home to my pajamas and my fucking fuzzy slippers. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Urvashi didn’t pick up, so I left her a voicemail letting her know I was home, all right, and I’d see her in the morning. 
 
    Mira sat in the armchair, glaring at me. 
 
    I perched on the edge of the sofa-bed. “So, you’re not human.” 
 
    “Well observed.” 
 
    “And you don’t have a sick mother.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “So what do you look like … really?” 
 
    Her face split into a sadistic grin. 
 
    Mira … the voice was saturated with warning. 
 
    This was too weird. She could hear him, but he was in my head. She could see him, but he was … invisible? I shuddered. Mira pouted, looking completely child-like once again. It was disconcerting and kinda creepy. I mean, I’d seen her turn into a cat, well not turn into, but turn from a cat to a panther and then into a little girl. She was no child, this one. She was something else, and it was time to find out just what she was. 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Start from the beginning. Tell me what you are. Just tell me everything.” 
 
    Very well. My name is Paimon, and I’m a djinn. 
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   A  djinn? Well, that was … unexpected. It wasn’t even on my list of possibilities. “We don’t have djinn in our reality.” 
 
    Mira snorted. “You have a lot of shit in your reality that you have no clue about, human.” 
 
    “Look, can you just stop calling me human? My name is Carmella. Use it.” 
 
    Her brow arched. “Nice to see a little backbone there. Be careful not to flash it too often, or I may be tempted to tear it out.” 
 
    The tiny ball of hot anger in the pit of my belly flared. “How about you shut the hell up and let the grown-ups speak.” 
 
    Silence. Absolute and tense. 
 
    And then Mira let out a bark of laughter. “There may be hope for you yet.” 
 
    I focused on the creature bound to me. “So Paimon … a djinn, seriously?” 
 
    He sighed. I do not waste my time with lies and idle chit-chat. My people … my reality was disrupted a few years ago, the fabric of our world overlapped with another, and ever since then we have been hunted. 
 
    “Five years ago the Void threatened to destroy the multi-verse. It’s possible some damage was done before we succeeded in stopping it.” 
 
    Yes, our research indicates this to be the case. My people have been taken for long enough. First it was just the odd disappearance and now djinn are being taken every week. 
 
    “How can you be sure they’re being taken? What if they’re just choosing to cross over and live here?” 
 
    It was Mira who answered with a derisive snort. “You think we would choose to live here? Among such primitive creatures?” 
 
    “How about, if you haven’t got something constructive to say, you shut the hell up?” The words came from a place I rarely acknowledged—an icy reserve of rage I’d left untapped all my life. 
 
    Mira, take a walk. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and her lips thinned. For a moment I thought she was going to argue, but then she stood and strode to the door, slamming it shut on her exit. 
 
    I flopped back on the bed, the tension seeping from my limbs. 
 
    Mira is a warrior. She is accustomed to action. His voice was a low rumble skimming across my mind. Give her a target and she is happy. Unfortunately, since we entered your reality we’ve had no luck in finding our target. 
 
    “So you’re being hunted, but she isn’t?” 
 
    Mira is a hinn, low on the power hierarchy of my realm. So far only ascendants have been taken—djinn who have reached enlightenment. 
 
    I’d only ever met the one hinn, he’d been Malina’s dog for a while … yeah long story, but from what I knew, they weren’t violent. “I thought hinn were peace loving creatures?” 
 
    He let out a bark of laughter. And what do you know of hinn? 
 
    I sat up. “I met one actually. He’s married to my best friend’s mother, who’s a naga.” 
 
    Well it seems I have much to learn about your world. In our world, hinn are shape-shifting warriors. 
 
    “And you’re an … ascendant?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “So you came here to find out stuff and ended up on these hunter’s radar.” 
 
    Precisely. It makes investigating difficult, and Mira, although a superb fighter, is not an investigator. 
 
    So he’d bound himself to me, hiding in plain sight. What I didn’t understand was why they’d chosen me. Yeah he’d said they’d been running out of time, but we lived in a world filled with supernatural creatures: Yaksha, vampires, apsaras, Ghandarva, and Vedic gods. There were witches and witch-bloods much more powerful than me. It didn’t make sense. Also, Mira had been coming to the bakery for weeks … almost as if they’d been scoping me out. He was hiding something. 
 
    “Tell me why you picked me again?” 
 
    Because you were suitable, and I was out of time. 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    It doesn’t matter what you believe. What’s done is done. We have a deal, and first thing tomorrow we get started. 
 
    “No, first thing tomorrow I have to go to work.” 
 
    He huffed. Quit. 
 
    “Really? And how do you expect me to pay my bills? Buy food? You gonna do some djinn magick and make me rich?” 
 
    He made a disgusted sound. We do not grant wishes. 
 
    “Well, then it looks like I’ll be keeping my job, doesn’t it? We’ll just have to work your case outside of working hours.” 
 
    Fine. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Now you must eat. Something meaty and protein rich. 
 
    “Seriously? You’re going to dictate what I eat now?” 
 
    I’m bound to you, and I have a craving for red meat. It’s in both our interests to keep your energy up. If you are to draw from my power you need to be strong enough to channel it. 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. I have a steak in the fridge.” 
 
    I take it medium rare. 
 
    Pompous ass. “How about you take it how I give it to you?” 
 
    I sensed the arched brow, and the half smile. 
 
    “Stop that. Stop … projecting.” 
 
    You sensed that? 
 
    “Shouldn’t I have?” 
 
    Just make the damn steak. 
 
    And then there was silence. He hadn’t liked that I could sense his mood. Maybe I could use this to my advantage. He was hiding something, and I was gonna find out what it was. 
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   T he cinnamon roll dough was ready for a second beating. Peeling off the saran wrap, I gave it a punch down and then left it to rise once more. Yeah, this was why I loved making the rolls. A little aggression went a long way into making these babies fluffy and delicious. 
 
    Once the dough had risen for a second time, I rolled it out over my floured counter, and then brushed it with melted butter. A little brown sugar and cinnamon sprinkled over the top, maybe a little more. Then time to roll it up. Cut, pack, and then leave to rise again. 
 
    Yeah, I loved making these rolls. 
 
    What do they taste like? 
 
    “I thought we agreed you’d leave me alone when I was working. I can’t focus with you jabbering on in my head.” 
 
    He fell back into silence. 
 
    “Carmella? A little help?” Brenda called from the front of the store. 
 
    Leaving the rolls to rise I headed out front. “Is Urvashi not in yet?” 
 
    Brenda shook her head, her eyes on the rapidly growing queue. Oh, man. Understaffed and inundated again. Being so close to an aerial tram station meant we got the morning, lunch, and afternoon rushes. We’d have to work like the wind to serve all these people. 
 
    The rolls would take at least twenty minutes to rise. Plenty of time. “Hi, what can I get you?” 
 
    And so it began. Fifteen minutes later the last customer pinged out the shop and Brenda and I sagged against the counter. 
 
    “I’m gonna call Urvashi again,” Brenda said. 
 
    She wandered into the back office, and I headed to the kitchen to pop the rolls in the oven. I’d just shut the huge oven door when the bell pinged. 
 
    Brenda was still in the back office so serving was up to me. “Hi, what can I—you?” 
 
    “Me,” Banner grinned. “And how is my favorite baker?” He sniffed. “Are those fresh cinnamon rolls I smell?” 
 
    I’d only just popped them in the oven, there was no way he could smell them yet. But he was a customer, and one of our best, even though he probably thought I was a gullible fool. And why couldn’t I stop admiring the way his shirt stretched across his shoulders, or the smooth golden forearms he had on display? 
 
    Ahem. “They won’t be done for at least twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I can wait.” He tucked his thumbs into his jean pockets and stared at me with his unnerving brown eyes. He licked his luscious, Jonathan Ryes Myers, lips. “So, been busy?” 
 
    “Yes actually.” Stop staring at his mouth. 
 
    Yes. Please stop. I feel … sick. 
 
    Oh, god. This was so messed up. 
 
    Banner stepped closer and suddenly the counter between us didn’t feel all that significant. “I was headed over earlier but saw the queue snaking out the door, so decided to wait.” 
 
    “So why ask if we were busy?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just making small talk.” 
 
    “If this is your idea of small talk then I’m glad I’m not going on a date with you.” 
 
    His brows flicked up. “If you were on a date with me, small talk would be the last thing on your mind.” 
 
    He was looking at me in that way again. The, I-can-see-what’s-under-your-clothes way. Heat climbed up my neck. 
 
    He has questionable intentions … 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    Brenda joined us at the counter. “Oh, Mr. Banner, how nice to see you.” 
 
    “Brenda, how many times do I need to insist you call me Mal?” He smiled, flashing his dimples. 
 
    Brenda’s face crinkled around the eyes. “Oh, yes. Of course, Mal.” She giggled and shot me a pointed look. 
 
    It was the get-gone look, the you’re-cramping-my-style eye dart. Brenda was a cute little thing—brunette, dark eyed, and voluptuous—and she had a fiancé. It didn’t stop her flirting her arse off though. She’d said more than once that if Banner crooked his finger her way, she’d dump Stephen in a heartbeat. 
 
    But Banner was a fantasy and Stephen was real. I just hoped she realized that. 
 
    I backed away from the counter. “I’m gonna … do stuff in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Wait,” Banner said. “Did you get my card?” 
 
    Brenda’s eyes widened. Fantastic. There’d be questions galore later. 
 
    “Card?” I shook my head, faking ignorance. “Sorry, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He searched my face and then a small smile played on his lips. “I can live with that. While I’m here, maybe you can get Urvashi to come out. I meant to thank her personally for pulling of the dessert catering for the Meet.” 
 
    “She never came in,” Brenda blurted. 
 
    She was lucky she was too far away to have her foot stomped on. Never came in sounded irresponsible and callous, isn’t in yet would have sounded much better. 
 
    Banner had picked up on the choice of words too. “Is she alright?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m sure she is.” 
 
    “She’s not answering her phone.” Brenda said. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sure she has her reasons, Brenda.” 
 
    But Banner’s eyes had narrowed, his lips tightening. “Maybe someone should check on her. Make sure she’s alright.” 
 
    Why was he so concerned? Did Urvashi and he have a thing? But he was right. Urvashi had made me a promise she wouldn’t play hooky without telling me first. Not to call or text wasn’t like her. 
 
    I smiled tightly at Banner. “I’ll check on her later.” The timer on the oven beeped. “Rolls are ready.” 
 
    I bustled into the kitchen. 
 
    He is concerned. Anxious. I sense it coming off him in waves. 
 
    I pulled the tray of rolls out the oven. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a thing with Urvashi.” 
 
    A thing? 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That they’d … you know … been intimate.” 
 
    She is his woman. 
 
    “No. Urvashi is no one’s woman, and Banner,” I snorted, “Banner is everyone’s man.” 
 
    He was silent for the longest time, long enough for the rolls to cool enough to be iced. 
 
    In my world intimacy is meaningful. It is a commitment. 
 
    “Well, that must be lovely for you. In this world people take your body and break your heart. They love you one moment and forget about you the next. Relationships suck.” 
 
    I carried the rolls back out, slid them into their section behind the glass counter, and grabbed a box. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Banner sighed. “Four.” 
 
    The bell pinged, but I didn’t look up until his order was ready and on the counter. Brenda rung it up while I turned to the new customer. 
 
    Mira, in her Gemma guise, grinned cruelly at me. 
 
    My heart sank. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Carmella.” Brenda nudged me, her eyes wide with admonishment. 
 
    Crap. Of course to Brenda, Gemma was just a customer—a sweet little girl who wanted two brownies and a jammy dodger. She hadn’t a clue how many faces lay behind the innocent heart-shaped one blinking up at us now, looking bewildered and hurt. 
 
    I exhaled through my nose and smiled over gritted teeth. “Sorry, sweetie. The usual?” 
 
    She nodded, ponytail bobbing. 
 
    Banner glanced at her and did a double take, his brow crinkling in a frown. 
 
    Oh, my god. Did he sense something? He was an elder witch. Maybe he could. But then he was smiling at her. 
 
    “Best brownies in Piccadilly, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Mira said in her saccharine Gemma voice. 
 
    “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.” His gaze lingered on me a moment longer and then he was headed for the door. The bell tinkled on his exit. 
 
    Brenda sighed, hand on heart. “He gave you his card?” 
 
    I glanced in Mira’s direction. “Later.” 
 
    Brenda nodded. “I better stock up the brownies.” She walked off into the kitchens. 
 
    I turned on Mira. “What do you want?” 
 
    She pointed at the bag in my hand. “My order would be nice.” 
 
    There it was … her real voice, snarky and sultry and totally weird coming out of her twelve year old mouth. 
 
    “Do you have to parade around looking like a kid? Can’t you look older?” 
 
    She snorted. “And risk detection by whatever is hunting my people? Children are invisible in your world … most of the time. No one pays any attention to them, unless they’re responsible for them.” She paused and tapped her chin. “No, wait. I tell a lie. There was this one man who attempted to bribe me with small boiled sweets and get me in his car.” 
 
    Oh god. “What did you do?” 
 
    She grinned, a wide sadistic grin. “I ate him. He was much more appetizing than the sweets.” 
 
    Mira, enough with the tales. What have you got for me? 
 
    For a blissful moment I’d forgotten he was there, but he shifted now, making himself known and filling my mind with his presence and intent. I’d promised to help him and my shift was almost over. 
 
    Mira crossed her arms over her chest. “I found djinn essence. Fresh and ascendant.” 
 
    Good, take me to it. 
 
    “Whoa. I still have thirty minutes left on my shift.” 
 
    Brenda strolled in. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Mira looked up at Brenda, her eyes misting. “I’m not feeling too well and I wanted Carmella to walk me home.” Her bottom lip trembled. 
 
    Brenda made a tutting sound. “Oh, honey. Can we call your mum to get you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Mum’s sick.” 
 
    Brenda sighed. “Course sweetie. I can close up, no problem.” 
 
    Paimon relaxed. 
 
    He knew he’d won. 
 
    Ducking out of my apron, I grabbed my keys. 
 
    “Oh, Carmella, I tried Urvashi again, still no answer.” 
 
    “I have a key to her apartment. I’ll drop by and check on her.” 
 
    An irritated sigh. 
 
    Well fuck him. My friends came first. I pulled open the door and Mira gripped my hand, squeezing painfully, while a soft smile played on her lips. My wrists tingled and the bands flashed gold—a gentle reminder I was no longer my own boss. 
 
    “See you in the morning,” Brenda called out as I stepped into the late afternoon sun. 
 
    Paimon’s voice filled my head, and his energy infused my limbs. Time to track a djinn. 
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   “T wo minutes, dammit.” 
 
    That wasn’t the deal. 
 
    “The deal was to help you outside of my working hours, but we didn’t set time frames. I’m not breaking our deal.” 
 
    Mira growled low in her chest. “Let me hurt her, Paimon.” 
 
    Tuning her out, I climbed the three steps to Urvashi’s tiny terraced house. The curtains were drawn and a local paper lay on the mat, all dry and faded from the heat of the sun. The bell and the knocker elicited no response. Time to use the emergency keys. 
 
    The scent of vanilla potpourri and cotton fresh air freshener hit me as I entered. 
 
     “Urvashi? You here, hun?” 
 
    Her handbag hung on the coat rack; her memory-foam shoes were propped on the shoe rack. A bunch of keys hung on the hook by the door. 
 
    “Urvashi?” I scanned the lower floor. 
 
    The living room was neat and ordered and shrouded in darkness. Two dirty plates sat on the draining board in the kitchen, alongside two empty wine glasses. 
 
    Urvashi had had company. 
 
    But she hadn’t left the house … not without her bag and keys. I took the narrow flight of stairs two and a time. Something was wrong. 
 
    Something is wrong here. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me something I need to know.” 
 
    All the doors to the rooms upstairs were closed. I’d visited enough to know which was hers, so I bee-lined for it, pushing it open to reveal … 
 
    What in the world? 
 
    Mira pushed passed me, her nose in the air, eyes alight with triumph. “I know this scent. It’s them.” 
 
    Paimon tensed. But I was too busy staring at the mess: the shredded sheets, the tossed pillows, the shattered dresser glass, and the hundreds of large white feathers lying across every surface. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    The net curtains billowed into the room on a gust of wind. 
 
    Mira ran to the window. “It came in through here.” 
 
    “What? What came in?” 
 
    It was Paimon who replied, his tone low and somber. The thing that took your friend … the thing that’s been taking my people. 
 
    No. It couldn’t be. What were the odds? 
 
    Mira picked up a feather and sniffed. “Vanilla. Sweet. What creature in your world has such feathers?” 
 
    There was only one. “The Ghandarva have wings. They used to be the apsara’s companions in swarga. But I can’t believe one would hurt the other.” The two empty wine glasses downstairs. “Wait, maybe she was having a … thing, with this Ghandarva?” 
 
    “So you think he was taken too?” Mira asked. 
 
    The scene suggests a struggle. 
 
    “And the feathers suggest this Ghandarva fought,” Mira said. 
 
     Urvashi had been on a date, and something had burst in and taken them both. But why? I picked up a feather and slipped it into my handbag. 
 
    “You can tell for sure these cases are connected?” 
 
    Yes. There is a weak signature in the atmosphere. It is all we’ve ever succeeded in finding. Not enough for us to track it though. For that I need to see it. I need a piece of it. 
 
    “But you’re sure?” 
 
    Yes. Whatever took your friend is the same thing that’s been taking my people. 
 
    I headed back downstairs. 
 
    Where are you going? 
 
    “To the enforcement office. I need to report this.” 
 
    “They can’t help you,” Mira said. 
 
    I hit the hallway and she grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Paimon, let me hurt her. Please.” 
 
    Trying to shake her off was futile, her grip was a vice, digging in and bruising. Heat expanded in my chest. Urvashi had been taken. She could be hurt, or being hurt right now. I needed to do something—get officers out there looking for her. My eyes grew hot. “Seriously, tell your dog to let me go, or I swear I don’t give a fuck about our deal. I won’t help you. I’ll fight … I’ll fight you with everything I have.” 
 
    Let her go Mira. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Now! 
 
    I was out the door and on the street in seconds. The nearest enforcement office was two blocks away. I broke into a run. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Dripping with perspiration, I entered the building filled with people sworn to serve and protect. This was no IEPEU, but it was what the everyday person had when it came to report a crime. 
 
    The AC was on full blast, cooling the sweat on my brow. Wiping at my face and ignoring Mira’s furious expression, I walked up to the reception desk where a slightly balding, thickset guy in uniform was flicking through a magazine. His polite smile turned into something more appreciative when he noticed me. He stood straighter and shoved the magazine under the counter. 
 
    “How can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “I need to report a missing … person?” Was an apsara a person? 
 
    He smiled kindly. “You don’t sound too sure.” 
 
    Paimon sighed. Stand up straighter. Confidence woman. 
 
    My spine straightened. “My friend, she’s an apsara, and she’s gone missing.” 
 
    He blinked at me. “An apsara, as in one of the celestial dancers?” 
 
    “She’s not a dancer, she owns a bakery … Delightful Bakery.” 
 
    “Oh, man, those brownies are to die for.” He shook his head. “And the cinnamon rolls are just too good.” 
 
    Was he not getting me? “She’s missing. I need you to find her.” 
 
    He pulled out a pad of paper, his demeanor instantly more professional “Okay, when’s the last time you saw or spoke to her. 
 
    “Yesterday morning.” 
 
    “Ahuh, and you’ve tried to contact her today?” 
 
    “I did, she didn’t answer so I went to her house. I have a key. I let myself in and there’s been some kind of struggle. I think she was taken.” 
 
    His brows were knit together. “Your name?” 
 
    “Carmella Hunter.” 
 
    “Okay, please start from the beginning. Tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    I talked and he jotted everything down. He glanced up when I mentioned the Ghandarva feathers. 
 
    “So your friend was with someone last night?” 
 
    “I think they were both taken. It’s a mess.” 
 
    “Do you suppose the mess could have been caused by their … activities?” 
 
    Paimon growled in exasperation. This is a waste of time. We’re wasting time. 
 
    “Miss Hunter?” 
 
    “No. They were taken. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He gave me a look, the one that said you-naive-fool and picked up his note pad. “Wait here. I’m going to run this by my boss. We’ll get a unit over to her home and check it out. Take it from there.” 
 
    I sagged in relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    He left me at the counter and headed into the back office. 
 
    “See. We’re gonna get some help. Maybe they’ll find some clues that’ll help us with your case … if the thing that took her is the same thing that’s hunting your people.” 
 
    Paimon was silent. 
 
    Mira picked at her nails, looking bored. 
 
    A few long seconds passed and then a tall silver-haired man strode up to the counter. “Miss Hunter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming in, we’ll take it from here.” He smiled tightly. 
 
    Mira snorted. 
 
    He reeks of lies. 
 
    I hated to admit it but the djinn may be right. “You’ll send a unit?” 
 
    “We have our procedures for dealing with this kind of thing.” 
 
    This kind of thing? “What do you mean?” 
 
    He sighed. “Look Miss Hunter, you seem like a nice lady, a decent lady, and I’m sure this apsara has been very kind to you. But we know the type—promiscuous and flighty. It’s their nature. Your friend is probably having a whale of a time somewhere and will turn up in a few days, no worse for wear. However, as you’ve made a formal report we are obligated to investigate, which we will do in due course.” 
 
    Due course … as in never. 
 
    Mira snorted again, and the officer glanced at her as if noticing her for the first time. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I suggest you take your sister home and leave this to us.” 
 
    Carmella, we should go and examine the site Mira found while it’s still light. There’ll be no help for us here. 
 
    Something cold and lethal stirred inside me. “You listen to me, and you listen carefully. If anything untoward has happened to my friend I will be holding you personally responsible and I will sue your ass. No. I’ll get my friends and Brahma Corp to do it for me.” 
 
    He blinked, taken aback. But then his expression hardened. “In that case maybe you can get your friends to investigate the case for you. Maybe they can do it from their stone fortress where the reality of what’s happened to our world doesn’t touch them.” 
 
    Rage lanced through me and I fisted my hands in time to stop myself physically lashing out. “If it wasn’t for those gods, we’d all be dead.” 
 
    The officer pressed his lips together, nostrils flaring. “Look. That was uncalled for. I apologize. I realize you’re just doing the right thing here. We’ll look into it. I assure you.” 
 
    He left me standing at the counter, bewildered and angry. 
 
    “Can we go now?” Mira drawled. 
 
    “Yeah, we can go.” 
 
    Walking out of the building was like stepping into an oven, but the heat was the least of my worries. My gut squirmed. The whole exchange had been off. More than plain unhelpfulness, and more than them believing Urvashi was simply off on a sex binge. If the regular enforcement channel wasn’t going to help me, I’d just have to go over their heads. And lucky for me I knew just the gal to call. Retrieving my phone from my bag, I hit speed dial. 
 
    What are you doing now? 
 
    Mira leaned up against the wall glaring at me. “I told you to let me hurt her. Pain is a great incentive.” 
 
    The phone rang, once, twice, and was answered with a click. 
 
    “Hunter? What’s up?” Melody Parker said. 
 
    “I have a problem.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    I filled her in on Urvashi’s disappearance, and when I’d finished she was silent for a long beat. 
 
    “Parker?” 
 
    “Look Carmella, this is classified, so I can’t go into detail. But please do me a favor and just drop this.” 
 
    Had I heard her right? “My friend is missing. How the heck do you expect me to drop this?” 
 
    She sighed in exasperation. “Because I’m asking you to trust me. Look I got to go. Just … you’ve filed a report so let the authorities deal with it.” She hung up. 
 
    I stared at the phone, dumbstruck. 
 
    Are you ready to do some investigating now? 
 
    The Carmella of a few days ago may have listened to Melody and left everything up to the authorities. But that Carmella was buried under the power and confidence of a djinn. His energy thrummed in my veins, intent pulsing in my brain. 
 
    “Hell yeah. I’m ready.” 
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   W e rode the aerial tram to Tottenham Court Station. From there Mira led us to Soho square—a large expanse of green where people could stop to eat lunch, or merely enjoy the sun. She stopped and sniffed the air. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure … something more …” she strode off across the grass. 
 
    Paimon was silent, but he was watching, scoping. I sensed it through our weird connection. It was invasive but kinda comforting at the same time. Like having an extra pair of eyes you didn’t need to control. 
 
    Mira hopped the fence and my heart kicked up. This was a familiar area for me. The place I’d once lived and worked. But she strode past the street where the guild disguised as a dojo used to be. Now it was just a boarded up, sad-looking building waiting for someone to rent it. The assassins trained by the guild had either assimilated into society or been recruited by the IEPEU. 
 
    We slipped down a narrow side street, cobbled and silent. Mira stopped. Hands on hips. 
 
    Here? 
 
    She morphed into dark mist and began to skim across the ground. 
 
    “What is she doing?” 
 
    Gathering more information. This is what happens each time. She catches the weak scent, tracks it to a particular spot and then it’s just … gone. If we knew what they looked like, if we had a piece of them … blood or flesh or hair then we could sense them coming. We could hunt them. They never leave anything behind. He sighed. There are always signs of struggle—blood of our djinn, tattered clothing from our djinn, but nothing from them. 
 
    There were no feathers floating about which meant the Ghandarva was specific to Urvashi’s disappearance. They were a tight-knit group, rooming together in the skyscraper at the center of the city which housed their main enterprise, Perfect Leisure. 
 
    “We need to speak to the Ghandarva. If one of their own is missing they’re bound to know. Maybe they can help us investigate?” 
 
    Or maybe they’re somehow involved. The friend you spoke to on your mobile device was evasive also. There is a bigger plot at play here, and we cannot trust anyone. 
 
    “We can’t run an investigation without asking questions. But we can ask the questions in such a way as to ally suspicion. The Ghandarva have huge parties every month on the night of the full moon. They call them Chandra Celebrations. They’re the event of the month.” 
 
    Chandra? 
 
    “It means moon. Anyway, if I could just find a way to get an invite to one of those …” I snorted self depreciatively. “Okay, that isn’t going to happen. Only the affluent and powerful are ever invited to those events, and unless I can raise my status in the next week, there won’t be an invite landing on my mat any time soon.” 
 
    Mira was back, her mouth downturned with annoyance. “How about Banner? He’s an elder witch?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’d definitely get an invite.” 
 
    Mira smirked. “And he’d probably take a date …” 
 
    Oh … “Mira, you’re a genius.” 
 
    She grinned, her eyes lighting up and for a second she looked like the Gemma I’d come to care for. My chest tightened. That little girl had been an illusion. 
 
    Someone care to fill me in? 
 
    Mira grinned wickedly. “Carmella is going to seduce the city’s playboy and compel him to take her to the event of the month as his date.” 
 
      
 
    ____ 
 
      
 
    I don’t like this idea. 
 
    “It’s a solid plan. It’s our only plan.” We were back in Piccadilly, two minutes away from the soup kitchen. 
 
    “He just doesn’t like the idea of being stuck in your head while you play kissy face with hot Banner.” 
 
    My cheeks heated. “There’ll be no kissy face.” 
 
    Mira arched a brow. “How the heck are you going to seduce him without giving him a taste?” 
 
    When it came to dating I was the queen. I’d done it enough, hadn’t found my forever prince yet, but still, I had the technique down. 
 
    “Well?” Mira prodded. 
 
    “By making him imagine what he could have if he worked for it.” 
 
    “Ooo, evil.” 
 
    “I don’t usually play games, but with Banner, a man who’s used to women throwing themselves at him, a little chase will serve to whet his appetite.” 
 
    You will not be intimate with him? 
 
    Now my ears were on fire. “Not part of the plan.” 
 
    “But if the opportunity arises …” Mira wiggled her brows. 
 
    Mira, shut up. He snapped. 
 
    We rounded the corner to the soup kitchen. It was almost seven in the evening. I was an hour late. Victor may not mind. But I did. This was my commitment. 
 
    What is this place? 
 
    “It’s where she feeds the smelly people,” Mira said. 
 
    I stopped and looked down at her. “How do you know about this place?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I made a fly by visit a few days ago.” 
 
    The black cat … of course. 
 
    The doors were ajar, and I pushed through into the familiar scent of old linoleum, unwashed bodies, and savory stew. 
 
    Mira wrinkled her nose and Paimon gagged. 
 
    “Deal with it.” 
 
    Victor raised his hand from behind the serving counter. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I joined him behind the counter, pulling my hair up into a knot at the top of my head. “It’s busy tonight.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s shepherd’s pie night, what do you expect?” 
 
    “Yeah, they do love the pie.” 
 
    “And who is this?” Victor was staring at Mira. 
 
    “I’m Gemma. Carmella is looking after me.” She dimpled prettily. 
 
    Victor blinked, his brow furrowing, his nostrils flaring slightly. 
 
    Could he sense what she was? I didn’t have a clue about rakshasa and their abilities aside from knowing they were uber strong. But then he was smiling and offering her a plastic cup. 
 
    “You want to get yourself some juice? You can grab a seat back there.” He pointed to a couple of chairs shoved up against the wall behind us. 
 
    Mira took the cup and skipped off … literally skipped. Man she was good. 
 
    A chuckle reverberated in my head. 
 
    Victor’s head whipped up. “What was that?” 
 
    Shit, had he heard it? 
 
    But then the doors burst open and the room erupted in screams. 
 
    Victor stepped in front of me, shielding me with his huge frame. Feet planted wide, body vibrating, he faced off against the threat. The Yaksha loped in, all claws and fang. They’d turned, so their faces and hands were bestial but their bodies had retained humanoid form. Massive hulking humanoid forms, with thick bulging biceps and thighs. Even so, Victor dwarfed them with his six-foot-five frame and tank size body. 
 
    People scattered, scrambling to get away from the monsters who could tear them limb from limb. 
 
    Mira was beside me, her body thrumming and ready for action. 
 
    Paimon switched to high alert in my mind. Carmella. Leave. Leave now. 
 
    “You’re not welcome here.” Victor’s voice cut through the whimpers of the kitchen’s patrons. 
 
    Dammit. I needed to get my phone, dial Melody. Let them know the rogue Yaksha were here. 
 
    One of the Yaksha—dark furred and dark eyed—stepped forward. “We go where we please.” His voice was thick and distorted by his muzzle. “We eat whom we please, and we ask no permission.” 
 
    His pack-mates threw back their heads and howled. And then they attacked. 
 
    Victor vaulted over the counter, meeting them head on with a roar that made my head ring. 
 
    Mira grabbed my hand and yanked. “Come on. We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    What? Was she crazy? I couldn’t leave these people to die. Victor was in the center of the room, fighting for his life —one rakshasa against seven Yaksha. 
 
    I yanked my arm out of her grip, and ran around the table. 
 
    “Carmella!” Mira called out. 
 
    Dammit woman. 
 
    My body was flooded with the familiar icy heat of Paimon’s power. 
 
    Someone to my left screamed as bone crunched. 
 
    No! I barreled into the yaksha with its teeth buried in Jeremy’s arm and punched it in the head. Frost shot out from my hands, slamming into him and encasing him in ice. 
 
    He screamed, falling back to bat at his head. The frost dissipated, and his snout crinkled, exposing lethal fangs, and then he launched himself at me. 
 
    I jumped back and swung, connecting with the left side of his face with a thud, punctuated by a crack that reverberated up my arm. Something was broken. 
 
    Carmella, back up. I can’t channel enough. I won’t … dammit. 
 
    The yaksha swiped at me, his claws missing my abdomen by a hairsbreadth. My triumph was short lived as his other hand smashed into the side of my head, bringing darkness and stars and the cool comfort of linoleum against my cheek. 
 
    Carmella. Ya Ibn el Sharmouta 
 
    My breath whooshed out of my lungs as a pulse of energy lanced through me. I flipped onto my back, alert and focused. The yaksha fell on top of me and I slammed my palms into his chest, elbows locked. Dammit he was strong. Frost spread out from my palms climbing over his body, eating away at his shirt. Yes! 
 
    He growled and rolled off me. I scrambled up and stumbled back as he scraped at his chest, trying desperately to remove the curse my hands had laid on him, but the frost was relentless. He released a final howl as the ice climbed up his neck and ate at his face. 
 
    My hands … just like with Jinx. What the fuck? My foot knocked against something … Jeremy’s unconscious body. His arm lay at an awkward angle, and blood pooled across the floor. 
 
    We had to get him out of here, had to get them all out of here. The carnage registered—screams which had somehow been muted by the blood roaring in my ears. I caught a glimpse of Mira, on all floors, her face twisted into an expression of agony. She licked her lips, her gaze on the pool of blood at my feet. It was agony all right—the agony of holding back. My belly shuddered—repelled by what she was. 
 
     “Mira, snap out of it. Help him. Get them all out of here.” I grabbed my phone from my pocket and slid it across the ground toward her. “Hit speed dial three. Tell Parker to get the IEPEU here now!” 
 
    She blinked and locked gazes with me, her chest rising and falling rapidly. 
 
    “Now!” My voice was a whip galvanizing her into action. 
 
    I turned back into the fray. 
 
    Your friend needs aid. Paimon sounded weak … far away. 
 
    Energy coursed through me, the conviction I could lift a fucking house if I needed to. Victor went down with a yaksha snapping at his face. Victor’s face rippled but he didn’t change … what would he change into if he let go? I didn’t know of anyone who could answer that. 
 
    I grabbed the yaksha by the collar and yanked him off Victor, flinging him over my shoulder with ease, and he went flying into the wall with a sickening thud. 
 
    Victor stared up at me in shock. But then four Yaksha were leaping at us at once. We were surrounded, back to back, being circled. The room was empty save for Victor, me, and the hungry Yaksha. Mira had pulled through. 
 
    “You should have run,” Victor said. 
 
    “Yeah? Then who would have saved your arse?” 
 
    He snorted. “I’ll hold them off best I can. Get out of here.” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    There was power running through my veins, a desire to do some hurting. The doors behind the Yaksha flew open and two humungous guys strode in. 
 
    Victor let out a bark of laughter and the Yaksha froze, and then slowly turned to the entrance. 
 
    “Look what we got here, Devin, a trio of mangy mutts,” the fair-haired big guy said. 
 
    Devin, his dark haired companion, rolled up his sleeves. “Dammit. I just had this shirt dry cleaned.” 
 
    The Yaksha looked torn. 
 
    “Back up, Carmella. Things are about to get … messy,” Victor said. 
 
    Do as he says. Paimon whispered. Do it now. 
 
    I slipped from the circle while the Yaksha were distracted, backing up until my butt hit the counter. 
 
    And then all hell broke loose. 
 
    Fur and fang, fist and muscle, roars and howls, blood sprayed, bone crunched. My brain struggled to keep up with what was happening. 
 
    A gunshot ripped the air 
 
    “IEPEU! Everybody freeze!” 
 
    It looked like the cavalry had arrived. 
 
    Melody Parker stood in the doorway, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, showing off her delicate heart-shaped face. She was a tiny spit-fire of a woman, a damn powerhouse on the training mat and a respected patrol leader. Her unit spilled in now, cuffing the Yaksha and … Victor. 
 
    “Wait!” I rushed forward. “Not these guys.” I indicated Victor and his buddies. 
 
    “They with you?” Melody asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Victor works here, and these guys were helping out today.” 
 
    She sighed. “Looks like you got lucky having three rakshasas on the premises when you got hit.” She ran her gaze over the Yaksha. “Or maybe the mutts were just unlucky.” 
 
    Devin pinched his shirt between finger and thumb. “My shirt…” It was splattered with blood. 
 
    Melody ran her gaze over him. “Cotton?” 
 
    He looked up. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Soak it in white vinegar for about thirty minutes then rinse it with cold water, rubbing out the stain. Should get it out. If not, use hydrogen peroxide.” 
 
    He grinned. “Thanks.” 
 
    She was here, now was the time to pump her for information about Urvashi’s disappearance. Find out what the heck was so classified that the enforcement office had been dicks about the whole thing. I opened my mouth to question her, but the words dried up as a figure walked through the door. 
 
    Drake. 
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   D rake strode in, dressed in the standard IEPEU gear, his hair pulled back in neat cornrows. Why did he still have to look so good? There should be a rule saying exes had to become unattractive as soon as they left you. His intense brown eyes scanned the scene and finally settled on me. It was like being slammed with a sledgehammer in the solar plexus. 
 
    Carmella … 
 
    No. Not now. I couldn’t. 
 
    Drake frowned and headed toward me. “Car … Look at you. Shit.” He made to reach for me. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Penelope ran into the room, her golden hair mussed from the drive in her convertible. Her open topped, frigging brand-new mummy-bought-it-for-me convertible. 
 
    Drake stepped back, curling his hands into fists. “She’s fine. A little banged up, but fine.” 
 
    My throat was too tight to speak, and I really needed to stop staring at him. It looked … desperate. 
 
    Something tugged at my mind, and a chilly determination stiffened my spine. 
 
    I stood straighter. “I’m all right.” 
 
    Penelope smiled. “Oh good. We were at the IEPEU office when the call came in. Drake was beside himself.” She leaned into him, stroking his shoulder. “He knew how upset Malina would be if anything were to happen to you. She did ask us to watch out for you while she was gone.” She smiled her fake smile. 
 
    The urge to scratch it off her stupidly beautiful face was almost too much. “I’m fine. I just need to get home and—” 
 
    This time Drake did reach for me, gently taking my arm and lifting it to examine it. “What the fuck?” 
 
    I blinked at my hand, blue and purple and swollen to twice its size. 
 
    Penelope gasped. 
 
    Drake blew out a breath, his eyes lighting up with some kind of revelation. “Damn it Car, you must be in agony.” 
 
    Yeah … I should be … Paimon … he was doing this. He was holding back the pain. 
 
    We need to leave … 
 
    The energy in my veins began to pull back. 
 
    Carmella. 
 
    “I gotta dash.” I extricated myself from Drake’s grip and backed up. 
 
    “Let me fix it,” Drake said. 
 
    There was a time when I would have happily taken him up on the offer. A time when being powerless hadn’t mattered to me, because I’d believed he loved me regardless. But now the thought of him touching me with his magick made my stomach ache with yearning for something that would never be mine. 
 
    “I’m fine. I got a ride.” I backed up some more. 
 
    Victor caught my eye and made a move toward me. But Paimon tugged at my mind. I turned and strode into the kitchen, out the back door, and ran. 
 
    Mira? Mira where are you? 
 
    But Mira was gone, and the power Paimon had loaned me was leaching away. 
 
    My knees gave way, leaving me leaning up against the wall, the edges of my vision darkening. 
 
    Alley, get in the alley. 
 
    People were walking toward me, but I turned away, slipping into the alley to my left. 
 
    “Paimon. I can’t …” And then there was only darkness. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “… Foolish and idiotic.” Mira said. 
 
    If you’d been there, it wouldn’t have been an issue. 
 
    “I was getting the pathetic stinky humans to safety.” 
 
    You did well. 
 
    “And you didn’t—materializing just to bring her home. Why not let her crumple in the street? A passerby may have done her a mercy and called a medic.” 
 
    I believe she did not wish the human Drake to know of her weakness. 
 
    “So you exposed yourself? You could have been tracked. Dammit, Paimon. I cannot keep you safe if you do not adhere to my rules.” 
 
    My eyelids were too heavy, my body a lead weight. I wanted to see, to know, but I couldn’t summon the energy. A shiver of ice rippled through my veins. 
 
    Do not forget who you speak too hinn, lest I lose my temper and crush you. 
 
    “Apologies my lord.” Her tone said otherwise. “I merely wish to be of assistance. The female is stubborn and foolhardy. You instructed her to run and she did not obey. I will find a new host.” 
 
    A sigh that reverberated throughout me. Yes, she is stubborn. She is foolhardy, but she was protecting her people. 
 
    “Those grotesque smelly humans?” 
 
    I believe so. She feeds them. She cares for them. She would not abandon them. How can I begrudge her that when here I am, doing the same for mine? 
 
    “Oh please, don’t tell me you’re comparing her to us? These humans care only for what they can obtain and what can serve them. They have no higher purpose. Greed and ambition is what drives them.” 
 
    Yes … that is what I believed … 
 
    The weight pressing down on my body lifted a fraction. 
 
    Carmella? 
 
    Urgh. I rolled onto my side. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You were stupid,” Mira snapped. 
 
    “Thanks for helping.” 
 
    She sniffed. 
 
    I have healed you. 
 
    I raised my hand, no longer blue and swollen. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mira will fetch you something to eat. Housing my power took a toll on you. 
 
    The door slammed as Mira exited. 
 
    “Did it take a toll on you?” 
 
    It doesn’t matter. He sounded weary. 
 
    “Yeah, it kinda does. If we’re gonna do this, I need to know how this works. What your limits are. What my limits are. I get the feeling I asked a lot of you today.” 
 
    His chuckle filled my head. I think it is only fair considering I am asking you to mask my essence. 
 
    This was weird … him being nice to me. He sounded almost relaxed. “Well, you kinda didn’t really ask.” 
 
    Point taken. 
 
    I sat up, and brushed back my hair. The room was empty, but his presence was an imprint on the bed. I ran my hand over the duvet. Still warm. He’d been here, in the flesh. My pulse jumped. I needed a glass of water. 
 
    “So? What happened today?” I padded over to the kitchen area. Was he walking with me? “You seemed to get weaker the more you channeled.” I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and unscrewed the cap. 
 
    I sensed him hesitate as if mulling over an issue. I experienced some … issues when channeling my power into you. 
 
    I swigged. “Issues? What kind of issues.” 
 
    I’m not sure. 
 
    He was lying. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    The door slammed open and Mira stomped in, her expression was stormy. “Here’s your damn food. I’m going out to get something to eat.” 
 
    The bag was bulging with takeout, Chinese by the aroma drifting up my nose. “Wait, there’s plenty here. We can share.” 
 
    She glanced at the bag, then back up at me. Her smile was brutal and cruel. “Real predators don’t eat out of a bag.” She spun on her heel, her exit punctuated by the slam of the door. 
 
    The man who’d tried to get her into his car … The blood on the soup kitchen floor. “Please tell me she doesn’t really eat people.” 
 
    Very well, she doesn’t really eat people. 
 
    Oh, god. 
 
    Tell me about Drake. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He is important to you. 
 
    “Was.” 
 
    No. He still is. 
 
    My throat grew tight. “I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    You were intimate with him? 
 
    Dammit why wouldn’t he just drop it? “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    He sighed. He has a piece of you, and you must claim it back. 
 
    A piece of me? “Yeah? And how do I do that?” 
 
    By giving it to someone else. 
 
    Sod it. I’m not giving anything to anyone ever again. 
 
    Another hearty sigh. Call this man Banner, set a date, and then eat your food. He began to retreat. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    He paused.  
 
    “Thanks for getting me home, Paimon.” 
 
    He was silent, but the warmth spreading through my limbs told me he’d heard, and then the door between us closed with a definite snick. 
 
    I dug out my phone and found Banner’s card in the key bowl by the front door. Okay, game time people. Taking a deep breath I dialed his number. It rang once before he answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    That damn voice. How could anyone sound sexy saying hello? “Um, hi. It’s—” 
 
    “Carmella. I’d recognize your beautiful voice anywhere. Changed your mind about a date?” 
 
    Here went nothing. “Yes actually.” 
 
    He was silent for the longest time. “Really?” 
 
    Why did he sound so surprised? Ah, shit. He was probably expecting more of a chase. Dammit what a cock-up. “Of course. You’re very … nice.” Nice? He was nice? Argh. 
 
    “Carmella, what’s wrong? Why are you calling really?” 
 
    Great. I couldn’t even get a date with a guy who wanted to date me. So much for being an expert. A year of being in a relationship and six months of being dumped, and I was a rusty bumbling mess. 
 
    “Carmella. You can talk to me.” 
 
    Fuck it. “Urvashi is missing and I need your help.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I was asking you out so I could seduce you and get you to take me to the Chandra Celebration, okay?” 
 
    “Why the Chandra Celebration?” 
 
    And so I told him everything, bar the whole I have a djinn in my head thing. 
 
    He cursed softly. “I’m glad you told me. I’ve been going crazy here. Three of my best apsara barmaids have gone missing, and all the enforcement agencies do is fob me off. This is the first proper lead I’ve had.” 
 
    “So you’ll take me to the celebration?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight. We can get a bite to eat and discuss our action plan. Plus it wouldn’t hurt for people to see us together before the Chandra Celebration.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I hate that you sound so surprised,” he said softly. “See you tomorrow Carmella. Oh, and dress … dressy.” He hung up. 
 
    Was it inappropriate to be excited about a not so real date to discuss the disappearance of my very real friend? Probably. But it had been such a long time since I’d been out for a meal with a hot guy. 
 
    My tummy rumbled, and I grabbed the bag of takeout. 
 
    Neither Paimon nor Mira made another appearance that evening, and for a few hours I was just the old Carmella again—a witch-blood with no magick who lived above a bakery and ran a soup kitchen. 
 
    Bring on tomorrow, the mission, and the some real answers. 
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   “ I’m not bathing with you watching.” 
 
    I will look away. Did his voice sound strained? 
 
    “Like you do when I need the loo?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I stood by the tub, torn. I couldn’t not bathe. I’d peed with him in my head and he was good to his word about retreating. Maybe if I understood more about how this binding worked? I knew he had a body. He’d carried me home after I’d passed out in the alleyway. But where was his body now? 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You’re thoughts are in my head … but your body … Where is it?” 
 
    He sighed. In the in-between. Djinn can mask themselves, become invisible and hide in the cracks of reality. But these hunters would follow me into the cracks if not for my connection to you. It is allowing me to hide very effectively. 
 
    For some reason I’d imagined him as one of those cartoon smoke genies. “So, you have a proper body.” 
 
    Yes, Carmella. His tone dropped to something low and seductive. Would you like to see it? 
 
    Holy shit. It was like he was caressing the inside of my fucking brain. “Stop that.” My neck heated. 
 
    The low rumble of his laughter reverberated inside me, turning my insides liquid. 
 
    “Just … look away so I can shower.” 
 
    He retreated and the door in my mind closed behind him. 
 
    I washed quickly, focusing on the door inside me, alert for even a crack in the seal. Shit, what was the point? The door could be a decoy. A trick. He could be standing by the tub watching me, all invisible and ogling. Dwelling on it would drive me crazy. I had no control in this situation. No choice but to trust he was moral enough to keep to his word, and so far he hadn’t tried to hurt me. In fact he’d gone out of his way to save my life. Gut instinct trumped paranoia. 
 
    But still, the sooner I got him out of my head the better. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later he still hadn’t resurfaced and I’d taken the time to don my favorite date dress, not so showy or sexy to be slutty, and not to prudish to be unavailable. A midnight-blue number that brought out my eyes and made my hair gleam; it was the prize in my wardrobe, my go-to dress. The sweetheart neckline was discreet and yet seductive, and the material hugged me in all the right places, coming to a halt just above the knee. My hair was up in a stylish messy bun exposing my long graceful neck … at least that’s what Drake had called it. Swan-like. We’d been good together. I’d been happy. Who was I kidding? I’d been happy, he’d been in love with someone else and using me as a shield, a crutch to stop himself falling into her arms. 
 
    Penelope was an elder witch for the Mayfair Coven—a matriarchal coven who treated men like sperm donors. Drake hadn’t wanted to be one of those guys, so he’d denied his feelings. But then Penelope had left it all behind. The coven, her title, just to be with him, and he’d gone running. Fine. I’d let him go. What was the point in holding on to someone when their heart was somewhere else, right? But two months later and Penelope was back at the coven taking Drake with her. 
 
    It still stung like a bitch. 
 
    Even now. 
 
    Sighing, I finished off the outfit with my comfiest midnight-blue pumps and surveyed the result in the full length mirror. 
 
    An icy breeze caressed my shoulders and skimmed along the back of my neck, and a strange tension gripped my body. The door in my mind was open and Paimon was looking in. Looking at me. 
 
    I swallowed. “What do you think? Will I do?” 
 
    The tension intensified and then shut off as if it had never been there. I know little about the thought processes of human men. 
 
    “Well I think you look delicious.” Mira said 
 
    I spun toward the front door. “How the heck did you get in?” 
 
    She licked her lips. “Doors do not keep me out.” 
 
    Good to know. 
 
    She raked me with her gaze. “Can I have her Paimon? Please.” She began to morph, taller, broader, until she was no longer a girl, she was no longer female. She stood before me as a male … a completely nude male. 
 
    Shit. I looked away. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Fucking sounds good,” she said. 
 
    Mira! Paimon’s voice was a slap. 
 
    “Oh, come now Paimon. We’ve shared before.” 
 
    Wait, what? “I thought you said you didn’t do casual sex?” 
 
    There was complete silence. Paimon shifted uncomfortably in my mind and then Mira was cackling with laughter. 
 
    How dare she laugh at me? I spun on her. “Either put some damn clothes on or get the fuck out.” 
 
    Her laughter died and her body morphed again. When the shifting settled she was still male, but dressed in dark trousers and a salmon shirt open at the neck. 
 
    We should go. 
 
    I ignored him and addressed Mira. “What was so funny?” 
 
    “The ideas that djinn don’t do casual sex.” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “Djinn love to fuck. They fuck like rabbits.” 
 
    My body was flooded with heat, and I rubbed the back of my neck. “So why lie about it?” I addressed Paimon. 
 
    I didn’t lie. I said intimacy was something we did not share lightly. 
 
    What the heck was the difference? My question must have shown on my face. 
 
     Mira chuckled, low and sexy. “Let me explain. Fucking is like foreplay to the djinn, and intimacy is something more. It’s when they share a part of themselves, and a connection is formed.” She shrugged. “Personally I prefer the fucking part. So … can I have her?” 
 
    Her attitude and assumptions sucked, and I was done being intimidated by her. 
 
    “No, you cannot have me to fuck or eat or whatever your depraved little mind would like to dream up. And from now on, if you’re going to be hanging about, you’ll show a little respect for the woman who’s sheltering your fucking lord.” Damn, had I just said that? My heart was slamming against my ribcage, so yeah, must have. 
 
    Paimon had gone completely still. 
 
    Mira simply stared at me from her brand new male face, her expression impassive. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    She smiled, slow and deliberate. “About time your backbone came out to play again.” 
 
    I blew out a relieved breath. 
 
    “I’ll be around if you need me.” She sauntered out of the flat, closing the door softly behind her. 
 
    She likes you. 
 
    “Really? She has an odd way of showing it.” 
 
    Well, she hasn’t tried to eat you, so that’s always a good sign. 
 
    “I snorted.” 
 
    Oh, and there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    You don’t need to speak out loud to communicate with me. Just project your thoughts. 
 
    “What? You mean I’ve been walking around talking to myself like a loony all this time for nothing? Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    A shrug. I found it amusing. 
 
    “When this binding is over, I’m going to kick your arse.” 
 
    Hush. No words. Project. 
 
    I’d project him something all right. I imagined an arse, and then imagined kicking it. 
 
    He made a choking sound. Images not required. Besides … my behind is much better looking. 
 
    It was my turn to choke. 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    Prince charming is here. His tone was cool and distant. I’ll be watching … 
 
    Grabbing my jacket and clutch I went to open the door. 
 
    Dinner with the hottest man in the city, with a seductive djinn in my head. Great. What could go wrong? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14 
 
      
 
   T he city was alive with light, but the tinted windows of Banner’s ride muted the glare. This was my first time in a sports coupe, and it was sexy as hell—a sleek, smooth ride that wove through the traffic like silk. 
 
    “So, where are we going?” 
 
    Banner grinned, his eyes on the road as he navigated the late-night London traffic. “You’ll see.” 
 
    He looked good, smelled even better, and his hair had been slicked back for the occasion so his thick lashes were on display. 
 
    “You don’t need to surprise me. This isn’t a real date.” 
 
    He darted a quick look my way. “If I take a beautiful woman out, fake date or no, I make the effort.” He arched a brow. “I can see you did too. Your dress is … something else.” 
 
    Paimon snorted. Something else? Did he run out of words? 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheeks to stem the giggle. 
 
    How would you describe it then? I projected the question. 
 
    Stunning, striking, gorgeous … His voice thickened. A pretty wrapper my fingers itched to peel away … 
 
    Oh man. My cheeks were instantly warm. What was he doing to me? 
 
    A low rumbled of laughter. 
 
    Shit, had I projected that? In fact how much of what I thought had he been picking up on? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Are you always this quiet?” Banner asked. 
 
    “Oh. No. I’m just worried about Urvashi.” At least I should be. Damn I was a shitty friend, worrying about the djinn in my head instead of my kidnapped friend. 
 
    His expression sobered. “Yes. The IEPEU better have a damn good reason for keeping us in the dark.” 
 
    We swerved and came to a halt outside a brightly lit building with tinted windows. 
 
    “Asura? Seriously?” 
 
    He flashed his dimple and dropped me a wink. 
 
    Asura was the hottest restaurant in the city. You had to reserve months in advance to get a table. The owner, known only as Vritra, was also the new CEO of Shaitan Enterprises. The company had previously been owned and run by supernaturals and was a direct competitor to Brahma Corp, which was run by gods. But after the almost apocalypse five years ago, many of the gods who had been in slumber had awoken, and for the first time we’d seen the emergence of asuras—demi-gods eager to assimilate into our world. Swarga, their heaven, was closed to them, had been for almost a century. When the first wave of demons had terrorized the world, the gods had come down and fought alongside mortals. They’d used their divine power to thwart the threat and by doing so locked themselves out of the celestial plane. So, gods and demi-gods were a part of our world now, at least until Indra, Varuna, and the other gods recharged enough to access the celestial plane. But for now, they were stuck with the mortals. 
 
    Banner got out of the car and opened my door for me, holding out his hand to help me out. Chucking the keys to the valet, he offered me his arm to lead me up the prettily lit path to the polished glass entrance. 
 
    The air was warm against the bare skin of my shoulders, but a shiver skittered up my spine. 
 
    Paimon. 
 
    Inside was chic and minimalistic, with classy lighting just bright enough to see the meal on your plate, but dim enough to create an intimate atmosphere. The tables were spaced far enough apart to encourage private conversation, and a bar ran all along the back of the building, at least twelve meters long. Staff glided about as if walking on air. And the conversation was at the perfect level between buzz and hum. 
 
    A maître de greeted us and led us to our table for two. He handed Banner a wine list and two menus and then slipped away. 
 
    Banner undid the cuffs of his shirt and rolled up his sleeves, exposing tanned, toned arms. “So, what do you fancy?” He studied his menu. 
 
    There were no prices, but then, what to expect in such an elite spot? I bet a salad would cost me a hundred pounds in this place, but I’d never been a salad girl, not even on a real date. “I’ll have the steak, medium.” 
 
    “A woman after my heart.” He grinned, flashing me those sweet dimples of his. “I’ll have the same.” 
 
    A waiter appeared as if by magick … which it could very well be. The demi-gods, from what I’d heard, employed a lot of witch-bloods not affiliated with covens. 
 
    Banner gave our order and sat back in his seat. A glass of brandy appeared at his elbow and a glass of house white at mine. 
 
    “I did some research,” Banner said. “There are only thirteen Ghandarva in the city. They formed Perfect Leisure together, and they reside in the upper floors of the tower. When we get there, we’ll need to scope out the party and confirm one is missing.” 
 
    “What if he isn’t … missing, I mean. There have been no reports. The feathers all over the place could have been from a struggle. What if he isn’t hurt bad enough to lay low? And even if he is missing, if the IEPEU can influence the investigations of missing apsaras, then what’s to say they haven’t done the same for a missing Ghandarva?” 
 
    “Those are good points,” his tone indicated surprise. “Look, we can’t force the IEPEU to give out classified information. All we can do is focus on the Ghandarva. If they’re all accounted for, then we check out their wings. Ghandarva don’t heal immediately. If one had a bunch of feathers ripped out, then it will be noticeable.” 
 
    “Okay, good plan. If we find one with missing feathers we … what? Corner him and question him? I guess if he cares about Urvashi we could guilt him into talking … heck he may be as desperate to find her as we are. And if there’s one missing, then we ask one of the others about him. We just lay it on the line. Tell them the truth and ask them to help us figure out what attacked their brother.” 
 
    No, they could be involved somehow … 
 
    Banner snorted. “You don’t know much about the Ghandarva do you?” 
 
    “I know enough.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t. The Ghandarva are a close-knit bunch. They don’t give a shit about mortal law. They don’t give a shit about anyone but one another. And they certainly don’t take mortals into their confidence. If one of their own is hurt, they’ll be like mother lions banding to protect him, and they’ll hunt the person responsible for the injuries.” 
 
    “But we want the same thing. If we explain then—” 
 
    “It won’t make a difference. The fact apsaras are being taken won’t matter to them. Nothing matters unless it directly affects them. They are and always will be one of the most selfish creatures.” 
 
    “So just talking to them is out of the question?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then what do we do?” 
 
    “We slip away from the party and take the lifts to the upper floors. The lift operates on thumb-print recognition.” 
 
    This was branching into Mission Impossible territory. “So, how do we get it to work?” 
 
    He grinned. “That’s where the old sleuthing tricks come in. Leave getting the print to me.” 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what I can do.” He sipped his brandy. 
 
    “Magick? A spell to replicate prints?” 
 
    “I’m sure there is, or if not then one could be designed. But the celebration will be warded to detect unauthorized use of magick.” 
 
    Shit. “So how then?” 
 
    “Technology. Once we’re in the penthouse suite we’re going to search it.” 
 
    It sounded risky … too risky. “What’s the rest of the security like? Do we know?” 
 
    He sighed. “I tried to get ahold of blueprints, but they’re classified.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat. “What if we get caught?” 
 
    Banner smiled slowly. “I’m sure we can come up with some kind of excuse for needing to slip away from the party.” 
 
    He was looking at me like I was something delicious, and it was doing funny things to my pulse. He reached out and took my hand across the table. 
 
    Paimon tensed, and I flinched. 
 
    He leaned in, his expression sobering. “We have eyes on us, so …” 
 
    Ah, he was play acting. Okay, I could live with that. I relaxed and fixed a smile on my face. 
 
    “It’s kind of thrilling, having to make do without magick,” he said. 
 
    I snorted. “Not when you go without using it every day it isn’t.” 
 
    He frowned. “You don’t use it?” 
 
    I extricated my hand from his. “I can’t.” 
 
    He sat back. “You’re a witch-blood.” 
 
    I picked up my glass and took a sip. “A witch-blood with no magick” 
 
    He studied me from beneath dark brows. “No … I can sense the magick on you.” 
 
    Carmella. 
 
    Shit, he was picking up on Paimon. 
 
    Damn, time for a distraction. I licked my lips, and leaned forward slightly. His gaze fell to my chest. He blinked and fixed his attention back on my face, with a slight frown marring his forehead. 
 
    The waiter materialized and placed our meals before us. They smelled and looked delicious. 
 
    “Bon appétit,” Banner said. 
 
    We ate in silence for a few minutes, the pleasant low buzz and hum of the restaurant providing a comfortable backdrop to the delicious meal, when suddenly the buzz grew louder then dropped to a reverent hush. 
 
    I froze, mid-bite. What was all the fuss about? Banner continued to slice his steak and popped a piece of meat into his mouth chewing slowly. Couldn’t he feel the tension in the air? Around us the men sat up straighter and the women pushed out their chests, licking their lips. All eyes were on the entrance where the hugest man I’d ever seen was conversing with the maître de. His shirt strained over his chest and biceps, trousers cupping his arse like it was a perfect peach. And then he turned and looked my way. If his profile had been gorgeous, the full effect of his face was like a blow to the sternum. 
 
    Banner coughed. “That’s Vritra, asura and CEO of Shaitan Corp.” 
 
    Vritra had locked gazes with me, his eyes like embers, boring into mine as if searching for some hidden truth. And then he broke away from the maître de and began to stride over. No, it was less a stride and more a prowl, like a predator stalking prey. Something primal surged up inside me, squeezing my throat tight and drying out my mouth. 
 
    I dropped my gaze. “He’s coming this way.” My voice was breathless. 
 
    Banner dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. “Of course he is.” 
 
    Vritra came to a halt at our table and a waiter appeared with a seat for him. The huge demi-god joined us, his massive frame dwarfing us. The heat of his regard was a brand on the side of my face, penetrating and blatantly intimate. 
 
    “Are you enjoying your meal?” His voice was a cavernous vibration. His scent cinnamon and thunder. 
 
    Shit he was addressing me. I lifted my chin and smiled. “It’s delicious. Your restaurant is lovely.” 
 
    A smile played on his lips. “Yes. Lovely.” 
 
    Banner cleared his throat. “Nice to see you again, Vritra.” 
 
    Vritra sat back in his seat, tearing his attention from me. “Have you considered my offer?” 
 
    Banner inclined his head. “Still considering.” 
 
    “Well, don’t take too long. There are many covens in the city that would jump at the chance.” 
 
    “And yet you came to me.” 
 
    Vritra chuckled. A deep, ominous sound that made the hairs on the nape of my neck shiver. 
 
    He turned his attention back to me. “Were you intending to fuck him?” 
 
    My fork slipped from my hand, clattering against my plate. Had I heard right? 
 
    From the look on Banner’s face, and the severe look on Vritra’s, it seemed I had. 
 
    Icy heat filled my chest—a rage that wasn’t all my own, although my words were. “That’s none of your damn business.” 
 
    Banner winced. But the action was on the periphery of my vision, because I was in the middle of a staring contest with a demi-god. Peering into embers that seemed to flicker and flare and draw me in. 
 
    Look away. 
 
    Hell no. That would be admitting I was intimidated by him, and I was done being intimidated. 
 
    Vritra finally smiled and blinked. Ha! He broke first. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to enjoy your meal.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “I hope to see you again Miss Hunter.” 
 
    It was only when he’d vanished into the kitchens that it hit me … how the hell did he know my name? 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The car came to a smooth halt behind the bakery. 
 
    “Be wary of Vritra,” Banner said. 
 
    “It’s not like I’ll be seeing him again, so I doubt I’ll need to be anything.” 
 
    Banner tapped the wheel of his car. “But he’s seen you, and Vritra tends to get what he wants. You noticed the fuss when he entered the restaurant, right?” 
 
    Not easy to miss. I nodded. 
 
    “Well, it’s more than just him being the owner of the place. Vritra is a serpent dragon and since awakening four years ago, he’s been searching for a mate.” 
 
    “Oh …” 
 
    “Yeah, and every woman wants to be his woman.” 
 
    “Why? I mean … he’s … obnoxious and rude.” 
 
    “And the most powerful entity in the city next to Indra, and sexy … or so I’ve been told. But they haven’t done their research. Myth has it he was slain by Indra for hoarding the rivers of the world.” 
 
    “But he’s alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, myth tends to get distorted. Myth also has it he’s more sura than asura.” 
 
    “Okay, you lost me.” 
 
    “Asuras are demi-gods because they were born from the unions of god and man. But some asuras sipped from the nectar of the gods, they were given a taste of amrit and became suras or as some like to call them, devas—benevolent divine beings. Asuras, said to be jealous of their divine brothers, were labeled as malevolent.” 
 
    “So you think he’s a deva?” 
 
    He tapped the steering wheel. “Who knows?” 
 
    Vritra and benevolent didn’t click in the same sentence. There was too much danger in the air around that creature. 
 
    “Are they really brothers? The asura and the suras?” 
 
    Banner shrugged. “I believe all the suras and asuras descended from the same bloodline. So at the least they’re all related somehow.” 
 
    He was studying my face carefully, and Paimon shifted in my head, agitated. 
 
    “I should get inside.” I reached for the door. 
 
    His hand landed gently on my arm, and I turned back to look at him in the gloom. 
 
    A small self-deprecating smile played on his lips. “Look, I’m probably not the man for you. Heck, I don’t think I’m the man for anyone, but … be careful. If he contacts you again … just be careful.” 
 
    What to say to that? “I’ll see you Saturday?” 
 
    “Yeah, you will.” 
 
    I climbed the steps up to my flat above the bakery and let myself in. Banner’s engine purred to life just as I pushed the door to. 
 
    And then a hand closed over my mouth, stifling my scream. 
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   T he hand pressed down on my mouth. “Don’t make a sound.” The voice was feminine. 
 
    Not like I could do much with her hand over my mouth. But a little trick I’d learned … I flicked out my tongue and licked the palm of her hand. 
 
    She released me reflexively. “What the … did you just …?” 
 
    I spun and smacked her in the face with my open palm. Where I came from they called that a bitch slap. 
 
    She fell back and Paimon’s power surged through my veins. My body vibrated, ready for action. Cool air pressed against my back. 
 
    I’m here. 
 
    The woman, dressed in black, hair pulled back off her sharp-featured face, eyed me speculatively. “What are you?” 
 
    “Pissed off. What the fuck are you?” 
 
    “Curious.” 
 
    We circled each other—not easy in my small flat. She moved catlike, confident. Me? Not so much. The damn dress with all its hip-hugging mojo wasn’t helping, and my comfy pumps weren’t designed for spin kicks. 
 
    “What does he see in you?” She cocked her head, eyeing me with blatant interest. 
 
    “Who are you talking about? Banner?” 
 
    She made a strangled sound. “The playboy? Anyone can see what he sees in you. You have them on display for the world to ogle.” 
 
    My hand went to my breasts and she leapt at me, grabbing me so quickly I didn’t have time to counteract. Dammit I was so shit at this. No wonder I’d failed as an operative … but I still had Paimon’s mojo. I grabbed her arm, which was pressed to my throat, and gave her a taste of ice. 
 
    “Shit!” She released me, and a gust of wind shoved her back against the wall. 
 
    Run. 
 
    I bolted for the door just as it slammed open and Mira strode in. She stood, hands on hips, face a mask of sadistic glee. “Ooo, can I play too?” 
 
    My unwelcome guest froze, her gaze going form Mira to me then back to Mira. The hinn’s eyes flashed electric blue and then she attacked, morphing midair into the huge panther that had scared off the guys high on Nix. 
 
    The sharp-featured woman backed up. “Fuck this. This is crazy.” She ran at the window and leaped through. Mira followed, morphing into a cat to squeeze through, and was gone. 
 
    I fell onto the sofa. “Oh, god. What the fuck was that?” 
 
    It’s all right. You’re all right. 
 
    I’d been attacked in my own home by a crazy woman who’d been chased off by a morphing hinn who, let’s be honest, would probably love to fuck me then eat me if not for Paimon telling her she couldn’t, and I was … fine. Seriously fine. No tremors, no desire to scream. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    Yes … yes I do believe you are. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Living in fear can take a toll on a person: fear of failing, fear of being a loser, fear of bad shit happening, and fear of being unloved. I’d lived with the F word all my life, and yeah, I’d gotten lucky with a few good friends who told me every day that I was worth it. But it doesn’t matter how many times someone else tells you these things. It doesn’t matter … not until you believe. And somehow, since Paimon had come into my life, I was beginning to believe. 
 
    The morning seemed brighter, fresher, even though it was probably 100 degrees outside and it was barely five in the morning. My body was energized, my mind buzzing with possibilities. My life was filled with actions needing to be taken. And despite the uncertainty hovering on the horizon and the risks I’d have to take to resolve them, positivity ruled my mind. 
 
    Mira hadn’t managed to catch up with my inquisitive visitor last night, but she’d succeeded in getting hold of a license plate number to a motorbike. Maybe Banner could trace it for me later? There was no rush. After the fright Mira had given the woman I’d be surprised if she showed up again. The hinn was feeling pretty pleased with herself too. She’d returned, grinning like an evil Cheshire cat. 
 
    All the drama aside, Urvashi’s bakery still needed to be run. She’d be pissed if she came back to find we’d closed it up and made a loss. No. Brenda would need to be given a temporary promotion, and maybe we needed to hire someone part-time? I refused to dwell on what may be happening to Urvashi while we waited, refused to wonder what may have happened already, or I’d go nuts. There was nothing to be done until we had the information from the Ghandarva. 
 
    Paimon? Are you there? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Probably sleeping in. 
 
    I headed down to the bakery to open up, flipping on the lights and getting the ovens all warmed up. 
 
    A clatter out front, followed by a muttered curse. 
 
    What the fuck? Grabbing a rolling pin, I tiptoed toward the counter and froze, rolling pin aloft. 
 
    “Hey babe, thanks for opening up.” Urvashi grinned at me from the cash register. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    She sighed. “Okay, I know, I know.” She held up her hands. “You have every right to be mad at me. I promised I wouldn’t play hooky without telling you first. But I met this guy, and we went on this three-day sex binge.” She frowned. “It’s awful of me I know, but calling completely slipped my mind.” 
 
    Was she having a laugh? “Urvashi? Seriously? Where were you? I went to your house. Your bedroom was trashed. There were Ghandarva feathers everywhere.” 
 
    She stared at me as if I was speaking in tongues. 
 
    “I reported you missing. You were taken.” 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed a few times, her eyes dazed. “No. I … I went home. It’s fine. Everything’s fine. I was away …” her gaze grew dreamy and a soft smile painted her lips. “He was so wonderful … such a fantastic lover.” 
 
    This was bullshit. Something was wrong. “Really? So where is this awesome guy?” 
 
    She sighed. “Alas, he had to leave for a business trip. But he said he’d call when he got back.” 
 
    “You have his number?” 
 
    Once again that fish mouth. And then her expression hardened. “I get it. You’re pissed off. But you have no right to quiz me. Don’t forget I’m your boss, not the other way round.” 
 
    Ooo, there were so many things I could have said to that, but she wasn’t herself. My gut was screaming warnings. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was just … I was so worried about you.” 
 
    She exhaled and the anger melted away like it had never been there. “Come here, give me a hug.” She enveloped me in her familiar jasmine embrace and pressed a kiss to the side of my head. “Look, take the day off. You deserve it.” 
 
    “Paid?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Of course paid. Go on, shoo.” 
 
    I left her humming a lilting melody and legged it back up to my flat. 
 
    Paimon, dammit, you there? 
 
    I heard. A stretch and a yawn. But I sense no enchantment. 
 
    Shit. This is weird … too weird. It was time for some answers, and speed dial three had better give them to me. 
 
    Melody answered on the fifth ring. “Hell, Hunter, I’m kinda busy can I—” 
 
    “Urvashi is back but she’s not herself.” 
 
    Melody drew a deep breath. “I know. They’re all back. Each and every missing apsara.” 
 
    “Not so classified now?” I began to pace. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really am. But you did the training, you know how it is.” 
 
    Yeah, I did. “But why pretend there was nothing going on? Why make out the disappearances didn’t matter?” 
 
    “Not my call. Theory was, if we kept the details under wraps, went about business as usual and downplayed the whole thing, the perpetrator would get bold. They’d think we weren’t on to them and slip up.” 
 
    That was all very well but … “You also put apsaras at risk by not alerting them something was wrong, that their kind was being taken. If they’d known they may have been wary, maybe there wouldn’t have been anymore disappearances.” 
 
    “Not my decision. The powers that be made a call, we just followed it, and honestly, I don’t think it would have stopped our perp. This guy, or whatever it is, is good. No trace of a struggle, no real evidence anything untoward has happened. Your friend’s case was the first where there was any actual evidence of violence. The other reports of missing apsaras were simply that—reports that women had vanished from their homes. Easily missed if there hadn’t been so many reports in the same area in the space of a few months. It flagged up and we made a connection.” 
 
    “So not so smart of the perp then?” 
 
    “I don’t know about smart. I’m thinking maybe they just don’t care, or maybe they’re super confident they won’t get caught.” 
 
    “And they haven’t been, because the apsara are all back.” I stopped pacing and perched on the edge of the sofa-bed. “What are we going to do? This can’t be some coincidence. All the missing people returned on the same day?” 
 
    “I agree. But there’s nothing we can do. They all claim they were away, either on a mini break or with a lover somewhere.” 
 
    “Who has conveniently gone on a business trip?” 
 
    She snorted. “It’s strange and unnatural, and there is definitely something afoot, but there has been no official crime committed. We’ve interviewed the women so we know the stories have holes, but these women genuinely believe what they’re saying.” 
 
    “So, what? We just accept it and move on?” 
 
    “Nope. We keep our noses to the ground and keep tabs on them. Don’t worry, we have it under control. Be grateful your friend is back safe and sound. Let the professionals worry about the rest.” She hung up. 
 
    A cool breeze moved around the room. 
 
    Paimon, is that you? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Are you … pacing? 
 
    It helps me think. 
 
    So you’re here in the flesh … or body? 
 
    No, my body is in the in-between, the air is simply sympathetic to my anxiety. 
 
    Any thoughts? 
 
    Whatever took your friend has been taking my people, and my people are still missing. We continue with the plan. We speak to the Ghandarva and we find out what happened. We find out who took the apsaras and we find out who took my djinn. If the apsaras are alive maybe my people are too. 
 
    My phone buzzed and Banner popped up on the caller ID. “I’ll let Banner know.” 
 
    “Carmella? Have you heard?” Banner said down the line. 
 
    So much for letting him know. “Yeah, Urvashi is back.” 
 
    “I think we should still go to the celebration. The Ghandarva is the missing link. He may be able to shed some light on what the heck is going on.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Great. Well, I’ll pick you up Saturday at eight.” 
 
    He was about to hang up. 
 
    “Wait. There was a woman in my apartment last night.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She attacked me.” 
 
    “Shit, Carmella. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No. I’m okay. I scared her off. I don’t think she’ll be back anytime soon. Mid-twenties, Indian, sharp features … athletic. Sound familiar?” 
 
    “Sounds a lot like your friend Malina Hayes.” 
 
    I sighed. “Crap. Yeah I guess she does. I managed to get her motorbike plates, though.” 
 
    “Motorbike?” his voice sounded odd. 
 
    “Can you run them for me? Find out who she is?” 
 
    “Did she say anything to you?” 
 
    What had she said? Oh yeah. “She said she wondered what he saw in me, but she wasn’t talking about you. I asked.” 
 
     “Fucking hell.” 
 
    “You know something.” 
 
    “I’m sending a car for you. You’re staying with me until I sort this out.” 
 
    “Sort what out?” 
 
    He huffed. “I’ll explain when you get here.” He hung up. 
 
     Wait? Dammit. I wasn’t alone and I didn’t want to go stay with him, but I got the impression Banner wouldn’t be taking no for an answer, especially when I couldn’t tell him I had my own personal protection in the form of a crazy ass hinn and a symbiotic djinn. 
 
    This is a bad idea. I don’t trust him. 
 
    You trust him to take me to the Chandra Celebration. 
 
    Where there will be many people. 
 
    He didn’t want me being alone with Banner … wait. “Are you … jealous?”  
 
    He stilled. Jealous? Of an insignificant human I could crush with my little finger should I wish? 
 
    Um, yeah. It sounds an awful lot like you are. 
 
    I merely do not wish to be subjected to any … intimate acts you may deign to indulge in. Doors can only keep out so much. The words were tight and clipped. 
 
    Urgh. Trust me, nothing like that will be happening while you’re in my head. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Okay. 
 
    Fine 
 
    It looked like I’d better pack a bag. I’d be playing house guest to a Piccadilly coven elder. 
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   I  expected the car to take me straight to Coven Promenade—the home of all the Piccadilly witches. Instead it took me to the outskirts of Camden. A rare green spot with a series of detached homes, surrounded by their own personal gardens ringed by wrought iron fencing. It was less than a half-hour from the Magick District, and yet far enough to feel secluded and private. 
 
    The car crunched up the gravel drive and came to a stop at the front of a three-story home. The front door opened and a round faced middle-aged woman came rushing outside. 
 
    The driver—who hadn’t said a single word to me the whole journey—got out and opened the door. I climbed out to be greeted by the exuberant woman, dressed in a calf length demure summer dress. 
 
    “Miss Hunter. It’s so good to meet you. Please follow me,” she said, ushering me toward the steps. 
 
    The driver lifted my overnight bag out of the boot, and I held out my hand for it. His gaze flicked to the woman who sighed. 
 
    “Well, give the lady her bag.” 
 
    He handed it to me, his face expressionless. What the hell was his problem? With a final look over my shoulder at the disapproving chauffeur, I followed the woman up the steps and into the foyer of the house. 
 
    Carpets, rugs, and paintings—the whole set up had a homey feel many residences missed nowadays. Everyone seemed to go in for the chic minimal look, but this … this reminded me of my home growing up. My heart lurched with sudden nostalgia that stole my breath. 
 
    “My name’s Mrs. Love,” the woman said, “but you can call me Hannah. I’m Mr. Banner’s house keeper, cook, and Jill of all trades. If you need anything you come find me.” She leaned in and tapped her nose. “I’m usually in the kitchen, elbow deep in some concoction or other.” She led me through the hallway and up a flight of stairs. More paintings lined the ascent. Oils of people I didn’t know. Probably Banners of old. 
 
    Light streamed into the landing at the top of the stairs. I counted six bedrooms, and Hannah led me to the last one on the right. 
 
    “This will be your room while you’re with us.” She cleared her throat. “There’s a connecting door to Mr. Banner’s suite of course.” 
 
    Connecting door? “Sorry?” 
 
    She blinked up at me. “I assumed you’d like your own space, but we can move you into Mr. Banner’s room if you like?” 
 
    Oh, god, she thought I was his … “No. No. This room is fine. We’re not … I mean we don’t …” 
 
    Crap, was that why the driver had looked like he’d smelled something bad? 
 
    Hannah studied my face, which was growing warmer by the second, and then she smiled. “Oh. I see.” Was that confusion flitting across her face? “Well. In that case, should I see about making up one of the other guest rooms?” 
 
    “Yes please. If it’s not too much trouble. Thanks.” 
 
    She patted my arm. “Why don’t you get freshened up? I’ll make us some lemonade. Mr. Banner will be home shortly.” She turned away. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I thought Banner lived on Coven Promenade?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Oh, no dear. That’s just the show home. He conducts business there, has meetings, that kind of thing. Those houses are passed down from Elder Witch to Elder Witch, from High Witch to High Witch. They belong to the covens, not any single witch.” She cocked her head. “Did you not know that? I just assumed, being a witch yourself …” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “Yes, I probably should have. I just … I don’t really have much to do with the covens.” 
 
    “Ah, well I don’t blame you love.” She sighed. “Well off you go, get yourself all freshened up and I’ll see you downstairs. Just follow the corridor right to the back of the house. Or you could follow your nose. I have scones in the oven.” She winked. 
 
    She has a warm heart. 
 
    You can tell that by looking at her? 
 
    I can sense it. The same way I sense yours. 
 
    Pleasant warmth bloomed in my chest at his words. 
 
    The room Hannah had chosen for me was the size of my flat. Floor to ceiling windows invited the sun in, bathing the room in a buttercup glow. Thank goodness Hannah had left the windows opened. A gentle breeze circulated around the room, but it was still too hot. 
 
    Paimon? Could you cool this place down? 
 
    An icy breeze kicked up by my feet, whirling upwards and outward causing the temperature to drop by a several degrees. 
 
    Bliss. 
 
    There was indeed a connecting door, and resisting the urge to take a peek, I flipped the latch securing my temporary domain. 
 
    Strange how the thought of Banner accidentally walking into my room made me uncomfortable, while carrying Paimon everywhere with me didn’t seem to bother me any longer. 
 
    Another door, this one without a latch, led to an en-suite bathroom with a power shower. Eeep. I’d wanted to try one of these babies forever. I pulled my top over my head and reached for the waistband of my skirt. 
 
    A low moan filled my head. 
 
    Oh shit. Paimon … My body tightened, every muscle tense and vibrating. 
 
    Cool fingers traced my shoulder blades. My breath caught in my throat. The fingers skimmed up my neck and buried themselves in my hair, rippling against my scalp. 
 
    Oh, god that felt … “Paimon …” His name was a sigh. 
 
    The fingers tensed and retreated. I … I will leave you to bathe. His voice was a thick, low rasp against my soul. 
 
    I waited, heart thudding slow and sluggish, until the door in the back of my mind clicked shut. My skin felt feverish and warm. It was just the heat. Not the memory of his fingers on my skin … 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Paimon didn’t return and the door in my mind remained shut. What had just happened between us? A new kind of connection. Too intimate. It was a tangle in my head, a twisted ball of yarn in my chest. It was becoming harder to distinguish where I stopped and he began. The binding … it had to be related to that … 
 
    Paimon? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Dammit. I needed to understand what was really happening here. Make sense of what I was experiencing … the strange yearning his touch had elicited … 
 
    A soft rap at the door. “Miss Hunter? Mr. Banner has arrived.” 
 
    The resolution would have to wait. It was time to focus on the issue at hand. 
 
    Banner was lounging in the sitting room—the largest room at the front of the house. Hannah had just set down a tray of lemonade, scones, fresh cream, and jam. I hovered in the doorway. 
 
    “Seriously Hannah, you spoil me,” Banner said. 
 
    Hannah dimpled. “Away with your flattery. Save it for the young-uns.” She darted a look my way. “I’ll be out back checking on the roses if you need me.” 
 
    He locked gazes with me. “Hey, come in. You thirsty?” 
 
    “Yes, actually I am.” 
 
    He handed me a frosted glass dripping with condensation. “Drink up. Hanna makes the best lemonade in the world.” 
 
    I took a sip. Not too tart, just the right amount of sugar. “It’s really good.” 
 
    He gulped his down and poured another glass. “I’m sorry for the panic earlier.” 
 
    “Yes. What was that about? Do you know the woman who attacked me?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I do. Her name is Henna, and she’s Vritra’s daughter.” 
 
    “What?” She had to be at least twenty-one, possibly older, and Vritra couldn’t be more than thirty-five. How could he have a daughter? Wait dumbass, Vritra was a god. He may look young but his age was, well, old. 
 
    “I don’t get it, why did she come after me?” 
 
    Banner licked his lips. “It seems I was right the other night. Vritra has taken an interest in you.” His voice was grave. “But I spoke to her. I explained you’re not interested in her father, and you have no intention of letting him court you.” 
 
    “Whoa. Back up a second. I’m confused. What the heck is going on? She thinks her dad fancies me so she tried to beat me up?” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that. And no, she wouldn’t have beaten you up, she’d have killed you.” 
 
    Ice filled my veins. “Just because her dad paid me a little attention?” 
 
    Banner exhaled through his nose. “Henna is … wounded. She and Vritra have a volatile relationship. I’m not privy to the ins and outs of it, but everyone knows she doesn’t want him to be mated and will do whatever she can to prevent it.” 
 
    “Great, so now I’m on the hit list of a demi-goddess with daddy issues.” 
 
    “No. I’ve spoken to her. She’s agreed to leave you alone. I told her we’re involved and it’s serious. So you staying here is a good thing. It will convince her of that fact.” 
 
    “Wait. How long do we have to pretend to be … serious?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just until Vritra finds a new target for his attentions.” 
 
    This was ridiculous. “But he hasn’t given me any attention. He spoke to me once.” 
 
    Banner leaned in. “He singled you out Carmella. Walked across the room to you and took your verbal insult on the chin. Trust me, if he didn’t have plans for you, you’d be smoke and ash.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I can’t focus on this now. We have bigger issues to worry about. Someone or something took those apsaras and did something to them. I have a terrible feeling the other shoe is about to drop. We need to figure out what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Surely it was time to tell him about Paimon? It felt wrong keeping the full story from him, like asking him to work on a problem with only half the clues. 
 
    Don’t … not yet … 
 
    My pulse kicked up. Paimon was back. When had the door in my mind opened? 
 
    Banner gently took my glass from my hand. “You looked dazed. Look. I have a few calls to make.” He smiled, his gaze running over my face. “Go get some rest. We can go over our game plan again tonight over dinner. I’ll order in.” 
 
    Yeah, a nap sounded good. 
 
    Leaving him to the scones, I made my way back to my room and stretched out on the bed. 
 
    Paimon? 
 
    Sleep … 
 
    My lids drooped and I sank into oblivion. 
 
    Cool hands ran over my skin, soothing my brow, running through my hair. An icy breath skimmed across my cheek. My name was a sigh on the wind. A tugging in my solar plexus had heat spreading across the juncture of my thighs. 
 
    A low moan … my moan … my hands on my skin. 
 
    A tightening in my core. 
 
    I needed … Oh, yes … 
 
    Carmella. Oh god, please … 
 
    My eyes snapped open, heart pounding in the throes of my phantom release. Had I just? Oh fucking hell. 
 
    Paimon? 
 
    I’m here. His voice was a breathless whisper. 
 
    I’m … I’m sorry I … 
 
    No. Don’t. Just … give me a moment. 
 
    Oh shit, this was so messed up. I sat up, brushing my hair out of my face, too flustered to think at him. “What is going on? This isn’t … I don’t …” 
 
    It’s the binding. I suspected something like this may happen. Not this exactly but … I just hoped we’d be done in time. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    I bound my essence to you, and the longer we remain bound the more entwined we become. Emotions, thoughts, feelings … they become heightened and confused. 
 
    “And the longer we stay like this?” 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    I stood up and began to pace. “Then we need to catch our culprit. Once we have him you can unbind from me, right?” 
 
    Yes. Right now the risk of being caught unawares is too great. 
 
    And just like that we were on a clock, because my gut told me if I didn’t unbind from Paimon soon, I’d lose myself completely. 
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   E xiting the Leicester Square aerial tram, I headed to the soup kitchen. It was six-thirty in the evening, and Mal had been locked in his study doing Elder Witch stuff—I was beginning to think the playboy image was just an act. Hannah’s words, his actions toward me, everything confirmed the guy I was getting to know had a serious head on his shoulders and dealt with serious concerns. So why make himself look like less? It obviously didn’t have the coven fooled, otherwise he’d never have been made an elder witch. It was a question I’d have to answer another day. Maybe Banner would answer it for me? 
 
    It hadn’t taken long to get Urvashi to give me a few days off. I’d mentioned Banner and being his house guest, and she’d been all squeals. 
 
    “You must tell me everything. Everything,” she’d said. 
 
    Yeah. I’d have to come up with some saucy details when I saw her. Or … I could just avoid her until Henna, Vritra’s daughter, moved on to a new target. Then I could tell Urvashi the truth. 
 
    Pushing through the doors into the kitchen, I came up against a wall of bodies. 
 
    What the heck? 
 
    Every table was taken and people were sitting on the floor against the wall, eating off paper plates. Weaving my way through, I raised a hand to hail Victor who was busy dishing to the masses. 
 
    He sagged when he saw me. “Thank god you came in. We’ve been inundated since the Yaksha attack. We’re now the safest soup kitchen in the district. You’d think they’d realize that the threat was now locked up all the soup kitchens are safe, but no. People are coming from all the way across town. I don’t think we’ll have enough food. I tried calling you but your phone was switched off.” 
 
    “What?” I checked my phone, and indeed the battery was dead. When had that happened? “Can I borrow your phone? I’ll make a few calls. Call in a few favors.” 
 
    He lobbed his mobile at me, and I caught it neatly then headed into the kitchen. We needed more food and we needed it fast. I knew just the yaksha to help me. I switched Victor’s SIM for mine, and the phone beeped with several missed call notifications. Ignoring them, I scrolled and dialed Honey. Daughter of the Renegade Pack alpha, she also owned the string of Taste eateries around the city, and was our only hope. Their main store was located in Hoxton square, probably a half-hour drive, maybe less. 
 
    “Hey, Carmella. You called?” 
 
    “Hiya. I would have called sooner but things have been … crazy.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I’ve been swamped with filling out job applications. So you want to meet up?” 
 
    I winced. “I’d love to, but that isn’t my main reason for calling.” 
 
    “Go on?” 
 
    “I need a huge favor, and I need it kind of now.” 
 
    “What is it? You know I’ll help if I can.” 
 
    “Remember I told you I ran this soup kitchen?” 
 
    “Yeah, the one by Leicester Square station.” 
 
    “Well, did you hear about the attack?” 
 
    “Oh, my god, was that your kitchen? The IEPEU caught those bastards, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Ahuh. And now we’re inundated with people needing to be fed, and we don’t have enough food. So … I was wondering if I could place an order for delivery within the hour?” 
 
    “For the soup kitchen?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I can do you one better.” She said with a smile in her voice. “I’ll provide the food for free. Dad’s been talking about giving back to the community, and this could be the perfect opportunity. We usually bin whole batches of food, so it won’t be any loss to us.” 
 
    “Really? Wow. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    We said our byes and I switched the SIM cards back. Victor’s phone beeped and a strange symbol flashed on screen just for a second. A figure eight laying on its side … what had it been? What? Why was I staring at his phone? 
 
    “Victor, heads up.” I threw the phone back to him. “We have food on the way.” 
 
    “Great. Now come help.” 
 
    More people poured in through the doors and the heat in the room ratcheted up. 
 
    A slender, delicate-looking woman appeared at my elbow. “Can I help?” She smiled sweetly across me at Victor. 
 
    Who the heck? 
 
    Mira. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Victor straightened. “Sure Caro, grab a ladle.” He turned his attention to me. “Caro’s been helping me the last couple of days. Hope that’s okay.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Who am I to turn away a good-willed volunteer?” 
 
    She pushed between us and took the ladle out of my hand. “Why don’t you take a break?” she said to me. 
 
    Paimon sighed. Mira infatuated is not a pretty sight. 
 
    Stepping away from the table I projected my response. Victor? 
 
    Mira, in her new form, was simpering and dimpling for him. 
 
    I focused on Paimon. It’s really disconcerting. 
 
    “Carmella, thank god you’re okay,” an all too familiar male voice interrupted. 
 
    Paimon tensed as I turned to face Drake. 
 
    He looked harassed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I tried to call you several times, and then I swung by the bakery and Urvashi told me … she told me you were with Banner?” 
 
    Was that a question? “Okay. So what did you need me for?” 
 
    “Wow.” He stepped back, hands on hips. “So it’s true. You’re dating him. The city’s playboy. Do you want to get hurt?” 
 
    Had he seriously just asked me that after what he’d done to me? A strange sensation wrapped itself around my hand, kinda like someone was holding it. 
 
    Paimon. 
 
    “Who I date is none of your business.” I kept my tone low and even. 
 
    “You’re staying at his house?” 
 
    It was like he wasn’t listening to me. Well that wouldn’t do at all, time to raise the volume. “Who I date is none of your damn business!” 
 
    He blinked at me. “Carmella, you don’t get it. The guy is bad news. He uses women like tissue paper and then screws them up and chucks them away.” 
 
    “Yeah, well at least he’s upfront and honest about who he is and what he wants.” 
 
    His lips tightened. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    And there it was—the elephant in the room neither of us had addressed—the reason why our relationship had been doomed to fail. 
 
    “It means you used me.” My throat tightened as if rebelling against the words. But fuck it, it was time to push through the discomfort and shame. “You knew you could never love me, but you led me on to believe you did. You pretended we had something. You used me as a buffer between you and Penelope until this buffer just didn’t work anymore. So yeah, in my book, Banner is twice the man you are.” 
 
    Paimon’s phantom grip on my hand tightened. How he was doing that? Was he standing beside me right now in the in-between? It didn’t matter, he was here and it helped. The words I’d been holding back ever since Drake and I’d ended came pouring out. 
 
    “You knew how I felt about you. You could have ended it early, saved me the heartache, but it was never about me. It was always about you.” 
 
    He stared at me in silence for a long moment, his throat working. The hum and buzz of the kitchen finally filtered through the pump of blood in my ears. 
 
    “Carmella … I’m … I’m so sorry.” He dropped his gaze. “I did care about you. A lot. I still do, and I don’t want you to get hurt again. Not if I can prevent it this time.” 
 
    The fire seeped out of me. It was done. Over. “I’m not a naive fool. I have no misconceptions about Mal. Please. Just go.” 
 
    “Carmella. I do consider you a friend.” 
 
    “Yeah I know you do.” But I wasn’t sure I felt the same about him. Not any longer. 
 
    The doors behind him opened and Honey pushed through, carrying a crate filled with food. 
 
    This conversation was over. “If you’ll excuse me, I have hungry mouths to feed.” 
 
    You did well. 
 
    The sick feeling in my tummy that was always present around Drake was gone. It was liberating. 
 
    “Honey.” I cleared a path for her. “Thanks so much for this. It smells awesome.” 
 
    “A little of everything: samosas, onion bahjis, rice and curry, oh and pasta too.” 
 
    She followed me into the kitchen carrying the heavy load with ease—yaksha strength and all that. 
 
    Victor joined us a moment later. “This is great, thank you.” He locked eyes with Honey. 
 
    Honey cleared her throat, eyeing him with interest. “No probs. Dad says he’d like to sponsor the kitchen. Basically do this on a regular basis. You have a fridge right? Freezer?” 
 
    Victor nodded. His gaze still fixed on Honey’s striking face. I caught a glimpse of Mira’s expression over his shoulder. If looks could kill, Honey would be a goner. 
 
    I’ll speak to her. Paimon said softly. 
 
    Please do. 
 
    The doors opened and another wave of people entered. It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The taxi dropped me off outside Banner’s house at almost eleven that night. The kitchen had been mega busy. If it was going to be crammed every night we’d need to get more volunteers. Victor was working on it. 
 
    Mal answered the door, his hair mussed, eyes sleepy. He was dressed in loose joggers and a T-shirt. He looked like a supermodel doing an I’ve-just-got-out-of-bed-shoot. 
 
    “Shit, were you asleep?” 
 
    “I may have nodded off. I was getting worried. Your phone was off.” He stepped back to let me in. 
 
    “Now you sound like a real boyfriend.” 
 
    He chuckled. “If I hadn’t nodded off, I’d have been out looking for you.” 
 
    “I was at the soup kitchen. It got real busy.” 
 
    “Did you eat?” 
 
    “Yeah, I grabbed a bite while I was there, sorry. You weren’t waiting to eat together were you?” His expression was answer enough. Shitty, shit, shit. “I did tell Hannah to tell you I’d be late … to eat without me …” I trailed off. 
 
    He shrugged. “She told me. I just didn’t listen. It’s all right. We can chat in the morning. Get some rest.” 
 
    I turned to him, looking up at his face, soft in the hallway’s dim lighting. “You sure? I can sit with you while you eat?” 
 
    He smiled. “Now you sound like a real girlfriend.” 
 
    He reached up to tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “For trusting in me …” 
 
    Uh-oh, there was an expression on his face … the one that signaled the beginning of something, except there was no answering flutter in my chest, no kick in my pulse. He was supposedly a playboy, but I’d seen a side of him unrelated to that persona—a side I’d be happy to have in my friend circle but that was all. But if I wasn’t honest with him now, I’d lose that chance. 
 
    “Mal, I …” 
 
    He closed his eyes and exhaled. “Ouch.” 
 
    “It’s not like that—” 
 
    “Don’t. You don’t have to say it. You’re a special woman, Carmella. The way you look out for others … you have a pure heart and that is an aphrodisiac to a man like me. Thank you for being honest. A lesser woman may have strung me along just for the benefits of being on my arm.” His mouth turned down. “Life is too short to waste by living a lie.” 
 
    Damn, the mood had grown somber. “Well, I figure since I’m getting the benefits regardless …” 
 
    He chuckled. “Get a good night’s rest. I’ll be at the Piccadilly residence most of the morning but make yourself at home. Lawrence will drive you wherever you need to go.” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. 
 
    I’d hurt him and I hated it. But keeping my mouth shut and playing along would have been ten times worse for both of us. It would be so easy to let him love me, to fall into the life denied to me by my mother and my lack of power. On his arm I’d be part of the coven. I’d be accepted and revered. But it would be a lie. 
 
    I couldn’t do to him what Drake had done to me. 
 
    My heart was healing. The words that needed to be spoken had been said, and I was ready to move on. It just wasn’t with Banner. 
 
    A cool breeze stirred the hairs on the nape of my neck. 
 
    Yeah … it wasn’t Banner. 
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   I ’d planned to lie in, but the blazing sun had other ideas. No one could possibly sleep in this heat. Rolling out of bed, I padded into the bathroom to wash up and felt Paimon stir. 
 
    You slept well. 
 
    Yeah, did you? 
 
    I didn’t sleep. We don’t require it like humans. 
 
    So what did you do? What’s it like in the in-between? 
 
    Silent … there are noises sometimes, strange scuttling and moans. But whatever is out here leaves me alone. 
 
    It sounded horrific. Can’t you just materialize here, for short periods, just to get a break from it? 
 
    A deep sigh. Too much of a risk. I will leave you to your waste expulsion. 
 
    Did he have to put it like that? 
 
    The door between us closed and I was as alone as I could be. 
 
    I stepped into my room ten minutes later to find Mira lounging on the bed, picking at her nails. 
 
    “How did you get … never mind.” I grabbed my cut offs and a T-shirt. “Checking in?” 
 
    “This is cushy, isn’t it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess.” 
 
    She sat up, eyes narrowed. “Cushy while my lord suffers in the in-between.” Her tone was brittle. “So you lounge about flirting with Banner and ladling soup for your smelly homeless humans, while my lord suffers the deadlands?” 
 
    What the fuck crawled up her butt and died? “Look, I didn’t ask for this. You chose me, remember? And if there was something we could be doing then trust me, I’d be on it.” 
 
    She snorted, averting her gaze. 
 
    “And you know that, so what’s the real problem?” 
 
    She swung her legs off the bed and stood. “It’s taking too long. This whole thing. We need to be back home.” 
 
    Mira, what has happened? 
 
    Mira growled low in her chest. “Viceroy is making noise. Claiming it is all a conspiracy tailored by you. That you’ve sold our people out and are now off collecting your reward. The people are beginning to listen. I fear if you do not return with answers soon then there will be war.” 
 
    Paimon was silent. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Mira said, hands on hips. “We’re running out of time.” 
 
    I know. 
 
    Mira shook her head in exasperation. 
 
    Dammit, Mira. You know how this works. If I break this binding to return, then I may not have the strength to rebind. 
 
    She arched her brow. “There’s a way and you know it. You just need to take control of your human.” 
 
    Wait, what was she talking about? Take control of his human? Take control of my body? 
 
    I will not break my word. 
 
    “Then you will be starting a war.” 
 
    Paimon’s agitation was a palpable force, it seeped into my veins and became my own. He needed to go back, to show them he was on their side, to shut this Viceroy dude up, but he couldn’t … not without breaking the binding, something he couldn’t risk doing right now. So he needed me to go with him, but Mira was wrong. He didn’t need to control me. 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” The words popped out before I could think them through further. 
 
    Mira exhaled. Her tense shoulders relaxed. 
 
    No, it’s too dangerous. Humans are considered cattle to my people. 
 
    “But she’s not—” 
 
    Mira! Enough. You will go back and you will convince them of our cause. 
 
    “Don’t you think I’ve tried?” Mira huffed in exasperation. 
 
    I couldn’t let him risk war. “We have to go back. I’m not worried.” I shrugged. “You and Mira will be there to protect me, right?” I looked to the hinn. 
 
    Mira nodded. Her gaze was speculative. 
 
    You would do this for me? His tone was soft, unguarded. 
 
    I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat. “Yes. I would.” 
 
    Mira made an exasperated sound. “Well, let’s get the fuck on with it then.” 
 
    So how did this work? “What do we do now?” 
 
    Now we go to the place where our worlds overlap and we step through. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “The red zone? The overlap is in the red zone?” 
 
    “Is that what you call this cesspit?” Mira snorted, crunching through the broken glass littering the sidewalk leading in to one of the most dangerous places in the city. 
 
    The flimsy barrier erected around the area was more a warning than a preventative measure of any kind. The kind of creatures that came here did so to fly under the radar, escape the law, or simply to live their lives out in peaceful malevolence. For the most part, the enforcement agencies left this place alone. The IEPEU had gone in a few times to retrieve a criminal on their list, but those excursions had ended in the loss of too many operatives and now the council merely turned a blind eye to the place. 
 
    I grabbed Mira’s arm. “We can’t go in there. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    Her brows snapped down. “You think I am incapable of protecting you?” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Mira, please. Carmella, trust that you are safe with us. 
 
    I blew out a breath. The last time I’d been here, it had been with Hugo, my mohawked infatuation. He’d taken me in and sold me to the radical fanatical sect called the Kubera. Thank goodness Malina had come for me. She’d saved my life. 
 
    Mira glanced over her shoulder. “Look, the quicker we move the faster we’ll get there.” 
 
    Paimon’s phantom hand gripped mine and squeezed gently. “Right.” I followed. 
 
    It was strange being here in broad daylight; less ominous. No way as scary. If I didn’t know what kind of shit existed behind the dark windows of the dead-looking houses, my heart wouldn’t be trying to tunnel out of my chest. Rogue Yaksha toting guns, vamps intent on feeding off the vein, and everything in between, because this place was like the unexplored part of the Amazon where new species kept cropping up. 
 
    “This is the worst place for the overlap to be. How many of the creatures living here have found their way to your world?” 
 
    I sensed Paimon’s shrug. A few. But they do not survive for long. The air in our world is toxic to your kind if ingested for long periods. When searching for the creatures who were taking the ascended djinn, we came across several of your vampires and Yaksha and dispatched them with ease. The longer they remain the weaker they become, until they simply die. 
 
    “So what about me. Will the air affect me?” 
 
    Not while you’re bound to me. 
 
    Down the empty street we strode, Mira skipping ahead without a care in the world. Paimon kept his hand wrapped around mine. In a few minutes we’d be stepping into the overlap, a part of his world, did that mean … “Will I be able to see you?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    My pulse sped up. 
 
    Up ahead Mira let out a growl and then her body was blurring, morphing into something else, not a panther, no this was larger—a wild cat I’d never seen before. She bounded off around the corner. 
 
    “What did she just turn into?” 
 
    A lisabre. Viscous and not found in your world. 
 
    A howl, a yip, and then a whine. Sounded like Mira had neutralized the threat. She sauntered back around the corner, wiping blood from her mouth, her face twisted in a grimace. 
 
    “Yaksha taste foul.” 
 
    Come on, the overlap is just up ahead. 
 
    We strode round the corner, past an overturned mini car and a warped bicycle, and onto a wide road lined with what used to be shops. The awnings, which at one time must have been bright and colorful, were now faded and torn. Broken furniture littered the pavement, and the gutters were strewn with debris. It was like walking through a ghost-town. A forgotten part of London. 
 
    “Where is this overlap?” 
 
    Paimon squeezed my hand and tugged, forcing me to pick up the pace, and then the air rippled, the ground shifted beneath my feet, and the terrain melted into something entirely different. Color assaulted my senses—vivid, bold, and aggressive. Sparkling golden sands and rippling azure skies greeted us. 
 
    “Whoa.” My eyes ached and teared up. 
 
    “Just give yourself a moment,” Paimon said. 
 
    Wait? He’d spoken … not in my head but to my ears. I glanced down at my hand, where the pressure of his was now real and completely solid. His fingers, pale blue and lithe, gripped mine. 
 
    “Carmella. Look at me.” 
 
    Oh shit. I slowly raised my gaze, allowing it to travel up his bare blue arm, across his tunic covered shoulder to his beautiful, perfectly carved face. My breath caught on an exhale as our gazes locked. His eyes … oh god it was like staring into a perfectly serene, cerulean sea. His pupils dilated as he took me in. 
 
    “Always so much better in color,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He smiled and reached up with his other hand to finger my hair. “Gold and silver entwined. I can’t see it when in the in-between. Everything is tinged with gray.” 
 
    “If you two are done admiring each other, then maybe we should get on with it?” Mira snapped. 
 
    Paimon dropped the hand caressing my hair. “We can travel faster if you permit me to hold you.” 
 
    Hold me? Against his manly chest with those … arms. “Um … sure?” 
 
    “Incoming!” Mira cried. 
 
    The air behind us exploded, spitting out four hairy bestial figures. 
 
    Yaksha. 
 
    They faltered, taking in their environment. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the one closest to us said, his voice thick and distorted by his muzzle. 
 
    Paimon pulled me back and stepped in front of me. 
 
    “Where is it?” He advanced on Paimon. “Where’s the fucking creature that killed Denny?” 
 
    “Yoohoo!” Mira, in her Gemma form, gave them a little finger wave. 
 
    The Yaksha turned their attention on her. 
 
    “You want to play?” She cocked her head. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Another yaksha said. 
 
    “Turn around and go back the way you came,” Paimon said steadily. 
 
    The yaksha’s eyes, all too human in his canine face, narrowed. He leaned to the right to look past Paimon, his gaze landing on me. “I’ll take the female. Fuck first, eat later.” 
 
    His comrades laughed. 
 
    Paimon’s body tensed, the vibration of his anger rippling through our bond, and then the pack attacked. 
 
    Not one by one like they do in the movies, but enforce. Mira’s battle cry turned into a big cat roar, and Paimon’s body blurred as he rushed the Yaksha. Mira grabbed a yaksha with her powerful jaws, shaking him, pinning him, and then tearing him in two. Paimon grabbed the ring leader by the head, freezing him instantly and then plucking off his head like a grape off the vine. The remaining two Yaksha stumbled backward, turned, and ran back into the red zone. 
 
    Mira didn’t bother morphing back into a girl. Instead she curled up on the sand to groom herself, her huge tongue lapping at the blood on her paws. 
 
    The golden sand was speckled with crimson, like a vivid piece of abstract art … was that an arm way over there? 
 
    My stomach turned. I was gonna be sick. 
 
    Paimon’s scent enveloped me, exotic yet comforting. He pulled me to his chest, solid and cool, and then wrapped his arms around my waist. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he said. 
 
    Mira raised her huge head and blinked lazily at me. She stood and padded over to the torn arm. Oh man. No way. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “You must stay here. Do not leave this chamber,” Paimon instructed. 
 
    “Leave? This awesome chamber with the most fantastic view of another world I’d ever seen? Why would I leave?” I bounced on the massive and extremely bouncy bed. “Wow, I mean, who needs this much space when sleeping?” 
 
    Mira cackled from her spot by the exit. “Trust me, it’s not sleeping Paimon needs the space for.” 
 
    This was his room? His bed. Where he … Oh … I climbed off the mattress. 
 
    Paimon was watching me carefully, his eyes all pupil. 
 
    Mira cleared her throat. “The Lords meet in less than ten minutes.” 
 
    Paimon tore his gaze away and strode to the door. “Do not leave this room. On second thought, I’ll just lock it.” He closed it firmly behind him and the scrape of a key in the lock followed. 
 
    Great. Trapped in Paimon’s bedroom where he … did all sorts of stuff in his wonder-bed. 
 
    So they’d go to this meeting or whatever, and Paimon would convince them he wasn’t somehow involved in the ascendants being taken, then we’d go home. Simple. 
 
    Maybe the view would be a distraction? 
 
    I drifted onto the balcony where a chaise longue and cushy seats were set out. Had his lovers lounged out here watching the sunset? Had he made love to them out here under the stars? Urgh, what the heck was wrong with me? 
 
    Leaning against the balcony, I looked out over Paimon’s city. We were high up, so high the buildings below looked like tiny models nestled in greenery. Spires and towers glittered in the distance—a metropolis of glass and stone. A complete contrast to the lush nature that surrounded the building we were in. I’d have to ask him about the towers. Was that a city? Mira called him lord, so he had to be high up in whatever hierarchy governed this place, right? And the meeting was with other Lords. 
 
    How much time had passed? 
 
    Something in the air caught my eye, a bright dot, growing rapidly as it approached. Orange, now red, wait … was it blue? It was getting closer, faster. What the … 
 
    I backed up into the room as the whirlwind molten mass whizzed onto the balcony, landing with a soft thud. 
 
    Not a molten mass. A man. A hot man—like literally—the dude was on fire. 
 
    His eyes flared orange and then darkened to warm honey. He strode into the room, spitting embers and ash. Heat smacked me in the face, and my skin broke out in perspiration. 
 
    I held up my hands. “Whoa! Back the fuck up.” 
 
    He stopped. “Oops.” The fiery effect winked out, leaving him dressed in black pants and a cream shirt open at the neck. Gems winked at his ears and his deep red hair was swept off his forehead, falling down his back in loose braids. He stood, just inside the balcony arch, arms hanging loosely at his sides studying me from head to toe. It was invasive and rude and who the heck did he think he was? 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Who the heck are you?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same question but I think I know the answer.” He walked into the room, circling me. “Paimon and his minion certainly know how to pick them.” 
 
    What was he talking about? “You know Paimon?” 
 
    He snorted. “Know? Yes, you could say that.” He came to a standstill in front of me. “I see why he hid you up here.” He caught his bottom lip between his teeth and leaned in. “If the other Lords got their hands on you …” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    He took a step closer, totally in my personal space. “Threatening you is the last thing on my mind. These meetings take time. I’m happy to entertain you in the meantime.” 
 
    Entertain? He made to touch my face, and I jerked my head back. I was locked in a room with a man who could catch fire and who, by the look on his face, wanted to get hot and heavy with me. My pulse kicked up. Okay. Handle with care and all that. 
 
     “Look, I don’t know who you are, but I’m not interested so you should just go.” 
 
    He frowned. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Really.” Please just leave. I glanced at the exit. 
 
    He followed my gaze and then sighed. “Ah, I see. You think Paimon will be upset if you lay with me?” He shook his head. “Trust me. He won’t mind a jot. We share everything! Always have.” He winked and reached for me again. 
 
    My hand came up on reflex and cracked him across his handsome face. 
 
    He froze, his hand a couple of inches from my cheek. “Ouch.” 
 
    Shit, shit, shit! What was he going to do? What was I going to do if he did anything? 
 
    The fiery dude lowered his hand and stepped away from me. “Okay, so you don’t wish to lay with me?” He looked dazed and more than a little confused. “Can I ask why? Is it the braids? It’s the braids isn’t it? They make me look ridiculous don’t they?” He slapped his thigh. “I told that damn barber to do the usual cue but no … this is all the rage he said, up and coming djinn fashion, he said” He held up a finger. “Wait. I can take them out …” He reached for his hair. 
 
    “No. It’s not the braids.” 
 
    “Then what?” He seemed genuinely perplexed by my rejection. 
 
    I shrugged. “I just … I don’t want to lay with you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I get that, but why? What is it about me that repels you?” 
 
    “Nothing. You’re very … handsome.” 
 
    He offered me a crooked dimpled smile. “Well, that’s true.” 
 
    “I just … I don’t know you well enough.” 
 
    His mouth formed an o. “You wish to converse first? Swap life tales?” 
 
    Oh, man. How to get through to him. “Look. Where I come from, we don’t just lay with people. Okay, some of us do. But I don’t. I only lay with people I care about and have serious feelings for.” 
 
    He stared at me for a long beat and then shook his head. “Your world must be a strange place. What do you do for recreation?” 
 
    He was deadly serious. I didn’t know who he was, only that he knew Paimon and he didn’t seem dangerous; he’d stopped trying it on when I’d told him I wasn’t interested, and who knew how much longer Paimon was going to be. 
 
    “Well, if you want to hang out I can tell you.” 
 
    “Hang out?” 
 
    “Sit and converse?” 
 
    His brows flicked up. “I must admit, I am intrigued.” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “So you must buy a meal, possibly three, before the woman will allow you to lay with her?” Amon said from his perch on the other end of the bed. 
 
    “Well, some women will lay with you on a first meeting. It varies.” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You just … do. Body language, conversation, that kind of thing.” 
 
    He sat back and pretended to wipe his brow. “Your world sounds like hard work.” 
 
    I laughed. “It can be.” 
 
    He sat forward. “So now that we’ve conversed …” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    The door slammed open and an icy wind rippled through my hair. Paimon stood in the center of the room. 
 
    Amon raised a hand. “Hello brother.” 
 
    Paimon looked from me to the bed then back to Amon. “What did you do?” He addressed Amon. 
 
    Amon grinned. “Well I figure since we shared a womb and have shared most everything else since …” 
 
    Paimon’s hands curled into fists. “What. Did. You. Do?” 
 
    A flash of uncertainty flitted across Amon’s face, but then he was smiling slyly. “Would you like us to show you?” 
 
    He was baiting Paimon and the frosty djinn took a big bite. He was across the room in a blur, his fists tangled in Amon’s shirt as he yanked him off the bed. Amon’s chuckles reverberated around the room. 
 
    I jumped off the bed. “Paimon! What are you doing? Nothing happened.” 
 
    Paimon faltered. 
 
    “Amon was keeping me company till you got back.” 
 
    Paimon released his brother. 
 
    Amon straightened his shirt. “We were merely conversing—the first step to getting to know each other. But after that, who knows what could have happened.” He winked cheekily. 
 
    Man, he was really pushing it. Paimon’s jaw ticked. He exhaled through his nose. “Leave, Amon. And tell no one.” 
 
    Amon looked from me to Paimon. “You’re playing with fire brother.” 
 
    Paimon snorted. “So? You do it all the time.” 
 
    Amon’s playful expression turned to one of concern. “Paimon … seriously. The danger of—” 
 
    “Not now, Amon.” Paimon slapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder and led him to the balcony. “We will talk when I return with the creature’s head.” 
 
    Amon caught my eye over Paimon’s shoulder. “Carmella? May I visit with you sometime?” 
 
    What? He wanted to come to my world? “Sure.” 
 
    Paimon’s shoulders tensed. “Amon …” 
 
    Amon danced backward and leaped up onto the balcony. “See you around brother.” 
 
    And then he burst into flame and flew off. 
 
    Paimon strode back into the room. “We should leave. Now.” He pulled me into his arms, his heart beating way too fast. I looked up into his face, still taut and tense. Once we got back I wouldn’t see him again. Not like this. I wouldn’t be able to touch him … not like this. What was happening between us, whether it was the binding or something else, was too powerful to resist. His heartbeat matched mine as I reached up and brushed my fingers down his jaw line. His body tensed, but he didn’t stop me. Emboldened I ran my fingers through his dark silken hair, committing the sensation to memory. 
 
    He exhaled long and slow, and then pressed his forehead to mine. “Close your eyes.” 
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   T he dress was beautiful, light as gossamer, caressing me in all the right places. I looked … 
 
    “Breathtaking.” Hannah clapped her hands together. “My dear, you will be the belle of the ball for sure.” She finished pinning my hair up and took a step back to survey her work. “Perfect. Mr. Banner made the perfect selection.” 
 
    She wasn’t talking about me though, she was referring to the dress—a present from Banner. He hadn’t even asked me my size. It was like he’d measured me with his eyes or something. 
 
    My face stared back at me from the dresser, bright eyed and fresh. The deep midnight-blue of the dress set off my silver-blonde hair and brought out the blue flecks in my eyes. We’d never got around to moving me to a different room, but it was all right. Banner’s playboy persona didn’t bother me any longer. That wasn’t the person I was getting to know. 
 
    Paimon was silent, forcing a distance between us. It was for the best. This binding was messing with us both. Best he take a backseat for a while and let me do my thing. Let me forget the way he’d held me, or the thud of his heartbeat against mine. 
 
    Hannah gave my hair a final spray and then headed for the door. “I’ll tell Mr. Banner you’ll be down in a moment?” 
 
    “Yes please.” 
 
    She closed the door softly behind her. 
 
    In less than an hour we’d be infiltrating the Ghandarva tower. Snooping around their home and at huge risk of getting caught, so why wasn’t I nervous? Where were the sweaty palms and quivering belly? Instead excitement fluttered in my chest. The thrill of danger. 
 
    Was this coming from me or from Paimon? 
 
    A shift in my mind, followed by a sigh. Maybe it’s time you came to know yourself better. 
 
    You’re here. 
 
    Always. 
 
    It was time to do some sleuthing. 
 
    Grabbing my clutch, I headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    The tower was lit up like a Christmas tree. Guests milled about outside, taking in the air. Tables laden with food had been set out for those who wished to enjoy the breeze. Banner led me through the double doors, thrown wide to let in the night, and onto a polished floor filled with more people. He glanced at me again, his gaze traveling down the length of my body. 
 
    He obviously liked the dress. My cheeks heated. 
 
    He smiled. “It looks gorgeous on you.” 
 
    “Thanks. You have a great eye.” 
 
    “Yes I do, don’t I?” 
 
    His tone dropped to something too intimate and he quickly averted his gaze. I’d pretended I hadn’t noticed, focusing instead on all the colors—varying shades of skin, vibrant fabrics, and high-definition hair. There were a variety of supernatural creatures, all conversing and laughing together. Surrounded by such a carefree atmosphere, it was easy to forget the poverty outside of this room. Easy to put the black-market activities and the desperation of the creatures forced into the red zone out of our minds. From what Melody had told me during my time at the IEPEU, the red zone, which had previously been the home of the most dangerous supernatural creatures, was now attracting the desperate homeless creatures, both human and supernatural. Who knew how long these people survived beyond the barrier before becoming a yaksha’s meal? Who knew how long before they’d be a vamp’s meat suit? And here were the rich and famous, wining and dining, with enough food to stock several soup kitchens, simply because it was a full moon. 
 
    It made me sick. 
 
    A ripple ran over my skin. A warning from Paimon to beware, and then a shadow fell over me. 
 
    “Miss Hunter, you look positively disgusted. Care to share?” Vritra looked down on me from his lofty height. 
 
    His aura, primal and greedy, pressed against my personal space, demanding entry. I resisted the impulse to take a step back. 
 
    Banner coughed. 
 
    Dammit, Aunt Constance had always said that I wore my feelings on my face. Maybe I should have disguised the curl of my lip. Made up an excuse for my facial expression … something, but my tongue sometimes had a mind all of its own. 
 
    “Share? Isn’t that something everyone here should be doing?” I waved a hand toward the over-laden tables of food 
 
    He studied me steadily. “You think we have too much.” 
 
    “I think there are too many people who have too little. And isn’t it the responsibility of those that have it all to share?” 
 
    His lips turned down in thought. “All the people here have built their own empires. What they own, what they have, they have worked hard for. They’ve built it from the ground up.” 
 
    “Or taken over …” Of course I was referring to his takeover of Shaitan Enterprises, and he knew it. 
 
    “Taking over a failing business and nursing it back to health is more a risk than building one from scratch. But then you’d need a head for business to appreciate that. Anyone who’s achieved a status allowing them to be here tonight has no obligation to do anything but enjoy the fruit of their labors.” He sounded almost bored. 
 
    My ears grew hot and my fingers tingled. How could he be so flippant about the suffering in the city? But then, what did I expect from an asura? I couldn’t look at his savage face, not when my contempt was written all over mine. Banner’s warning about the man, about his power and reach, were enough to poke my common sense. Besides, we weren’t here to cause a scene or get into a debate, we were here for one thing only, to find our Ghandarva and get some answers. 
 
    Releasing the anger on an exhale, I fixed a pretty smile on my face and lifted my chin to lock eyes with him. “I suppose I can’t be too harsh. Most of the guests are supernaturals, and to feel compassion you’d need to have some humanity.” 
 
    It was my final dig for the evening, and Banner’s grip on my arm warned me I was pushing the boundaries. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sorry. This isn’t the place for such a discussion.” 
 
    “No. It isn’t.” His ember gaze raked over me. “So we can continue it at a later date. I’ll have my secretary set up a meeting.” He focused on Banner. “You have two more days to ponder my offer, after that consider it rescinded.” 
 
    Banner tensed. “You’ll have your answer.” 
 
    Vritra spotted someone over my shoulder and waved them over. 
 
    The scent of jasmine tickled my nostrils, and then a woman claimed the spot beside Vritra. I almost didn’t recognize her in the fancy clothes, but she certainly recognized me, she had after all tried to kill me less than two days ago. Her dark eyes widened and then a polite mask slid into place. She stood beside her father, tense and alert … was she afraid I’d tattle on her? 
 
    What would Vritra do if he knew she’d attacked me? If Banner was right and I was on the demi-god’s radar, then I can’t imagine he’d be too pleased. 
 
    “Henna, you know Mal Banner, the Piccadilly Elder Witch. And this is, Miss Hunter, his … companion?” 
 
    “Girlfriend,” Banner said. “Carmella and I are dating. In fact, she’s staying with me for a while.” He wrapped an arm around my waist. “If I had my way she’d be moving in permanently.” 
 
    Seriously? Did he have to amp it up that much? But a smile was in order, and so I simpered and played the besotted girlfriend. 
 
     “It’s nice to meet you,” Henna said stiffly. 
 
    A prod from Paimon. 
 
    “Oh, but we’ve met before.” I gave her an arch smile. “Not too long ago actually.” 
 
    She swallowed, her gaze darting to her father. The look in her eyes was more than wariness, it was terror. 
 
    “Really?” Vritra placed an arm around his daughter. 
 
    To the casual observer it probably looked like he was being affectionate, but alarm bells were going off in my gut, because it looked more like he was holding her in place should she try and flee. 
 
    Henna’s sharp features were suddenly drawn, but she held her head high and glared at me defiantly. 
 
    On further reflection, prodding the hornet’s nest may not be a good plan. 
 
     He was right. Let’s hope she liked baked goods. “You probably don’t remember me. I was the flour covered baker who served you at Delightful Bakery.” 
 
    Her shoulders unknotted and she fixed a smile on her face. “Oh, yes. I remember now. What a small world. I suppose this is quite a treat for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, being the plus one to such an event must be exhilarating,” she said snidely. 
 
    Was she seriously having a dig when I’d just bowed out of outing her as a homicidal demi-god? 
 
    “We don’t get many witch-bloods at the society events.” She said the words witch-blood as if they were an insult. 
 
    “Henna …” Vritra’s tone was saturated with warning. 
 
    Henna held up her hands. “Hey, just making small talk.” 
 
    Vritra growled in exasperation. “Well, make it elsewhere.” 
 
    “Well don’t call me over then.” 
 
    His jaw ticked and a wave of lethal menace rippled off him. The cocky expression dropped from Henna’s face and she backed up. 
 
    “I’m going to get a drink.” She locked gazes with me “See you around.” 
 
    Now why did that sound like a threat? 
 
    Vritra sighed heavily. “Enjoy your evening, Miss Hunter, and I will see you soon, for our … discussion.” 
 
     Vritra turned and walked away. 
 
    I blew out a breath. “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    But Banner was looking down at me speculatively. “This is bad. He’s not buying this … you and me.” He led me toward a table laden with food. “Bloody demi-gods and their intuition.” 
 
    “Forget about it. It’s not like I’ll be going to see him. And we have more important things to worry about.” 
 
    Banner picked up a hors d’oeuvre and held it to my lips. 
 
    “Banner?” 
 
    He grinned. “We’re being watched.” 
 
    I accepted the food, chewing quickly. “Who?” 
 
    “Henna.” 
 
    “Yeah, what is up with her? For a moment I thought she was frightened of Vritra. It’s the only reason I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Banner picked up two champagne flutes and handed me one. “Henna is a con woman, an actress, and completely out of control. I don’t think she was scared, not for one moment, worried maybe that Vritra would find out what she’d been up to, but frightened? No. She played you, and when you’d spun another story she relaxed and revealed her true colors.” 
 
    “So, has she killed other women he’s been interested in?” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard there was one, four years ago. It was a mini-scandal, and quickly covered up. She was another asura.” 
 
    “And Vritra knows?” 
 
    “Yes. I think it’s why he’s avoided finding a mate for so long.” 
 
    “Until now.” 
 
    “He probably thinks she’s over it—the whole crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t get why she’d do it though. Is it jealousy? What?” 
 
    “No one knows.” 
 
    “So Vritra hasn’t been with a woman all this time?” It would explain the potent sexual energy surrounding him. 
 
    Banner choked on his champagne. 
 
    “What? What did I say?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    He is amused. 
 
    I get that. 
 
    I wager that mating is not the same as sex, just as sex is not the same as intimacy to my people. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Vritra has had his share of women,” Banner said. “Mistresses and live in lovers. But a mate is a life-long commitment, and to be honest there is some mystery around the whole thing. It’s like marriage but more.” 
 
    “Well I’m really not in the market to be mated to anyone.” 
 
    A commotion broke out behind us. 
 
    “The Ghandarva are coming,” Banner said. 
 
    I turned to face the hubbub just as the gathered party-goers parted to reveal the gorgeous celestial winged creatures. The male counterparts to the apsaras, the Ghandarva had spent their immortal lives frolicking in swarga when not running errands for the gods. Masters of music and lovers of beauty, they strived for perfection even on this mortal plane, and Perfect Leisure was their answer to the lack of it. The business was huge, attracting both human and supernaturals eager to emulate these divine beings, but I’d never really been wowed by them. There was something too perfect about these creatures. Maybe it was the symmetry of their faces, or the liquid glossiness of their flowing locks, or maybe it was the nine-packs they all sported. They weren’t just perfect … they were unnatural. At least the gods attempted to mute their godliness and integrate. The Ghandarva reveled in it, flaunting their otherness. 
 
    They floated through the crowd, shaking hands and flashing dazzling white teeth. The guests murmured in appreciation of their majestic forms. They weren’t wearing much—bare torsos and skin-tight leggings that left nothing to the imagination. 
 
    “Yes, it can be disconcerting,” Banner said. “Just don’t look down.” 
 
    It was hard not to. Hard. 
 
    Carmella … a low chuckle reverberated inside me. 
 
    A squat square man stepped out of the crowd, his booming laughter rising above the hum of the crowd. He grasped the nearest Ghandarva’s hand and shook it vigorously, his teeth flashing from within his heavy beard. 
 
    There was something compelling about the man, a strange magnetism that made it difficult to tear my attention away from him. 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “Who? The bearded guy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s Shukra. He works for Vritra. He’s a sage, a holy man. Kind of like a guru to the asura.” 
 
    “He seems particularly excited about meeting the Ghandarva.” 
 
    Banner shrugged. “I haven’t seen him at one of these celebrations before. I guess it is pretty exciting for him. He’s not a divine being, but he is ancient, so meeting the Ghandarva is kind of a big deal.” 
 
    The question was, were all the Ghandarva here tonight? “How many Ghandarva do you count?” 
 
    Banner craned his neck. “Twelve; we have twelve.” 
 
    There was one Ghandarva missing. Our hunch had been right. 
 
    “Wait here,” Banner said. “I’m going to grab us a finger print.” 
 
    Oh crap. This was where it could go wrong. “Be careful.” 
 
    He leaned in and dropped a kiss on my forehead. “Always.” 
 
    Paimon snorted. 
 
    What, he’s keeping up the act? 
 
    A little too well if you ask me. 
 
    Jealous? I projected. And as soon as I did, I wanted to take it back. Why swim back into those waters? 
 
    Paimon was silent for a long beat. Yes. 
 
    My pulse skipped and his icy touch skittered up my spine. God … I sipped my champagne and pretended to study the food on offer. 
 
    He sighed. Mingle. 
 
    I don’t know anyone. 
 
    A soft breeze brushed the nape of my neck. Just act as if you belong and people will accept you. 
 
    I turned to the center of the room, scanning the scattered groups, looking for one that I could insinuate myself into. Paimon was right, who knew how long Banner would take lifting a print? 
 
    Four women, apsaras from the look of them, giggled together. They reminded me of Urvashi, and I was instinctively drawn to them. I’d barely taken a step when a hand gripped my elbow and I was yanked back into an alcove draped in thick velvet curtains and shoved up against the wall. 
 
    Something cold and sharp pinched the delicate flesh at the base of my throat. 
 
    “Stay away from my father,” Henna hissed. 
 
    Fuck. “I’m with Banner.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You smell human but you’re something else, I know it, with your shifter bodyguard. What the fuck was that? Never mind. I don’t need answers. I just need you to back the fuck off.” 
 
    The first fingers of anger uncurled in the pit of my stomach. “Get off me. Now.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Paimon’s cold power surged thorough my veins. She tensed, as if sensing what was to come, and then it was rolling off me in waves, smashing into her and sending her flying back into the room. 
 
    Beyond the sanctuary of the drapes, the chamber erupted into a cacophony of alarmed exclamations. 
 
    Carmella, you’re bleeding. 
 
    I reached up to touch my neck. “Just a nick.” 
 
    The drapes hiding me were yanked back and Vritra stood there, chest heaving. His ember gaze, seething with rage, dimmed when he realized who’d attacked his offspring, and flared once more when he caught the wound on my neck. 
 
    He swallowed, and slowly reached for me. Move dammit. Just push past him and leg it. But I couldn’t. The force of his will, his energy, held me immobile. 
 
    Paimon? 
 
    But the djinn’s voice was a distant cry beneath the roar of blood in my ears. 
 
    And then Vritra’s fingers made contact with the cut on my neck, and a pulse of heat shot through me, stealing my breath and sending tremors down my spine. He captured my gaze with his stunned one, the power he was radiating intensifying, pressing against my abdomen, probing lower, lower. Oh … fuck. A gasp exploded from my lips. 
 
    “Carmella!” Banner’s shocked face appeared over Vritra’s shoulder. “Oh, god. What happened?” 
 
    Vritra stepped back, taking his questing power with him. 
 
    Tearing his gaze from mine, he focused on Banner. “Excuse me. I have a child to reprimand.” 
 
    Henna was nowhere to be seen, and Vritra was striding from the room, his huge frame cutting through the curious crowd. 
 
    Banner put his arm around my shoulder and led me to a seat. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just a nick.” 
 
    He frowned at me. “What?” 
 
    I reached up to touch the cut, but found only smooth, unmarred skin. 
 
    Vritra had healed me. 
 
     “Carmella?” Banner was watching me with concern. 
 
    “I’m okay.” A quick glance about the room showed the attention to be back on the hosts. The small interruption was forgotten already. “Well at least the attention isn’t on us anymore.” 
 
    Banner snorted. “The Ghandarva don’t like to share the limelight.” 
 
    “Did you get the print?” 
 
    He grinned. “Is a vamp a bloodsucker?” 
 
    “All right, let’s go find our witness.” 
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   W e wove through the crowd, stopping here and there to greet and exchange pleasantries. Banner kept his arm around me and steered me toward the doors leading me to the lifts. And then we were through, into the corridor beyond. Dimly lit and empty. 
 
    The thumb-print panel gleamed yellow in the darkness. 
 
    The doors behind us swished open. Banner pressed me to the wall with his body. His lips skimmed the side of my face, down to my neck. The breath whooshed out of my lungs as my stomach did a weird flip, and then my body was vibrating with tension. 
 
    Paimon was not happy. 
 
    Someone giggled. “Oops. Sorry.” The doors to the celebration swished closed. 
 
    Banner pulled back. “You okay?” 
 
    I looked up into his handsome face and nodded. My throat was weirdly dry, and I cleared it. “Let’s get out of here before someone else comes through those doors.” 
 
    Banner released me and pulled something from his pocket. It looked like a sheet of paper … no not paper, some kind of plastic … latex maybe? 
 
    “What the heck?” 
 
    “There’s some amazing tech out there, Carmella, and this baby,” he pulled a slender palm sized machine from his pocket, “is one of them. I lifted the print, inverted it, then printed it on transparent paper. A little latex and we have what we need.” 
 
    He breathed on the latex and then pressed it to the scanner. After a second the panel turned green. The doors slid open and Banner ushered me inside. 
 
    The doors closed and we began to move up. There were no numbers, nothing to indicate how far we were rising, just the hollow feeling in my tummy telling me we were indeed on the move. 
 
    Several long seconds later the lift came to a smooth halt. The doors slid open silently, and Banner grabbed my hand and led me onto the floor beyond. Except it wasn’t a floor. 
 
    “Oh, god. Where are we?” 
 
    Banner swallowed. “I don’t know, but I have the feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.” 
 
    I’d seen the god’s tiny piece of swarga—a forest enclosure where time stood still. I’d hidden there when the Void had attacked our world. But this … this was something else. 
 
    Beneath our feet were what I could only describe as clouds. They were clouds. A vast expanse of fluffy white with furniture set on top. Huge, arched, glassless windows created borders, acting as the walls to this place. The scientific logical part of me balked. But there was no science involved when dealing with the divine. 
 
    “Come on,” Banner strode further into the room. The place was like a labyrinth made up of arches and decorative screens. Above us was the night sky with its multitude of stars, and yet there was light. It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Rugs floated above the cloud floor, along with chairs, tables, sofas, and lamps. It was like a surreal painting come to life. 
 
    “Carmella … over here.” Banner ushered me over then disappeared behind a turquoise screen dotted with tiny white blooms. 
 
    I followed and found him crouched by the unconscious form of a Ghandarva. The deity was stretched out on a chaise longue, his chestnut hair spilling over the arm. His thick lashes cast dark shadows on his cheeks. No. Those weren’t shadows, they were bruises. More dark angry marks marred his face and arms, while white bandages were wrapped tightly around his torso, and his wings peeked out from beneath him, battered and torn. 
 
    The creature responsible for taking the apsara and the djinn did this to him. It had beaten the crap out of a celestial being. What the heck were we dealing with? 
 
    Banner placed a hand on the Ghandarva’s shoulder. “Hey, can you hear me?” 
 
    The Ghandarva made no indication he could. Banner shook him gently, but still, no response. 
 
    Banner sighed. “He could be in some kind of healing sleep.” 
 
    “Dammit, is there some way to wake him? Can you use magick? Surely the wards won’t extend up here.” 
 
    “Good point. Let me see.” Banner leaned in, his hands hovering over the Ghandarva’s forehead. 
 
    He closed his eyes as he drew from the skein to manipulate the threads of magick into doing his bidding. Most witches required spells and potions to harness the skein fully, but then there were the Elder and High Witches—beings so advanced in their manipulation of the skein they could take the threads and weave them by intent only. 
 
    The Ghandarva moaned and opened his eyes. His mouth parted and then a scream ripped through the air, shattering my eardrums and twisting my insides into intricate knots. 
 
    Banner slapped a hand over the Ghandarva’s mouth, but the creature was bucking and writhing as if … as if he were in pain. 
 
    “Shit, Banner, put him back under! Do it now!” 
 
    “I can’t. I … damn!” 
 
    “There,” a voice boomed over the screams. “I told you I saw someone sneak up.” 
 
    I turned to see Shukra standing by the screen, and two Ghandarva came barreling in. Shoving Banner out the way they pinned their brother down. 
 
    “Quick, Ajit, put him under again,” the Ghandarva at the head of the chaise longue said. 
 
    This was our only shot at finding out what had happened. “Wait, please. Ask him who did this to him.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we’ve tried? The pain is too much,” the Ghandarva pinning his shoulders said. 
 
    “Raaaa …” The Ghandarva on the chaise long screamed. “Raaak …” 
 
    His eyes were wild but lucid, and he was staring right at me. 
 
    “Raaaak,” he said again. 
 
    He was incomprehensible with agony. 
 
    Shukra stepped forward and addressed the Ghandarva trying to maintain a grip on the bucking Ghandarva’s shoulders. “Rudi, Maybe I can help.” He placed a hand on the thrashing Ghandarva and reached into his pocket for a small bag. “These are herbs. A calming concoction that may sooth him enough for you to place him back into the healing sleep.” 
 
    Rudi nodded. “Do it.” 
 
    Shukra opened the pouch, but before he could administer it the wounded Ghandarva stopped bucking and lay still. 
 
    What? I glanced at Banner 
 
    He is dead. 
 
    No, that couldn’t be. He was a celestial being … they are immortal. 
 
    But not immune to harm. His injuries must have been severe. Paimon’s tone was somber. 
 
    And waking him from the healing sleep hadn’t helped. Were we responsible for his death? The look on his brothers’ faces was answer enough. 
 
    “You. You woke him. You did this!” Ajit pointed a trembling finger in our direction. Banner pulled me against him, his body tense. Rudi was sobbing softly. 
 
    “And you’ve been hiding a crime,” Banner said. 
 
    Ajit blinked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    A disturbance in the air behind me alerted me to the arrival of more creatures. Several more Ghandarva, accompanied by Vritra, burst into the room. 
 
    One by one the Ghandarva fell to their knees and a low keening filled the air. 
 
    Banner’s arms tightened around me. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Your brother was with my friend Urvashi when she went missing just over a week ago. She’s an apsara. We found Ghandarva feathers strewn all over the place. Your brother’s wings are wounded.” 
 
    Ajit blinked. “Yes. We know Urvashi. She’s missing?” 
 
    “She was, but she turned up safe and sound, except she’s not herself. She’s not the only apsara who was taken. Several were, but they all returned at the same time as if … as if nothing had happened.” 
 
    Ajit traded glances with his weeping brother. “He was seeing her.” 
 
    Rudi swiped at his tears. “You think whatever took these apsara hurt our brother.” 
 
    I lifted my chin. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “So you broke into our home to question, Dharma?” 
 
    Dharma, the dead Ghandarva’s name was Dharma. I nodded. “Our intention was to get some answers. Your bother was part of an ongoing investigation. The IEPEU are looking into this. If you’d informed the authorities about the attack on him then—” 
 
    “No.” Ajit made a slashing motion with his hand. “We do not bow to your mortal laws. An assault on one of ours will be answered in kind. We will make sure of it.” 
 
    Except we have no idea who assaulted him. Paimon growled in exasperation. 
 
    Shukra sighed. “Is there anyone else who may be able to shed some light on all this? It seems far-fetched. If the apsara are home and claim to all is fine, then what makes you so sure the cases are connected? Dharma could have been attacked elsewhere, maybe a brawl of some kind? What were his wounds like?” 
 
    “What about the feathers all over Urvashi’s apartment?” Rudi said looking to me for confirmation. 
 
    I nodded. “There were definite signs of a struggle.” 
 
    Shukra pressed his lips together. 
 
    Ajit gently peeled away the tape covering Dharma’s abdomen. The stench of death, sickly sweet hit the back of my throat. 
 
    Paimon gagged. And Banner slapped a hand over his mouth. But it was the wound that had me fascinated. Four deep claw marks, seeping green fluorescent pus ran across his torso. The flesh on either side was swollen and bulging. 
 
    “It looks infected,” Banner said. 
 
    “Ghandarva don’t get infections,” Vritra said. His deep baritone was reflective. 
 
    “The wounds could be Yaksha.” I stepped closer to examine them better. “Except they’re too far apart, suggesting large hands. A wide hand span.” 
 
    “And the pain he was in,” Ajit said. “He barely made it back to the nest and was incoherent when we found him. We’d hoped the healing sleep would bring him back to us.” 
 
    “And now he’s gone … if you’d let him sleep …” Rudi said. 
 
    “There is no proof the healing sleep would have saved his life.” Vritra said. He turned his attention to me. “Why didn’t you just ask the Ghandarva for their assistance instead of breaking into their home?” 
 
    “Would you have given us access?” Banner asked Ajit. “Honestly?” 
 
    Ajit clenched his teeth. “This is Ghandarva business and outsiders, however invested, are not welcome.” 
 
    Well there was his answer. They would have shut us out. 
 
    Vritra sighed. “If there is something untoward taking place in the city then we must work together to stop it. I will contact the IEPEU, find out what we can about the case. Maybe there are some clues that have been missed.” 
 
    Shukra stood up straighter, his beard twitching. “I won’t rest until Dharma’s killer is brought to justice.” 
 
    “We care nothing for the city.” Ajit said. “All we want is the creature who did this.” 
 
    The other Ghandarva moved to flank Dharma’s dead body. 
 
    “Please, leave us to our mourning. The celebration is over.” 
 
    My heart sank. Our only lead was gone and we were back to square one. 
 
    Paimon’s agitation was like my own … his impatience was my impatience. We were becoming too entwined. If we didn’t find the attacker soon, then I’d lose myself completely. 
 
    Vritra led us back to the lift. 
 
    I turned to him. “There has to be something more we can do than ask questions.” 
 
    Vritra sighed. “Gathering information is all we can do. Unfortunately Dharma took his memories into death with him.” 
 
    Memories … of course. We just needed something belonging to the Ghandarva. Something tied to him like hair or blood or … “Feather. We just need a feather.” 
 
    Shukra’s eyes narrowed “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We can use a feather to craft a spell linking to his memories.” I looked to Banner. “My mother did it once when my father passed away. She used a lock of his hair. I don’t know what the spell was, but you can find out, right?” 
 
    Banner blinked down at me and then smiled. “Yes. I can. But the longer we wait the more difficult it will be to forge that connection.” 
 
    There was so much mother hadn’t taught me about magick, about the skein. But then why teach someone who was unable to practice? It hadn’t stopped me from observing her though, of building a knowledge base of what could and couldn’t be achieved. 
 
    Banner tried to side-step Shukra “I’ll go get a feather.” 
 
    Shukra blocked him. 
 
    Paimon spat some word I didn’t recognize. From the inflection I guessed it was a curse. 
 
    Shukra puffed up his chest. “Now is not the time to be asking the Ghandarva for anything. You’re lucky they are permitting you to leave with your lives.” 
 
    The lift arrived and Vritra ushered us in. “Shukra is right. Leave it to me. I’ll ask them tomorrow.” 
 
    But we didn’t need to ask. “No need. I have a feather back at my flat. I took it from Urvashi’s house.” 
 
    Banner’s brows flicked up. “Great. I’ll get started crafting first thing tomorrow. It’s a complex manipulation so it may take some time.” 
 
    “So we’ll see what he saw?” Vritra asked. 
 
    “If I can get the spell right, we’ll be able to scroll through his most recent memories,” Banner said. 
 
    We are close. So close. 
 
    Yes we were. And this time tomorrow we could have our answers. 
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   B anner was busy getting shit together for the spell. The feather was the key ingredient though, and it was back at my flat in my black tote bag. But first I had a shift at the soup kitchen. Things had been so busy recently, and leaving Victor to fend solo was not an option. 
 
    The soup kitchen was heaving. Mira, in her older woman guise, stood behind the counter ladling as fast as she could. The clatter of pans in the kitchen was followed by Honey’s harassed figure bustling into the main room. She spotted me and sagged. 
 
    “Thank god you’re here. I turned up with the food delivery to find Caro swamped.” 
 
    Caro? Who the heck was … oh, yeah, Mira in her new form. “Where’s Victor?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Look. I’m happy to stay and help. It looks like you need it.” 
 
    More people pushed through the doors. I looked them over, alarm bells ringing. The homeless and needy had a certain look, a certain aura, and the group of teens that had just walked through the door had neither. They were clean, well dressed and, upon closer inspection, high. 
 
    Honey stiffened. “Want me to get rid of them?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll speak to them.” 
 
    Paimon stirred, suddenly alert. He seemed to be going away for longer periods of time recently. Growing silent and drifting away. I was afraid to ask if this was another symptom of the binding. What was happening to the djinn linked to me? 
 
    The lads giggled as I approached. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I kept my tone light and friendly. “I think you’ve accidentally stumbled into the wrong place. This is a soup kitchen for the needy.” 
 
    The tallest of the group nudged the stocky one. 
 
    “We’re needy. In need of some munchies.” 
 
    “There’s a takeaway up the street. You can get your munchies there. Now, please leave.” 
 
    The smile vanished from his face, and his red rimmed eyes hardened. “Make us.” 
 
    Paimon’s energy surged up inside me, searing my skin. My face tingled and burned. 
 
    “What the—” the ring leader fell back against his comrades. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    They turned and ran for the exit, slamming out into the night. 
 
    What had just happened? I reached up to touch my face, the hard jaw, the aquiline nose … no, no, this wasn’t my face. It wasn’t me. Panic squeezed my chest. 
 
    Paimon? 
 
    The features melted away beneath my fingertips until I had my face back. 
 
    Oh, god … how … 
 
    They’ll believe it was an illusion caused by the drugs in their bloodstream. 
 
    He sounded tired and far away. 
 
    Paimon? What’s happening? 
 
    I don’t know … 
 
    The surge at the counter had died down, and Caro aka Mira and Honey stood chatting amiably. Well it probably looked amiable to anyone who didn’t know what Mira was. I’d seen the way she’d looked at the other woman when Honey had been introduced to Victor. That hinn was up to something. I liked Honey and there was no way I’d let the hinn harm her. Victor wasn’t here right now, so the chance of the hinn doing something impulsive in the throes of jealousy was slim. Great, because right now I had a bigger problem. 
 
     “Caro, can I have a quick word?” I ushered her into the kitchen and lowered my voice. “There’s something wrong with Paimon.” 
 
    Mira was instantly alert. “What have you done to him?” 
 
    “Me? Done to him? He’s the one who took over my body, remember?” I waved my hands in shoeing motion. “But never mind that. I’m worried about him. Listen. Paimon? Paimon?” There was no answer. “See? He’s been getting worse the last couple of days and now he sounds real far away. He sounds exhausted. What’s going on?” 
 
    Mira cursed in a strange language. Either that, or she was spitting words with vehemence for some other reason. 
 
    “Mira, you need to tell me what’s happening. Things have been super weird lately and just now … he changed my face.” 
 
    Her eyes flared in panic. “That’s why he kept sending me off on errands. He didn’t want me to know how bad it was. Paimon. Paimon, come on wake up!” She shook me. 
 
    Mira? What? 
 
    “We’re out of time. You need to unbind. Unbind now. We’ll go back home and wait for you to gather your strength, and when we come back we’ll find another host and start from scratch. This union will prove fatal.” 
 
    Yes, unbind. That’s what I wanted right? The word fatal resonated in my head. “What do you mean, fatal? How?” 
 
    “What does it matter to you? Your aid was reluctant at best, and now you have the chance to be free of the burden. Go on with your life.” She looked through me. “Paimon, what we suspected is coming to pass. You must untether yourself.” 
 
    Almost there. We will have a name … 
 
    Mira focused on me. “You have a name?” 
 
    “We will in a few hours. Banner is preparing a spell. I just need to pick up the final element from my flat.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here? Go. Go now. Once we have a name, once we know what we are hunting, the predator will become the prey.” She switched her focus, her eyes growing dazed. “I will find this creature and tear out its heart, my lord. Do not lose yourself.” 
 
    Mira was right, I needed to get to my flat, grab the feather, and get back to Banner’s. We needed to complete the spell and find the culprit. A week ago I’d have happily sat back and let the djinn die, but now … he was more than just an invasive presence, forcing me to do his bidding. He’d become the voice in my head, the comforting presence when I was afraid, and the voice of reason against an impulse decision. 
 
    Paimon was fading, and I couldn’t lose him. 
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   M ira promised to meet me at Banner’s. I had no idea how I’d explain her presence to him, but I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. The moon was high tonight, still full from the night before, and the street was bathed in silver. It was around eight in the evening, still early by city standards, and pedestrian traffic was at a peak. The bakery was close enough to Piccadilly square to benefit from the activity, and my flat above it got the most of the city night-life hum. It was soothing, a reminder I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Skirting round the back of the building, I climbed the stairs to my apartment and let myself in. The flat was dark, the only light streaming in from the window. Now, where had I put the bag I’d had on me that day? The built-in closet, that’s where. Two seconds later the bag was in my hands, a quick check showed the feather to be nestled within. Great. I took a step toward the door and froze as a shiver of awareness skated up my spine. Someone was in the flat with me … 
 
    Carmella … something … 
 
    A shadow detached itself from the corner of the room and lunged at me. Shit. No. I turned to run, but it was on me. The floor rose up to greet my face and the air shot out of my lungs. The thing flipped me over, its huge mass straddling me. I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. The hands … huge clawed hands. 
 
    Oh god this was it. The creature we’d been looking for. It raised an arm, ready to swipe. 
 
    I was going to die. 
 
    My wrists flared in agony. Every cell in my body fizzed to life and icy energy shot out of me, slamming into the beast and forcing it back. 
 
    Carmella, run! 
 
    Paimon was too far away. Too far … but I was at the door, the handle in my hand, until it wasn’t, and I was being hauled back into the room. Green eyes flashed from within a mass of vibrating shadow. The monster froze as if listening, as if considering something. Those glowing green eyes widened and then narrowed to slits. It raised its dreadful paw and slammed it against the side of my head. 
 
    Darkness claimed me. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Carmella. Wake up … Now! An icy breeze kissed my brow. Wake up … grave danger. 
 
    Danger? The shadow monster in my flat … I sat up to shadows and gloom. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    Underground. There are rooms. I do not understand. 
 
    Underground rooms? “How do you know?” 
 
    Your phone … bars … reception …” 
 
    I couldn’t catch his words. He was fading in and out. Dammit. 
 
    My phone was by my side. Full battery but, like Paimon had said, no signal. Shit. I stood and checked out the room. Not that there was much to check out. It had been stripped bare. The carpet was gone and even the light bulb had been taken. There was no window, only a door. 
 
    There was something familiar about this set up. It reminded me of home. Not the home I’d grown up in, but the one I’d traded it in for when joining the guild. As the archive librarian for the assassin’s guild, I’d been offered accommodation. I’d taken it, loving the secrecy and security of the underground apartments housing the majority of the guild assassins and employees. But the guild had been closed down. 
 
    Carmella … get out … here … 
 
    Why had it left me alive? Why not just kill me? But then it hadn’t killed the apsaras … but I wasn’t an apsara. What did it want from me? 
 
    Carmella … dammit woman … 
 
    Okay. Right. Escape time. “You with me?” 
 
    Silence. “Paimon?” 
 
    Always. His sounded a little closer. More present. 
 
    Good. 
 
    I reached for the door expecting it to be locked, but the handle turned easily. We stepped into a larger room, also stripped bare, but the kitchen area was still distinguishable. An apartment similar to the ones I used to have. Way too similar. We stepped outside. Oh shit. I knew this corridor. There was no running from the fact we were in the guild accommodations under Soho. 
 
    “Paimon, Mira traced the essence to Soho.” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “We’re under Soho, probably right below that spot, which means it was here all along. The djinn were brought here.” My pulse fluttered. We were in the belly of the beast, but instead of fear, excitement fizzed in my veins. “The creature must have used a sewer access to get down here.” 
 
    The set up was built around the city’s sewage system. There must be some breach, some access I didn’t know about. 
 
    Can … guide … out? 
 
    Crap he was drifting away again. I needed him. “Stay with me. I think I can get us into the guild building, but then …” Crap. Exit had been by palm scan, and it was highly unlikely any of the technology was operational now. The building was boarded up. The electricity was probably turned off too. 
 
    What? 
 
    I explained the problem. 
 
    It’s … only exit … know … head to it … Figure the rest when we get there. 
 
    Okay. I projected. 
 
    Keeping alert, I moved fast through the corridors until the access door to the guild offices appeared. The panel on the wall was dead. No yellow light. 
 
    We’re not getting out this way. I projected. 
 
    Wait. Look, its open. 
 
    Yes … it was open a crack. A gentle push and I was through into the stairwell leading up to the offices. There’d be another door, and if this one was open then … 
 
    It’s open. 
 
    Heart thudding painfully in my chest, I slipped into the guild office. The lights were low … the lights! There was electricity. What the fuck? 
 
    Wait … there is a presence … Paimon’s sharp intake of breath filled my head. She is here. 
 
    Who? Paimon’s presence expanded in my mind sudden and too quick, and then he was in control of my body, breaking our compact and leaving me speechless with shock. 
 
    Paimon. No. We had a deal. 
 
    But he wasn’t listening, and I was a puppet unable to force him to. He took my body into the main office, or what used to be the main office. Now it looked like something out of a mad scientist movie. The place was filled with machines, lights, and empty gurneys. Wait. They weren’t all empty. Four of them were occupied. 
 
    Paimon rushed over. Alara, thank the elements. 
 
    A woman lay on the gurney, her skin pale blue, her face regal and beautiful in repose. Electrodes were taped to her forehead. Paimon reached for her with my hands. 
 
    My head throbbed with rage. Enough. Give me back my body. Now. 
 
    He froze, and I could sense his conflict, but then his hold on me withdrew, leaving me slumped against the gurney, trembling with anger. 
 
    He’d broken our deal. I was done with this union. But we had bigger problems. We have to call for help. There should be signal here. 
 
    There were more … where are the rest? 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    I dialed Melody and waited. It rang and went to voicemail. “Melody, I’m in the guild building. I was kidnapped by the creature that took the apsara. I’ve found a lab of some sort. I need help.” 
 
    I dialed Banner next and he answered in the third ring. 
 
    “Carmella! Where are you?” 
 
    “The creature that attacked the Ghandarva attacked me too. He left me under the guild in Soho.” 
 
    “The assassins guild was in Soho?” 
 
    “It used to be a Dojo on Pembrooke Street. Melody knows where it is. There’s some weird shit going on here.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. Just … stay alive.” 
 
    Ending the call, I headed for the main exit—the one that would lead to the ground floor. We were at basement level here. The door was locked and the panel glared yellow. My palm print did jack shit. 
 
    “We’re trapped.” 
 
    What are the machines doing … my people? 
 
    Machines weren’t my thing, but I stepped over to the monitors with all the stats and lines and had a gander. “Looks like they’re monitoring the djinn’s vital signs and making sure they’re stable.” 
 
    But … not wake? 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    A huge binder sat on the counter. Maybe there’d be some useful information in it? I flipped it open and scanned the contents: names, locations, and photographs. It was a dossier, and Urvashi’s face stared back at me. Had the apsaras been held here? Wait. There was something more, a percentage. It was scrawled under each apsara’s name, ranging from fifty percent to seventy-five. What did it mean? And there was a word protsahaan … No clue what that was. 
 
    Someone approaches. 
 
    There was an empty gurney with a sheet dangling off it. I dove under it just as the doors opened. The sound of footfalls was followed by the rasp of breath. A grunt and a growl was followed by silence. The scrape of wheels against the floor came next. They were moving a gurney. 
 
    Alara. They take her … 
 
    They? 
 
    Three. 
 
    Paimon’s distress was like a beacon flaring in the pit of my stomach. I focused and projected my thoughts. We can’t go up against three of those monsters. 
 
    No … weak … fading … 
 
    And I had no fucking power of my own. IEPEU ninja kicks weren’t gonna cut it against these guys, even if I could get my leg that high. The room was suddenly pin-drop silent, and then the gurney above me went flying, leaving me exposed. The beast lunged for me. I dove out of the way. Claws sliced through the air by my ear. I rolled, came up, scrambling on all fours before finding my feet and making a run for the door leading to the accommodations. There was no way out of here, but there had to be a way out through the accommodations. It was my only hope. I barreled back the way I’d come, down the steps, through the door into the maze of corridors and apartments beyond. 
 
    A roar vibrated the air behind me, slamming into my back and propelling me forward. Corridor after corridor, turn after turn. Where was the breach? Where was the doorway into the sewers that would lead me out? 
 
    Paimon? Could he hear me? Was he even there anymore? Had that last push to get to Alara been too much for him? Oh, god I was being chased by monsters. It was like a nightmare, the kind where you couldn’t wake up, the kind where you knew they were going to catch you at any moment. 
 
    A door behind slammed with the impact of a blow. I careened round a corner just as the door in front of me exploded outward and the monster filled the corridor, blocking my path. I turned to run the other way, but the dark mass of another filled the space behind me. 
 
    I was trapped. 
 
    NO! 
 
    Paimon’s cry filled my head and his power exploded through my body, blasting out to slam into the monsters. It lasted less than a couple of seconds, dying suddenly, and taking Paimon with it. 
 
    Not enough. 
 
    The ice dispersed and the monsters shook it off, barely affected. For a heartbeat they did nothing, merely holding me captive with their stances, and then they rushed me. 
 
    My scream was a raw frightened thing and then the pain began. 
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   F luid in my throat … blood … red … burning … tearing … 
 
    Carmella … I can’t … 
 
    Cold now … numb now … It was over wasn’t it? Was I dead now? 
 
    No. No, no, no … 
 
    Someone cursed and a bellow followed. 
 
    Was I moving? Drifting? 
 
    Carmella … let go … 
 
    The darkness behind my eyes lifted to gray mist, barren ground, and the dark shape of a world beyond, just out of reach. What was this place? 
 
    “Carmella.” 
 
    It was Paimon’s voice, but he was no longer in my head. He stood before me, tall and broad, his skin tinged gray. His long hair was pulled back from his face and secured at the nape of his neck, and I recalled the texture of it as it had slipped through my fingers. His features were blunt planes and angles, but it was his eyes that drew me—cerulean blue and too bright against the whites. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “The in-between,” he said. 
 
    “Am I dead?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Will I die?” 
 
    “Yes. But not if you act fast. You’re fading. They’re working to save you, but your injuries are grave. They won’t be able to heal you. But you can.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    He pointed at me. “Look.” 
 
    I glanced down at my chest and gaped at the swirling silver knot rotating and pulsing where my torso should be. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Pure power. It’s been there all along, bound and locked away from you. It’s why Mira chose you, why she knew you could shield me. But there was a risk too—risk your power would siphon mine and weaken me. At first there was no issue, but something changed. Something inside you changed. Something in the way you see yourself. And now that power is desperate to be known. It wants to be free.” 
 
    That’s why he couldn’t help me? My power was stealing his strength. A power that had been hidden from me my whole life … bound. But by whom? 
 
    “What … what do I do?” 
 
    “Find the thread that unravels the rest. Focus, and let your instincts guide you.” 
 
    “You knew about this all along?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “With your full potential unlocked you would have easily broken our binding. I needed you.” 
 
    “And now you don’t. You have what you want. You have your djinn.” My tone was laced with bitterness. 
 
    “Yes. But even if I didn’t, I would not see you die. I have come to … care about you.” 
 
    He walked toward me and stopped, the chill from his body caressing my skin. He dwarfed me by a good two feet. He cupped my cheek and my throat tightened. 
 
    “It has been an honor walking the world by your side. Seeing humanity through your eyes has given me a new appreciation for your world and its intricacies. Your soul was beacon which drew us to you … do not deprive the world of it just yet. You must save yourself. Only you can.” He took a step back. “Unlock your power.” 
 
    The tangled thread hovering above my abdomen pulsed as if in agreement. This was my power, this was the real me, and someone had bound it. 
 
    A shudder shook my frame. 
 
    “Now, Carmella, it must be now.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I exhaled to ground myself before reaching into the threads, fingers questing, searching for that one strand, the one that felt … right. No … Not that one … There … I gripped it between thumb and forefinger and tugged. 
 
    The world sighed. A gust of wind blew back my hair and heat flooded by limbs, searing and blissful. Something connected and clicked in my solar plexus. It burned bright in my mind’s eye … The skein. Oh god it was glorious undiluted energy waiting to be shaped. But there was more—a golden burning kernel of power deep inside. What was this? There was no time to ponder, because the combined power of the two elements was rushing into me. 
 
    “You will live Carmella. You will live.” 
 
    “What about you? The creatures are still out there.” 
 
    “And now I have a part of them.” He held up his fist, and opened his hand to reveal a mass of fur and flesh. “You fought, Carmella, and because of that I have this. Now my people can become the hunters.” 
 
    My wrists tingled as the cuffs became visible before crumbling and falling to the ground in a sprinkle of golden ash. 
 
    The mist rushed away, and darkness cocooned me. But the bliss of oblivion was brief, because my body was calling me. I slammed back into pain and death, curses, bellows and hands on my flesh. 
 
    “Bleeding out …” 
 
    “… staunch it …” 
 
    “Carmella … oh god, oh god.” 
 
    “We’re losing her.” 
 
    No. Not today. I would not die today. The kernel unfurled, sending heat to my extremities, and I drew from the skein, fueling the kernel. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    The hands on me fell away and silence reigned. The pain ebbed as flesh knitted, and my marrow worked overtime to replace the blood lost. 
 
    “Oh, shit … oh fucking shit.” 
 
    Banner. He was here. 
 
    The kernel folded back on itself, its job done, and I opened my eyes to Melody’s stunned face. A shocked laugh exploded from her lips and then she was hugging me. Over her shoulder I caught the stunned faces of the other IEPEU operatives. Banner raked a hand through his hair, his eyes bright, but it was Vritra who held my attention. His gaze was swirling ember as he stared at me in awe, his chest rising and falling erratically. 
 
    “Did you know?” he asked. 
 
    Melody pulled back to glance over her shoulder. “I don’t know how, but she’s okay.” 
 
    Vritra took a step closer. “Did you know?” he asked me. 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t … what?” My voice was a dry rasp. 
 
    “Did you know you were an asura?” 
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   T he IEPEU hospital room smelled of disinfectant, but it was clean, and the bed was relatively comfortable. The drapes were closed and the bedside lamp gave the room a warm amber glow that said you’re safe now. My body ached in places I hadn’t realized it could, but it was unbroken … healed. My magick had knit me back together. But there was still some healing to be done, and I was still connected to the skein, drawing gently from it to finish putting my body back to rights. 
 
    I’d been put through a battery of tests, and the final stage was the debriefing, or in my case, casual interrogation. I wasn’t an operative, and if they wanted they could treat me like a hostile witness. But Melody wouldn’t do that. The joy on her face when I’d opened my eyes was evidence enough that the hardnosed patrol leader had a softer side. 
 
    The door opened and Melody strode in. Dark smudges under her eyes spoke of late nights and long shifts. She pulled up a chair and sat by the bed. 
 
    “You’re fine,” she said “The results all came back normal.” 
 
    Aside from my being a witch asura. 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t believe it. I saw you. You weren’t you anymore. Just an open mass of flesh and bone and poison eating away at you—this neon green stuff. I tried to massage your heart. I had it in my hands.” She held up her hands as if seeing my heart in them. “But you wouldn’t … you were gone. You were gone. And then you were healing, expelling the green stuff and knitting together.” Her voice cracked and she rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. “I’ve never, in my eight years as an operative, seen anything like it.” 
 
    I reached for her hand. “I’m sorry I frightened you.” 
 
    She let out a bark of laughter. “See this is what I love about you Hunter—your instinct to put other people’s feelings and needs before your own. It’s also why being an operative isn’t for you. You almost died and you’re apologizing for scaring me?” She shook her head. “Priceless.” 
 
    She wasn’t taking the piss, merely making an observation, and an accurate one at that. A couple of weeks ago my neck would have heated in embarrassment at her words, but I knew different now. There was no shame in caring too much. No weakness in considering other people’s feelings. Putting myself in another person’s shoes and caring about what happened to them had resulted in four djinn being saved from the clutches of the monsters who were hunting them, and now we were a step closer to catching the creatures. 
 
    “I’ve passed the composite drawing to the Beta team.” Melody said. “They’re scouring Soho as we speak. These beasts won’t have gone far. Now we know what we’re looking for we will catch them.” 
 
    “What are we looking for exactly? Do we know what they are?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “Nothing so far. No one I’ve asked seems to have seen them before. Even Indra and Varuna had no idea.” 
 
    “So, a new creature?” 
 
    The djinn’s world had meshed with ours allowing them in, what was to say the same hadn’t happened to another reality? Paimon and Mira were gone. They’d taken the djinn with them, leaving no evidence of their existence, and I got the impression they expected me to keep their secret. They knew what was hunting them now, and even if the IEPEU didn’t catch the creatures, Mira and Paimon would. 
 
    Revealing the existence of djinn may not be an option but … “Maybe the Void’s attack on our city caused more damage than we realized. Maybe it brought these creatures to our world?” 
 
    Melody shrugged. “It’s a possibility, but it doesn’t explain how they knew about the guild base, or where they got the high tech equipment from. If I didn’t know better I’d have labeled this as a Kubera act. But we’ve been keeping intelligence on all the known sect members and have heard not a peep. They’re all living perfectly respectful lives. The complete cock-up they made of their last attempt to take over the world kinda took the wind out of their sails.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand why it didn’t kill me at my flat. Why take me to the base and leave me in one of the apartments?” 
 
    She frowned. “You woke up in one of the apartments?” 
 
    “Yeah, in a back room, almost as if … as if it he was hiding me?” My pulse kicked up. “There were three creatures, but only two attacked me.” 
 
    Melody was watching me quizzically. 
 
    “It’s crazy but … do you think that the one who hid me was trying to protect me?” 
 
    “It’s a leap. Why would one of those monsters want to protect you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but think about it. They took the apsara for a reason, right? We don’t know what the reason was, but they were released. Then one attacked me in my flat. He had no intention of taking me, I felt it. He wanted to kill me, but then he just … .stopped. He knocked me out and took me with him. Why was I important? Why come after me?” 
 
    “Maybe someone found out you were asking questions and wanted to shut you up?” 
 
    “So why not just shut me up. Kill me. End of.” 
 
    She rubbed her forehead. “Okay, let’s break this down. Banner explained that you’d gone back to get the feather for a spell to find out what the dead Ghandarva had seen …” 
 
    The feather … Oh god. My mouth went dry. “Is it still there?” 
 
    Melody frowned. “What? The feather?” 
 
    “Yes. It was in my bag. I was holding it when I was attacked.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “You think it was after the feather. That it knew you were going to do the spell?” 
 
    I nodded. “There are only three other people aside from me who knew about the feather …” 
 
    Melody pulled her phone out of her pocket. “We have a unit at your place now looking for clues.” She dialed. “Yes, Mercy, did you find a handbag on the floor? Uhuh, can you look inside … Yes. A feather. Can you see … okay great. Thank you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bag’s empty and kinda shredded inside.” 
 
    “Oh, god.” 
 
    “Who knew about the feather?” 
 
    “Um … Banner, Vritra, and the sage Shukra.” 
 
    “Could anyone else have known?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Banner was sorting the spell. He could have mentioned it to someone.” 
 
    “So we have three definite suspects.” 
 
    “Two. Banner is clean. He’s been helping me figure this out from the start. He wanted to find the creatures as much as I did.” 
 
    Melody pressed her lips together. “I get that, but until we have solid evidence to discount him, you need to be wary.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fine. So what happens now?” 
 
    “We put a detail on them. Keep tabs, and see what comes up. In the meantime, you get some rest. Heal up and come back to see me in a couple of days for a proper debrief.” She smiled. “You did fucking awesome Hunter. If not for you, we’d probably have filed this one away as a cold case.” 
 
    “Did you get anything more from the folder in the lab?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. It looks like they were extracting something called protsahaan, which loosely translated, means persuasion.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Apsara’s have certain persuasive qualities. They can make men do what they want, feel what they want them too, that kind of thing.” 
 
    “So these creatures were extracting the apsara’s ability?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “What about the memory loss?” 
 
    “The equipment is being examined. I’ll have more info at our next debriefing.” She stood and put the chair back against the wall. “Both Banner and Vritra wanted to speak to you. Do you want me to tell them you’re feeling unwell?” 
 
    I didn’t believe for one minute Banner was responsible for the attacks. Vritra was another case entirely. I didn’t know him well enough. It could all be a huge coincidence, but then it may not. 
 
    “No. I’ll speak to them both. We can’t risk tipping them off that we’ve made any kind of connection.” 
 
    “Good call.” Her gaze became speculative. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nothing. I’ll be outside if you need me.” 
 
    She left me to my thoughts, but I wasn’t alone for long. The door opened thirty seconds later and the room was filled with the scent of cinnamon. 
 
    Vritra hovered by the door. “You didn’t know, did you?” 
 
    He didn’t need to spell it out. I shook my head. 
 
    He inclined his. “You need to come with me. I can keep you safe.” 
 
    It wasn’t a request, it was a demand. A completely out of the blue unreasonable demand. He didn’t know me. Until a few days ago I hadn’t even been on his radar. Wait a second, the first time we’d met he’d known my name. 
 
    I locked gazes with him. “What do you know about me?” 
 
    “Well, now I know you are asura. I can feel it, although it was hidden before.” His eyes narrowed. “Who hid you?” He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. The demand was implicit in his hard even tone. 
 
    I swallowed. He made me nervous, but damned if he was going to know that. “I don’t know. Now you answer me. How did you know my name the first time we met?” 
 
    Vritra snorted. “Carmella Hunter, the silver-blonde sidekick to Malina Hayes, our most recent savior. Shaitan Enterprises has files on all the players. Although from what I’ve read you weren’t much of an active one.” His ember eyes narrowed. “It looks like that may be changing, so you will come with me. You belong with your people.” 
 
    His people? As in the asura? “Whoa, wait a minute. I’m also a witch. The covens are my people too.” 
 
    He made a dismissive noise. “Mortals playing with magick they don’t understand. You are more than that Miss Hunter. More than they will ever be.” 
 
    The derisive drawl to his tone had my hackles rising. “And I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
    He stared at me levelly. “There is a power-play between the covens, and now your true nature has been revealed, you are in danger of becoming a pawn in this game. Come with me, and cut ties with your witch heritage.” 
 
    Was he serious? He was asking me to lop off a part of who I was. The part I’d yearned for all my life. 
 
    “If I’m going to give up anything it’s the asura part.” I lifted my chin. “I’m proud of my witch heritage, and I intend to keep it, thank you very much.” 
 
    “So you don’t care to discover who sired you?” 
 
    Why was he looking at me like that? Shit … no it couldn’t be, could it? 
 
    He let out a short bark of laughter. “No, Miss Hunter. My intentions toward you are far from paternal.” 
 
    The pulse in my throat jumped. 
 
    He leaned in, and his energy pressed against mine, testing and probing. I held my breath, afraid to move or show any weakness as his predatory gaze swept over my face. The pressure increased and tendrils of power seeped into my personal space, sending a shiver over my skin. 
 
    “You’ll make the wise choice.” He said lethal soft. “Asura are drawn to one another for a reason Carmella. We are meant to be together. Together we are a powerful unit. We are a force to be reckoned with. We are a shield.” 
 
    He stepped back and I could breathe again. 
 
    “The doors to Shaitan Enterprises are open to you night and day.” He walked to the exit. “We’ll be waiting for you to come home.” 
 
    The door closed behind him and I sagged against the bed. Wait … he hadn’t actually told me who my father was. 
 
    Banner stepped into the room, his expression tight. “Are you all right? What did he say? I told him you wouldn’t want to see him. The man is an arrogant monster.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just … please, just take me home.” 
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   I ’d slept fitfully at Banner’s mansion and woken with the desire to just go home. Banner hadn’t been too happy about it, but it wasn’t like he could chain me up in his house. Okay, maybe he could, but he wouldn’t. I’d expected to find the place trashed, but someone had been kind enough to tidy up. It even smelled nice. I’d have to thank Melody when I saw her at the debriefing. This was above and beyond. 
 
    The sofa-bed had been folded into sofa position and I plonked my butt down. 
 
    Banner strode in behind me. The conflict was there on his face, the urge to wrinkle his nose at my humble abode. It was almost comical. 
 
    “Cozy, isn’t it?” he said. “Nice open-plan set up.” He sighed abandoning his polite assessment. “Please come and stay with me for a couple more days. Hannah can make delicious food. We can drink lemonade on the veranda while watching the sunset …” He gave me his most winning smile. 
 
    My lips twitched. “As tempting as that sounds, I need to get back to normality. I have a job, a soup kitchen to run, and a debriefing with Melody in two days’ time. I just need to get my feet back under the table.” 
 
    Banner sighed. “Nothing’s going to be normal, Carmella. You’re a witch-blood asura. A unique combination. The Mayfair Coven is going to want to claim you. They’ll woo you, hard. And Vritra … if he wanted you before, he’ll be like a bloodhound now he knows you’re one of them, with a side bonus of skein access.” 
 
    My tummy fluttered at the mention of Vritra. The man both fascinated and repelled me. But I couldn’t deny that the thought of being accepted in the witch community gave me a tiny thrill. It was all I’d ever wanted … to be like mother, to be one of them. 
 
    Banner must have read my thoughts on my face because he perched his butt on the sofa beside me. “Just don’t rush into any decision. You don’t need to be affiliated to anyone. You can be an independent witch.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you independent?” 
 
    He snorted. “Trust me, if I had half your potential I would be. You manipulated the skein at Elder Witch level … maybe even High Witch level, no spell required. And you’ve only just found your connection to magick.” 
 
    “So it’s a power thing? You don’t think you’re powerful enough?” 
 
     He tucked in his chin. “It’s more than that. Some of us need others to define us. The weaker make us stronger, and so we surround ourselves with those people. The ugly make us feel beautiful and so we ensure that we are seen with them. It’s the same in the covens. One witch’s power has value only when measured against the power of another witch. And so we arrange ourselves in a hierarchy and tell ourselves it’s to promote order, when really all we’re doing is promoting our own self-worth.” He glanced across at me. “You don’t need to be like us. You can be free from it all. Just … be yourself.” 
 
    I lay back against the sofa and tipped my head up to look at the ceiling. “I need to know who did this to me.” 
 
    “Who bound your power?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been trying to call mum but she hasn’t picked up. My Aunt Constance is on holiday for another week. I just … I need answers. She must know something.” 
 
    Banner reached for my hand, taking it between both his. “Have you considered the possibility that your mother may have done this to you?” 
 
    I pulled my hand from his grasp. “No. She was devastated when I didn’t exhibit any power. It’s what drove a wedge between us. If anything I’m sure she’ll be ecstatic to find out I’m not a dud after all.” 
 
    “But you’re asura, which means your father was a demi-god. She must have known that?” 
 
    “Maybe. Who knows? It’s not like the asura are renowned for honesty, or for being monogamous. She married my dad when she was pregnant with me, that much is clear from the dates. Maybe this god knocked her up and left her? I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s forbidden for a witch to procreate with anyone but another witch or a human. If she did know she’d have hidden it. Marrying a human and claiming you were a witch-blood would have been the ideal cover.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. She loved my dad. I know it. I saw it in the way they looked at each other. There’s something we’re missing. I need to speak to her.” 
 
    And there was no time like the present. Swinging my legs off the couch, I stood and stretched. 
 
    Banner looked up at me, questions in his eyes. 
 
    I gave him my most winning smile. “Fancy driving me to see my mum?” 
 
    He pretended to adjust his non-existent tie. “Well, Miss Hunter, is it meet the parents already? I must be doing something right.” 
 
    “Ha, ha. Come on, and if you’re really good I’ll buy you dinner on the way back.” 
 
    “Fine, it’s not like I’m an elder witch with tons of important paperwork to do …” 
 
    Oh, shit, I was being presumptuous. “Sorry. If you have to go and work then—” 
 
    He raised both brows. “And miss the thrilling conclusion to this story? No thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you … I …” He was being so good to me even though our part in this case was over, even though he was getting nothing from it. “I really appreciate you being there for me.” 
 
    His expression sobered. “I’ve never had a female friend before. Well, not one who hasn’t wanted to sleep with me or use me for my status. This is refreshing. Thank you.” 
 
    He had a mushy tender look on his face, totally at odds with his bad boy, playboy persona, and a fist tightened around my heart. See, why couldn’t I fall in love with a guy like him? 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I’ll meet you in the car.” 
 
    The door closed softly behind him just as my phone buzzed. 
 
    Drake’s name flashed up on the screen. We parted on shitty terms last time we’d spoken. Guilt gnawed at my belly. He couldn’t help who he loved, just like I couldn’t help having loved him. But I was over him. We were over. Paimon had helped me with that. 
 
    My lips curled in a smile, and I answered. “Hey Drake, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. But you …” He blew out a breath. “I heard what happened to you.” 
 
    “Well, news travels fast.” 
 
    “You appeared on the skein, Carmella, and then my contact at the IEPEU told me about a witch-blood who was torn to shreds and then healed herself.” 
 
    So I was famous now. “I’m fine. I’m okay.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I just wish you could have come to me for help. We used to be friends.” 
 
    “No Drake, we weren’t friends. We were lovers. And that’s over now. But maybe we can learn to be friends? Starting now?” 
 
    He exhaled. “I’d really like that.” 
 
    A weight lifted off my chest. “So, how’s life? How’s Pen?” 
 
    “Good, all good. Look. You’ll probably be getting an invite to the Mayfair mansion any day now. They know about you. About what you are. Things might get confusing. Just know I’m here if you need someone to talk to.” 
 
    There is a power-play between the covens, and now your true nature has been revealed, you are in danger of becoming a pawn in this game. Vritra’s words came back to haunt me. So, maybe he was right, but this was my world now, and I needed to learn to navigate it. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll speak to you soon.” 
 
    It was time to find out what my mother knew. Answers were well overdue. 
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   M um didn’t answer the door. She hadn’t answered my calls, so there was no surprise there. She was probably out. 
 
    “Should we come back later?” Banner asked. 
 
    I’d come this far, and she had to come home sometime soon. “No, we can wait out back. The summerhouse will be unlocked.” 
 
    Banner followed me around the side of the house into the back garden. This had been my favorite place to lounge as a child. Huge patio doors would fold out onto wrap-around decking overlooking the lush lawn, and I’d lie on the decking with a book and a cold drink and laze away the summer days. 
 
    I made a beeline for the summerhouse, a long building at the bottom of the garden. 
 
    “Um … Carmella?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I think you should see this.” Banner waved me over to the patio doors. 
 
    Strange, the blinds were open. Mum always drew them when heading out. Wait, they weren’t just open, they were gone. In fact everything was gone. Every stick of furniture. Gone. 
 
    “No, it can’t be.” She couldn’t have. My eyes burned and I blinked back the hot tears. “We should go. I’m starving.” 
 
    “Carmella. It’s okay to be upset.” 
 
    No it wasn’t. I wouldn’t allow it to be. She was gone. She’d moved and not even bothered to let me know. That told me all I needed to know. She’d just severed the final tie binding us. 
 
    Leaving Banner behind, I strode back around to the front of the house and stood by the car. I needed to be gone, back to my flat, away from his sympathetic gaze. I needed to be alone before the tears came. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Going home and crying was not an option. Why waste tears over someone who cared so little for me? Instead I asked Banner to drop me at the soup kitchen. We weren’t due to open for another hour, but Victor would be there getting set up. 
 
    Sure enough, the doors were unlocked and I found Victor in the kitchen poring over a sheaf of papers. 
 
    “What you got there?” 
 
    He handed them to me. “Is this … a lease?” 
 
    He nodded. “Two years lease, fully paid, for the floor above.” 
 
    “How did you pull that off?” 
 
    “I didn’t. It was on the mat when I unlocked today.” 
 
    Another anonymous benefactor? The signature was by Patala Law, which didn’t tell me anything about who’d actually sent us this gift. The law firm was pretty popular in the city. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Victor asked. 
 
    “What can we do? It’s been paid for, so we use it.” If someone wanted to help us out so be it. “We need to see if we can round up some second-hand beds, maybe get some local depots to donate bedding, that kind of thing.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I’ll get the boys on it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. Honestly this place just wouldn’t run the same with you gone.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled in a smile. “I have no intention of going anywhere. This place does good work. People need it. I’m in it for the long haul.” 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him what he did in his spare time. Where he lived and what his hobbies were. But that wasn’t the kind of relationship we had. We had the kitchen, and any questions outside of kitchen business would remain unanswered. Victor had entered my life like a blessing, and I’d learned early on that he didn’t like to talk about himself. 
 
    “I was wondering …” he swallowed. “With the new accommodations, there should be someone here at night to keep an eye on the residences. Someone to make sure we allocate the beds fairly and keep the place clean.” 
 
    “Shit. Of course. We’ll need to find someone.” My heart sank. “No one’s going to volunteer to do it. We’ll have to pay someone.” I’d have to move in, which meant I wouldn’t be able to open the bakery. But Urvashi was cool, she’d move my shifts around. We’d work it out. 
 
    “I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind me taking on the role?” Victor asked. 
 
    What? “Seriously?” What was I saying? Victor was always serious. “I mean, that would be awesome. Thank you!” On impulse I reached out to hug him. 
 
    He stepped back, ducking his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I best get set up.” He walked over to the fridge, stocked with left-overs from the night before. “We’ll put this stuff out first. Honey will be along with fresh stuff later.” 
 
    It was his cue for us to move on and forget the awkward. 
 
    “I’ll get the plates and stuff set up.” Leaving him to his pondering, I headed into the main room and the counter. He’d already brought the crate of plates out, all washed. We’d started off using disposables, but found them to be too flimsy for the kind of food we served, plus the Styrofoam ones ended up costing too much over time, so we’d managed to wrangle a donation from a local supermarket. Thank goodness for the huge dishwasher. 
 
    Setting them on the counter with a clatter, I set to work piling them up at the end of the tables. 
 
    “Hello, not so human.” 
 
    That snarky tone. “Mira?” 
 
    She stood on the other side of the counter in her Gemma form. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I looked past her, to the door. 
 
    “He’s not here.” 
 
    Of course he wasn’t. “What do you want?” 
 
    “To give you this.” She placed a golden cuff on the table. 
 
    “Are you serious?” But … to be connected to him again … 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Don’t get all worked up. It’s not what you think. It’s not a binding, it’s a summoning cuff. Not that my lord would be compelled to come to you or anything, just that he would be aware you were calling to him.” 
 
    The cuff winked and gleamed enticingly. “So I put this on, and if I need Paimon I can … call him?” 
 
    “Yes.” She huffed. “Not that I approve. Our deal is over. You played your part. We have four of our djinn back and the information we need to hunt the culprits. But my lord feels he owes you the courtesy of his protection.” 
 
    She didn’t look happy about it. “And does this protection include you?” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest and lifted her chin. “If need be.” 
 
    It was a generous offer, and yes, I was tempted. To stay in touch, to have Paimon at my beck and call and to feel that connection we’d shared once again. He hadn’t been a part of me for long, but his presence had left a lasting impression. Like pushing an imprint into putty and waiting for it to rise up and close around it. 
 
    “Tell Paimon, thank you but no.” I pushed the cuff across the table at her. 
 
    She stared at me, incredulous. “You’re turning down a direct line to one of the djinn Lords?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t enjoy forcing people to do what they don’t want to, and even though Paimon may be happy with the arrangement, you’re not.” I smiled. “Just tell him I said no. Okay?” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “I have no aversion to protecting you. In fact I believe I would thoroughly enjoy playing bodyguard.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” 
 
    “The connection between you and my lord. The … feelings. ” She shuddered. “To continue in your liaison will bring nothing but pain—to you both.” 
 
    I averted my gaze. She was right about my feelings. The attraction I felt to him. And he’d said he cared for me, but … “Any feelings we may have had were due to the binding. Nothing more. Look, things just got tangled up and confused for both of us. But we’re free now. I have my life back and Paimon has Alara.” 
 
    Her gaze grew bright. “Yes, Alara is the prize.” 
 
    The urge to ask who she was, what she meant to him, was almost a physical ache, but if I did I may as well admit I sill cared way too much. 
 
    Mira’s lip turned down. “Admirable. You haven’t asked.” 
 
    “Asked what?” I blinked at her innocently. 
 
    “What she means to him.” 
 
    I carried on stacking plates. “It’s really none of my business.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you anyway, so there can be no confusion, so you can shield your heart. Alara is Paimon’s betrothed.” 
 
    The plate slipped from my fingers and clattered back against the pile. Shit. Way to look unfazed. 
 
    Mira sighed. “Their marriage is a glorious alliance. It will bring peace to our world, and nothing must endanger that.” She said the words in a flat monotone as if they were a boring mantra she’d heard many times. “Look, if you are truly unaffected by this news then there is no reason to reject my lord’s offer of protection.” 
 
    It was no surprise, I’d surmised as much, but the words were still a blow to my heart. Mira had me backed into a corner. Refusing the cuff would be like admitting my lingering feelings for the djinn. 
 
    I picked up the cuff. “This is a summoning device, right? Like a cosmic phone?” 
 
    She nodded, watching me closely. 
 
    “Fine, tell your lord I accept his protection.” I unclasped the cuff and snapped it on. A tingle ran up my arm. “Is that all?” Why was there a lump in my throat? 
 
    Mira’s gaze softened. “One more thing.” 
 
    I lifted my chin, expecting another reminder not to get attached. “Go on.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping us. For putting your life in danger like you did. You didn’t have to do any of it. Paimon was fading. All you needed to do was wait him out and you’d have been rid of him. So, thank you.” She cleared her throat. “I’ll be around.” 
 
    She strode off toward the exit just as Victor entered the room. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Mira paused at the door. 
 
    “Any luck finding … you know?” 
 
    She glanced over my shoulder, her mouth curving in a wicked smile. “Not yet. But tonight, I hunt.” 
 
    The door swung shut behind her. 
 
    Victor shuddered. “Well that was creepy. Who is that? You never said.” 
 
    I arched a brow, silently reminding him of our unspoken non-disclosure agreement. 
 
    The door swung open and the first of our patrons shuffled in. 
 
    He nodded. “Right. Well, time to get serving.” 
 
    The cuff sat on my wrist, a light tingling pressure, a reminder I was, once again, not alone. 
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   U rvashi tackled me as I entered my flat. She rarely let herself in like this, so it had to be important. It was almost eight in the evening. The store had closed hours ago. Had she been waiting ever since? 
 
    She shoved an envelope into my hand. “Open it.” 
 
    It was thick cream paper, the quality stuff, and my name was written across it in calligraphy. 
 
    “So you’re breaking in and checking for my mail now?” 
 
    She giggled. “No, silly. A man hand-delivered it earlier.” 
 
    “Yeah, they call him the postman.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “He most certainly was not a postman. Postmen do not look like that. He came into the bakery asking for you. You should have seen Brenda. I thought she was going to jump over the counter and lick him.” 
 
    Even Banner hadn’t elicited that response. Who was this delivery guy? 
 
    Urvashi fanned herself. “He was hawt.” 
 
    I snorted. “And did you get his number?” 
 
    She pouted. “No. He was pretty focused on dropping that off and leaving. Probably in a committed relationship.” She stuck out her tongue in a yuck gesture. 
 
    A few weeks ago I’d have taken her disgust at face value, but now I knew some of her story—she’d been in love, real love—her reaction made me sad. Because it was her way of convincing herself love was a noose, a chore, something to distract you from living life. Love could hurt. I knew that better than anyone, but I’d also come to learn that I needed it. Maybe if I was wiser and more prudent in my choices, one day I’d have what I desired. Until then I’d shield my heart the best I could. 
 
    Urvashi made an exasperated sound. “Well? I haven’t been lounging around watching crappy soaps on your teeny tiny television for you to just stare at the darn thing.” 
 
    I carefully slit the envelope with my index finger, or tried to, because this paper was destruction proof. 
 
    “Use your magick.” Urvashi had a naughty glint in her eye. 
 
    My tummy fluttered. I hadn’t used my magick since I’d almost been killed. Not consciously anyway. 
 
    “Go on,” Urvashi urged. “It must be important. The guy who dropped it off looked like he’d stepped out of a magazine. He was no courier. Or do you need a spell?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Just like I’d done the last time, I reached out to touch the skein, coaxing it while running my hand over the seal of the envelope and willing it open. 
 
    Urvashi clapped her hands. Celestial beings like her and divine beings like the gods had no access to this kind of magick. The skein was closed off to them. They had charm and persuasion and tricks, but losing access to swarga had left them weakened. When it came to magick, the witches had the upper hand because the skein was an infinite source of power. 
 
    The envelope flipped open, and the crisp thick card slid out. 
 
    “An invitation.” Urvashi clapped her hands. 
 
    “It’s an invite to the Mayfair Quarterly Ball. My mother told me about these—the food, the dancing, and the dresses.” 
 
    I’d been young then, maybe seven or eight years old. She’d sit on the end of my bed and weave tales about the amazing coven events—about the wonder of being a witch, and the thrill of connecting to the skein. I’d fall asleep with a heart filled with hope and my head full of dreams. 
 
    Urvashi was watching my face carefully. “Are you going to go? You’ve been a witch-blood all your life and, I’m guessing, never been invited to one of these. And now you’re suddenly uber powerful they all want you?” 
 
    True, I’d been connected to the skein, but the connection had been tenuous, blocked by the binding. From what Drake said, it looked like I hadn’t even shown up as a witch to the covens monitoring the skein. Every witch, witch-blood, or aberration ever born was connected to the skein, and the covens were aware of their existence. It seemed to them I hadn’t even existed … until now. Could I blame them for excluding me if they’d been unaware I belonged? 
 
    “So?” Urvashi asked. 
 
    “I’m going to go.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god. I’ve been dying to know what happens at those events. I went to Moon and Star once and it was dir-tay. Like orgy central. Best. Night. Ever.” Her huge eyes grew even larger. “Please tell me you have a plus one.” She nudged me. “You’re going to take me, right?” 
 
    “There’s no plus one.” I turned the card over to double check. There was a postscript on the back. “I’m pretty sure these events are nothing like the Moon and Star.” I shot her an apologetic look. “But I promise to give you all the details regardless.” 
 
    The postscript simply stated a car would pick me up at seven sharp, but the event started at eight thirty. That was strange. 
 
    Urvashi pouted. “I suppose that will have to do.” She slapped a hand over her mouth, stifling her gasp. “Oh, gods, you’ll need a dress. We have to go shopping. Shit, when is the ball?” 
 
    I bit back my laughter; she could be so dramatic, but right now it was kinda adorable. “Saturday night.” 
 
    She frowned. “Saturday night. Of course. So we have two days to get you prepped. Trust me, with me by your side we’ll have the personal shoppers running around to get you that perfect dress.” She winked. 
 
    Excitement bubbled in my belly. 
 
    Drake, Banner, and Vritra had all been right. The Mayfair Coven was making their move, claiming a new powerful witch for their bloodline, and I didn’t care. This was my Cinderella moment come true, and I wasn’t missing it. Not for the world. 
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   T he car arrived at precisely seven on Saturday evening. Urvashi let out a low whistle from her perch by the window, coffee mug clasped in both hands. 
 
    I grabbed my wrap and clutch and walked to the door. “Are you going to be here when I get back?” 
 
    She jerked her head toward the large handbag she’d brought over containing every make-up item and hair accessory I could imagine. “I got my pajamas and a movie. I’m not going anywhere until I hear everything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what time I’ll be back.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Just wake me when you get in.” 
 
    Man, I loved that woman. And today she’d truly been a godsend. Helping me pick out the perfect dress and accessories and putting them on her store card for me to pay for later. She’d washed, curled, and pinned my hair, then brushed my face with pots of nude colored minerals until it glowed. A lick of gloss and a slick of liner, and I was done. 
 
    Blowing her a kiss I headed out to the car. 
 
    My dress swished against my calves. It was a swing dress with a sweetheart neckline and thick belt that made my tiny waist look even smaller. The car wasn’t just any old vehicle, it was a limo. The driver stood by the passenger side door and opened it for me as I approached. Swallowing my nerves, I slid into the plush interior and we were away. 
 
    The drive took less than ten minutes, even with the evening traffic. The AC was on so the interior was cool and forgiving compared to the humidity of the night outside. I played with the cuff on my wrist. Urvashi had done her best to get me to remove it, insisting it didn’t go with the outfit. But there was no way I was taking this baby off. 
 
    We turned into the Mayfair mansion driveway, tires crunching on gravel. Lights winked in the trees like fireflies, and solar lamps lined the drive leading to the huge entranceway. The doors were open to the night, and a red carpet had been laid in preparation for the arrival of all the guests. As a teenager I’d walked past the building on more occasions than I cared to recall. But this, driving up the actual drive, was something else. My pulse raced, my heart pounded. I was here, actually going to the Mayfair Ball. Mother would be so proud. Dammit, don’t think about her. She’d abandoned me for the last time. 
 
    What if she was here? Of course she’d be here. She never missed the Quarterly Ball. Taking a deep breath, I sat up straighter. If she was here then she’d see what she’d given up on. If she was here, then she’d have some questions to answer. We glided past the entrance and round the side of the house. The night closed in, and with the tinted windows it was difficult to see much. 
 
    We drew to a halt and the door opened. A hand appeared, palm upward. I slipped mine into it and stepped out. 
 
    A man smiled down at me. Dazzling and beautiful and impeccably dressed in a tailored navy suit and salmon shirt. 
 
    “Miss Hunter. It’s so good of you to join us,” he said. “Please follow me.” He released my hand and crunched across the gravel toward a brightly lit doorway. 
 
    Why were we entering this way? 
 
    The man paused and glanced enquiringly over his shoulder, and for a moment he looked as if he was posing for a magazine shoot. Wait … could this be the guy Urvashi had been speaking of? The one who’d dropped of the invite? 
 
    “The festivities begin in under an hour and a half …” he trailed off, his meaning clear. 
 
    Okay, I got the message. I followed him into the house. “Did you drop off the invite?” 
 
    “I did. I’m glad you received it.” 
 
     We were in some kind of staff quarters. He led me up narrow stairs and through narrow doors, but he didn’t speak again until we spilled out into a richly decorated corridor. 
 
    And then he turned to me and smiled. “Almost there.” 
 
    He ushered me down a corridor lined with interesting abstract paintings, and through a set of double doors into a room filled with books and more paintings. 
 
    “If you will wait here, the High Witch will be with you shortly.” He turned and left. 
 
    The High Witch? As in the High Witch? Drake’s grandmother, who I hadn’t had the pleasure of meeting because he’d never introduced us. Okay, so he’d been an independent witch at the time, semi-estranged from the coven, but still … there’d been no mention of meeting the family, and that should have been a warning sign. But whatever, I was meeting the High Witch. Palms all sweaty, I rubbed them on my dress. 
 
    Calm down, Carmella. It’s just another witch … The High fucking Witch. Paintings … I’d look at the paintings. The room was long rather than wide, probably because of the deep bookcases and antique furniture pushed against most of the walls. But the expanse above the stately mantel piece was lined with paintings, and more covered the wall behind me. 
 
    I’d have expected portraits, but these were more amazing works of abstract art—vivid and dynamic, and much too exciting to be locked away in a library. No wait. There was one portrait—an oil painting of a young woman laughing, her head thrown back. It was probably painted from a photograph. But the energy in the piece was so palpable I could almost imagine her delighted laughter. It would be infectious and lilting, like a melody. Her long blonde hair lay about her shoulders in tangles. She looked to be about twelve or thirteen. 
 
    The click of heels signaled the High Witch’s arrival. The door opened and a slender regal woman with piercing blue eyes glided in and shut the door behind her. 
 
    She paused to take me in and inclined her head. “Miss Hunter, how good of you to accept our invitation. I thought it prudent, under the circumstances; we meet before the festivities and become better acquainted.” 
 
    “Well, thank you. It’s very thoughtful of you.” 
 
    She smiled tightly. “Yes. Well it seems there has been some kind of … I’m not even sure what to call it.” 
 
    The words fuck-up were on the tip of my tongue, but I bit them back, because it wasn’t a fuck-up. What had been done to me had been a deliberate, intricate act. And now I was standing in the same room as the most powerful woman in the covens with the perfect opportunity to ask for help. 
 
    “Have you any idea who could have done this to me? Or why?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “Maybe, if I’d had the opportunity to examine the binding. But I hear you unraveled it yourself?” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice. It was unlock my power or die.” 
 
    “Yes. How did you come to discover the binding? From my knowledge, these kinds of spells are usually hidden from the subject. The subject doesn’t usually become aware of the binding unless it’s revealed to them by another.” 
 
    The air was suddenly crackling with tension. It brushed against my skin, setting my teeth on edge. She was fishing for information and I couldn’t fault her instincts. Without Paimon there to guide me I’d have been a goner, but there was no way I was telling her that. Those monsters were still out there, and we had no idea what their plan was or who they were working with. The djinn weren’t safe until the creatures were captured. But she was still staring at me with those unnerving penetrating eyes. 
 
    Time to turn this around. “You seem to know an awful lot about this type of binding.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “I’m High Witch of the most powerful coven in the city for a reason. Knowledge is power, my dear. So tell me, how did you stumble across the lock on your power?” 
 
    Okay, just act nonchalant. “I have no idea. I just did. To be honest it’s all a bit of a blur.” 
 
    Yes, that worked. I’d almost died, she couldn’t expect me to have stored all the details in my mind in high definition. Except I had: the pain, the terror, the helplessness. They were all too vivid. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut to banish the thoughts and gave her my jaded smile. “Most of what’s happened to me doesn’t make any sense. I was hoping you may be able to shed some light on it. Help me find out who did this and why.” 
 
    Her shoulders relaxed. “There are many independent witches out there, my dear. Any number could have achieved the result with enough power and the correct resources. It’s hard to say. As to the reason why? I can only begin to guess. Jealousy. Fear. Malice. Who knows? What matters now is that you’ve found yourself and found your way back to your coven.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t decided that I’m back.” 
 
    Her gaze hardened. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Wow, that look could only be described as the you’d-better-reconsider-or-die-look. But I hadn’t come here to be intimidated. 
 
    I smiled to soften my words, because only a fool pissed of the High Witch. “I’m sure you heard me.” 
 
    Her lips twitched and she averted her gaze. “Very well. I can only hope to woo you with the benefits of affiliation. Your mother was a valued member of the coven until her break from us two years ago. How is she by the way? I must admit there was a ruckus surrounding the news of your parentage. Procreation with any creature other than a human or fellow witch is forbidden to us, as you’re probably aware. The council wanted a trial, but I intervened on your mother’s behalf. Let sleeping dogs lie, I said. Let it be done. What possible good would come of a trial at this late hour?” 
 
    It would have only served to alienate me. Clever. “Do you know where my mother is?” 
 
    She blinked at me. “My child, the coven hasn’t heard from your mother since she left us two years ago.” 
 
    Wait, Mother had left the coven? Hadn’t she told me just over a week ago she’d been doing charity work for the coven? My heart sank. She’d lied to me. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “She’s gone. I just don’t know where.” 
 
    The High Witch reached out to pat my arm. “Fear of reprisal no doubt. But once the dust settles I’m sure she’ll be back, and hopefully bring with her the answers you seek.” She moved further into the room, walking over to the portrait I’d just been admiring. 
 
    Curiosity reared its nosey head. “Who is that?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder in surprise. “This?” she stepped back to give me a better view of the picture. When she turned to examine it again a soft smile played on her lips. “This was Velomina my adopted daughter. She died a long time ago.” 
 
    Crap, trust me to pick at a wound. Time for a subject change. “And what about these other paintings.” 
 
    She waved a dismissive hand. “Just a hobby of mine. It relaxes me.” 
 
    “You painted these?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you like them?” 
 
    “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up with delight. 
 
    A pleasant heat filled my chest. “You’re very talented.” 
 
    “Is there one you admire in particular?” 
 
    “The electric blue one. It reminds me of a thunderstorm. I can just imagine having it on the wall and admiring the storm from the comfort and safety of my sofa.” 
 
    She was looking at me with the strangest expression, and then it was gone. “Come let’s sit. We must assess your knowledge of our world. I assume your mother taught you about the coven history, even with your lack of perceived power. It is, after all, a rite of passage. We hand down the knowledge of our evolution, and in doing so promote our survival.” 
 
    We took a seat opposite each other in twin wingbacks, a low table between us. 
 
    The High Witch studied me, waiting for an answer. 
 
    What had she just asked? Oh, yeah about the history. “I know there were thirteen covens and now there are only six.” 
 
    “That’s correct. The other bloodlines slowly lost their connection to the skein as more and more of their offspring were born human. Eventually the remaining witches were recruited into the other covens, and these covens grew and flourished. Our world is ruled by survival of the fittest. The weak are weeded out and the strong go on to procreate and pass on their superior genes. So now we have Hyde, Camden, Piccadilly, Mayfair, Soho, and Buckingham covens left. Hyde, Soho and Camden are miniscule, and I wager they’ll be cannibalized by either Piccadilly or Mayfair by the end of the year.” She shrugged. “So if you choose an affiliation other than the one you were born into, these are the facts you need to consider.” 
 
    “And if I chose to be independent?” 
 
    She sighed. “Then my dear I’m afraid I cannot protect you.” 
 
    “Protect me?” 
 
    “You seem like a woman with a wise head on her shoulders. Rumors of your part in uncovering the lab under Soho have spread. So you must be aware a power like yours will be coveted. You will be coveted, and not everyone who woos you will be content with a simple no thank you.” 
 
    What was she trying to say? That the covens would try and hurt me? Was she trying to scare me? 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    I wanted to be part of the witch world, but on my terms not someone else’s. 
 
    “In that case they’ll have to make do with a piss off instead.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly and sat back in her seat. 
 
    I held up a hand. “I’m sorry for being crass but that is my final position at present. I will not be coerced or bullied into making a decision. If, and it’s a big if, I chose to join a coven it will be after much thought and deliberation, and it won’t be because I need protection. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” 
 
     The fingers of my right hand absently drifted to the cuff at my wrist, and her gaze flicked to it. 
 
    “That’s a pretty trinket,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you. It was a gift from a friend.” 
 
    She held out her hand. “May I?” 
 
    Like hell. “I’m sorry. I don’t like to take it off. I’m kinda obsessive compulsive about it.” 
 
    A shadow flitted across the periphery of my vision. I turned my head sharply to catch it, but it was gone. 
 
    “Are you all right, Miss Hunter?” The High Witch was watching me carefully. 
 
    “Yes. I just. I thought I saw movement.” 
 
    She smiled. “There is no one in here but us, but I fear I have monopolized too much of your time. The celebrations will be beginning shortly. Guests have already begun to arrive.” 
 
    The door opened and the man who’d led me up here entered. 
 
    The High Witch stood and smoothed down her gown. “Would you like to freshen up before joining the festivities?” 
 
    Did I look like I needed to? Shit. “Um, sure.” 
 
    “Henry will show you to the powder room and bring you down to the ballroom once you’re ready.” Her gaze swept over me once more. “That is a splendid dress my dear. Well chosen.” 
 
    My neck grew warm. Wow. My emotions were all over the place tonight. I needed to get them under control. 
 
    Henry stepped aside to allow her to sweep out of the room. We followed, except we took a left where she’d taken a right. 
 
    He stopped outside an ornately carved door. “Powder room, Miss Hunter.” 
 
    Once inside, door locked, I exhaled to compose myself. That had been one hell of a first encounter—intense and yet familiar. One moment I’d felt perfectly at ease, while discussing the painting for instance, and the next I’d wanted to run from the room. The High Witch was not a woman to be trifled with, and I suspected she’d been lenient with my outbursts tonight. 
 
    My flushed face stared back at me from the mirror. This was the moment where the heroine in a movie would splash cold water on her cheeks, except there was no way I was doing that after the effort Urvashi had gone to on my make-up. Instead I took a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    No one could make me chose. 
 
    No one. 
 
    My fingers went to the cuff at my wrist and the temptation to call out to Paimon was almost a physical ache. But he wasn’t mine to summon willy-nilly. The cuff was for emergencies only. 
 
    A shadow flew across the surface of the mirror. I spun round. There was nothing behind me, but the hairs stirring on the nape of my neck said otherwise. 
 
    A soft tap on the door. “Are you all right, Miss Hunter?” 
 
    Unlocking the door, I escaped from the creepy bathroom. 
 
    It was time to go to the ball. 
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   T here were too many curious eyes on me, the new witch, the freak whose powers had been bound. How much of the story did they know? Was the person who’d done this to me in this room? Why couldn’t there be a neon arrow above their head. Ooo, could I use the skein to make one and send it after the culprit? Probably not. The skein could help with a locator spell but one of those needed an item belonging to the target. Unfortunately I had no item. 
 
    Plus there was no sign of my mother. Leaving the coven didn’t mean she wouldn’t have been invited, and if she was missing this event then the High Witch must be right—my mother was on the run for her crime of sleeping with an asura. Despite Banner’s suspicion, despite the emotional distance between my mother and me, or maybe because of it, I was sure she’d had nothing to do with the binding. But maybe there was a clue somewhere in her memory. A locator spell would be perfect for her, except she’d moved and taken all her stuff with her. 
 
    In the meantime I mingled, made small talk, ate food, drank wine, and admired the beautifully decorated ballroom with the lamps floating above us and food that seemed to replenish itself. Who was I kidding, it definitely was replenishing itself, probably a spell to channel it from the kitchens. My gown, it turned out, was a simple affair compared to everyone else’s elaborate costumes. Some witches were even wearing masks. Hair was coiffed and piled atop heads, reminding me of the heroines on the front of regency romances. What the heck had the High Witch meant about my dress being a good choice? She must have been taking the piss because I stuck out like a sore thumb, a dove in a room filled with peacocks. Or maybe that’swas what she’d meant … she’d thought I was deliberately trying to stand out. 
 
    The spotlight had never been on me, and that was okay. I’d been happy to be the sidekick, the one in the shadows, but now, with the attention on me … yeah, it wasn’t so bad. Let them look, let them ponder what I was, what I could do. Excitement simmered in my veins. What could I do? I hadn’t even begun to test the limits of my powers yet, too caught up with adjusting to the fact I had them in the first place. 
 
    “Carmella,” Drake appeared in front of me. “You look amazing.” 
 
    He was looking pretty spiffy himself in his tux, but for the first time since we’d broken up I felt nothing. No ache in my chest, no yearning, no anger. So this was what being over someone felt like? 
 
    “Seriously?” I leaned in, hand on the side of my mouth conspiratorially. “Have you seen what everyone else is wearing?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah. It can get a crazy. The competition is fierce. But I like the dress. It’s simple yet striking.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    We stood in awkward silence for a moment. I spotted a vamp news anchor and a human council member. “What’s with all the non-witch types? Didn’t these events used to be witches only?” 
 
    Drake snorted. “Yeah, a lot has changed in the last couple of years. With the covens down to six, the larger more powerful ones are doing everything in their power to network and gain favor with the most powerful creatures in the city—gods, demi-gods, vamps. Anyone with influence is welcome nowadays. These events used to be about celebrating the skein, but now they’re about political negotiations.” 
 
    “Mother told me about the chant of worship. Do they still do that?” 
 
    He nodded. “Oh, yes. It’s done with even more fanfare now we have outsiders attending. Grandmother does love putting on a show.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll be cool.” He didn’t look too happy about it though. 
 
    I shouldn’t care, but it was a curse. “You okay?” 
 
    He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah. It’s just this whole matriarchal thing. I’ve never gotten to take part in the chant, no male witch has. I thought I’d be okay with the whole second-class citizen thing, and most of the time I am, you know. Grandmother has been pretty lenient about me working outside the coven and having a little independence, but still …” 
 
    “You miss being completely independent?” 
 
    He blew out a breath. “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    “Oh, hi,” Penelope, joined us, slipping an arm through Drake’s. “Wow, Carmella, what a … lovely dress.” 
 
    And the purple meringue she was wearing was outstandingly visual. “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    “Oh, this old thing?” She waved a dismissive hand a little too vigorously. 
 
    Was she okay? Something flashed. A ring. A huge fuck-off diamond on her hand. On that finger. 
 
    She deliberately touched the beads at her throat. I’d never like Penelope, but I’d felt sorry for her, made to wait around while Drake made up his mind, but in this moment I disliked her with a passion. She didn’t know I was over Drake, how could she? And yet here she was flaunting her engagement in my face. It was a nasty, bitchy thing to do. But then, what to expect from a nasty bitch? 
 
    Say something polite and congratulate them, or tell it how it is? Fuck it. “You can stop flashing your hand now, Penelope, I see the ring. Good for you. You got your man. Now how about you work at keeping him?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open. “What’s that supposed to mean? Oh, god, please don’t tell me you’re not over him. Can’t you get it through your thick skull he doesn’t want you?” 
 
    Drake yanked on her arm. “Penelope. Please.” 
 
    No, she held up her ring adorned hand. “I’ve had enough of walking on eggshells around your poor broken-hearted ex. I’m done. She either accepts we’re together and moves on or you cut her out of your life.” She glared at him, waiting for an answer. 
 
    Drake’s brows snapped down. “Are you giving me an ultimatum?” 
 
    Oh shit. With the way Drake was feeling, she did not want to push this right now. Damn, I didn’t want to feel responsible, but my careless comment had caused this. I pinched the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “Look, Penelope. I didn’t mean what you think.” 
 
    She turned on me, nostrils flaring. “This is between me and my fiancé. Why did you even come here? You don’t belong here. You’re not even a pure witch. You’re a freak, a hybrid. You know you were only invited so everyone could gawp at you, right?” 
 
    Fuck being nice. “And you sound like a teenager, whining and clinging to your man, not realizing the more you hold on the more he wants to pull away. Maybe if you yanked your head out of your arse you’d see a different kind of crack, the one forming in your relationship.” 
 
    “Aw, fuck, Carmella …” Drake was looking at me with his disappointed face, except it had no effect on me anymore. 
 
    I shrugged. “You know what, if you want to lie to yourself again then be my guest, but leave me out of it. Penelope’s right, you should cut me out of your life.” I strode away, toward the pastries. Pastries would make everything better. 
 
    Of course that little altercation would not have gone unnoticed, but who gave a fuck. I’d come with the intention of enjoying myself, and even if Pen was right and I was only here as a sideshow, then let it be an awesome side show. 
 
    Second éclair devoured, I paused, the third hovering at my lips as a ripple of awareness prickled across my scalp. 
 
    “Miss Hunter.” Vritra’s baritone tickled my ears. “You’re hogging the cakes.” 
 
    I set the éclair down and turned to face him, too close too … big. 
 
    “Can you back up a step?” 
 
    Vritra moved out of my personal space. “You need not fear me.” 
 
    Fear him? I snorted. “I don’t fear you. I just think you have no concept of personal space.” 
 
    He looked at me steadily. 
 
    “Please tell me you’ve heard of personal space.” 
 
    “I know what personal space is Miss Hunter. I just don’t give a shit about respecting yours.” 
 
    Wow. “Um, okay. Well. I do give a shit. Quite a few shits in fact, so stay out of my space.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    A challenge, huh? Something wicked reared its wicked little head. “Or you won’t like what you find.” 
 
    I had no idea if it would work, and if it didn’t I’d look like a complete twat, but as Vritra took a deliberate step into my personal space, I yanked on the skein, sending a blast of electrical energy out of my body. 
 
    He tensed, and tucked in his chin. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” My tone was pure sarcasm. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    The electricity was still humming between us, alive and ready to stun him again. 
 
    He raised his head and locked gazes with me, his lips curling in a sadistic smile. That smile was pure mischief, pure danger. If I could have I’d have taken a step back, but the table was pressed to my arse as it was. 
 
    And then he stepped into the electricity, fingers of his power breaking through the barrier I’d erected, reaching for me, running over my skin, probing, wanting. 
 
    His ember eyes blazed in triumph and my stomach did a flip, while my pulse thudded in my groin. Fuck, what was he … His power ran up my thigh and pushed against my private place. The breath exploded from my lungs. 
 
    I slammed my hands against his chest and pushed him away. Oh, god. That was … had been … 
 
    “You don’t need to fear me, Carmella.” His voice was soft, tentative. “I would never hurt you.” 
 
    Fear? He thought I was scared of him? I snorted. “I don’t fear you. I just don’t want you touching me.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “I don’t believe I’ve tried to touch you … yet.” 
 
    Was he kidding? What the heck did he think had just happened? “You know what I mean.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “No. I really don’t. Maybe you should explain.” 
 
    Could it be he didn’t realize the effect he had on me? Didn’t he realize his power had actually touched me? From the look on his face, probably not. So what to say? Hey. Your aura was sexually harassing me? 
 
    He was still waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Never mind.” I smoothed down my dress, the memory of his phantom touch still weakening my knees. 
 
    Music filled the room, rising out of the floor and seeping out of the walls—a sweeping majestic melody reminiscent of a time long gone. 
 
    Vritra held out his hand. “We should dance.” 
 
    “No.” I really didn’t want to dance with him. Especially not this kind of dancing, this was the up close and personal kind of dancing. The kind where one person led and the other followed. The kind where body parts were forced to touch… 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You’re afraid.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “How old do you think I am? Five? Reverse psychology does not work on me.” 
 
    He shrugged a powerful shoulder, his shirt straining across his chest. “Whatever.” 
 
    “I can’t do this type of dancing.” 
 
    “Ahuh.” 
 
    Gah! “Fine. One dance, but don’t come crying to me when I stomp on your feet.” 
 
    A low chuckle vibrated his chest. “I think I can handle that.” 
 
    He held out his hand, eyes still warm with laughter, and before I could change my mind I slipped mine into it. The crowd parted to let us through, and then his arm was around me and he was spinning me across the floor. 
 
    Not a trip, not stumble. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s bloody awesome.” 
 
    He leaned in, catching his bottom lip between his teeth. “Some might say it’s like magick.” 
 
    It was like flying with my feet on the ground, colors whirled back, dizzying and vibrant. 
 
    “Look at me,” Vritra said. His breath warm on my face. 
 
    I locked gazes with him, and his power reached out to envelope me in a strange liquid warmth, running fingers up my back, across my shoulders, and lingering at my collarbones. It was intimate and thrilling and repulsive. Okay, so it wasn’t repulsive, but I really, really wanted it to be. I needed to want it to stop. To push him away, to … Ah, god, it was skimming over my breasts, circling my nipples. Fucking hell, this was foreplay on the dance floor. 
 
    “Carmella … what?” 
 
    My breath was coming faster, my chest swelling with need. 
 
    “Enough.” I pushed at his chest. 
 
    His gaze shuttered and he swirled us toward the edge of the dancers and stopped. “You were doing so well. I thought you were enjoying yourself.” 
 
    Sod this. I was done playing games. “I was, until you decided to probe me with your power.” There was no way he didn’t know what he was doing. 
 
    But the look of horror on his face said otherwise. 
 
    He swallowed and stepped back. “Well, that’s inappropriate.” 
 
    I held up my thumb and index finger about an inch apart. “Just a tad.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Probing, you say?” 
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    He licked his lips. “Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    Oh double fuck. “I need a drink.” 
 
    He was as still as a Venus flytrap waiting for its prey to come a little closer. 
 
    No way was I playing the damn fly. A stand-off it would be. 
 
    “Carmella, you look, gorgeous!” Banner appeared at Vritra’s elbow. 
 
    Thank the gods. 
 
     “May I steal my girlfriend?” Banner made to step around Vritra, but the asura blocked him. 
 
    “You can quit the charade now, Banner,” Vritra said, his attention still on me. “Miss Hunter belongs to no one.” 
 
    Banner’s lips tightened. “You’re right, she doesn’t. But I’m sure she’d rather spend the evening with a friend than someone who simply wishes to use her.” 
 
    Vritra’s ember eyes narrowed. “Be careful Banner. Do not overstep your boundaries.” 
 
    Banner lifted his chin. “I’ve made a decision on your offer. And the answer is no.” 
 
    Vritra smiled, slow and predatory, and the asura I was accustomed to was back. “I don’t know what your play is Banner, but trust me, I will find out.” 
 
    Banner rolled his eyes. “I don’t have a play. I just didn’t like your offer, just as Carmella doesn’t like your attentions.” 
 
    Vritra’s expression shuttered and he turned to me. “Do my attentions bother you Miss Hunter?” 
 
    My skin still tingled from his phantom attentions. I opened my mouth to tell him yes, they did. That I didn’t need his help, or protection, or whatever he was offering, but the words stuck in my throat, because deep down, way down, a tiny persistent voice screamed the words would be a lie. 
 
    “Carmella?” Banner was staring at me, impatient for me to back him up. 
 
    I smiled. “I’d hardly call keeping me company attentions. This whole event is pretty daunting. Why didn’t you call me and tell me everyone would be so dressed up? I mean, look at me.” I glanced down at my dress, plain compared to all the others. 
 
    “True beauty needs no ornament,” Vritra said. 
 
    Banner snorted. 
 
    What was wrong with him tonight? He was usually so together and composed. This wasn’t like him, not at all. He was acting like a jealous lover. Oh shit. 
 
    I turned to Vritra. “Thank you for the company, and the dance.” 
 
    He inclined his head, recognizing this as his cue to leave. “I’ll see you soon Miss Hunter.” 
 
    It was a promise that sounded very much like a delicious threat. 
 
    Banner blew out a breath. “Seriously Carmella, you need to be careful around that guy. He wants you as his mate, and I’m not talking about the lets-go-down-the-pub-for-a-pint mate.” 
 
    “And you? What do you want?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Carmella …” 
 
    My heart sank. I’d thought we could be friends, and that he understood how I felt, or didn’t feel, but I guess the heart wants what it wants. Either that or I hadn’t been blunt enough. This could be my fault. I’d spent too much time with him, not given him the space someone needed to get over a crush or infatuation. 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, you are, but not as a friend, because you want more from me than that.” 
 
    He tucked in his chin. “Carmella, I…” 
 
    My throat was tight. “Maybe we shouldn’t see each other for a while.” 
 
    He raised his head, his eyes bright. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Look. Have a great evening.” He made to move off, but faltered and turned back. He retrieved a slender velvet box from his jacket pocket. “I got you this as an I’m-glad-you-didn’t-die present.” He blew out a breath. “It would mean so much if you’d accept it.” He flipped open the lid to reveal a delicate silver chain in an elegant twist style. 
 
    I’d broken his heart. I couldn’t hurt him more by rejecting his gift. I plucked it from the box. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    I handed him the chain, and he clasped it around my neck and stepped back. 
 
    “Is it all right if I call you sometime next week?” 
 
    Oh, man. “Banner you can call me whenever you like. I’d like us to be friends. I just think a little distance right now might help us get to that stage.” 
 
    “Wise and beautiful.” He winked. “See you soon.” He strode toward the exit. 
 
    Oh fuck. He was upset. So upset he’d left the ball. 
 
    I’d been too harsh. Should I have ignored what just happened and hope it resolved itself? Damn my big mouth. 
 
    “You did the right thing dear.” The High Witch appeared at my side. 
 
    “You saw that?” Probably with her witchy mojo. Something I needed to work on. If only they did catch-up classes for late bloomers. 
 
    She smiled kindly. “We’re witches, our eyes and ears can be on many things at the same time. I’m not the only one who heard or saw that exchange. Mal Banner is a powerful man, I would be careful not to cross him.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid Banner will hurt me, more the other way round.” 
 
    She sighed. “Yes, unrequited love can be quite painful, but forgive me if I find it difficult to believe a man such as Banner will be despondent for long.” 
 
    So she bought into his playboy persona too. Not that I was going to correct her. Banner had crafted this image for a reason, best to leave it alone. 
 
    “Come, we are about to begin the chant and I would like you to join us.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Of course. You may not chose to affiliate with us, but you are one of us now, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Suck on that Penelope. “I don’t actually know the chant.” 
 
    She smiled. “Just listen and I’m sure you’ll pick it up.” 
 
    She led me through the crowd as the music died and a hush fell on those gathered. The female witches moved into the center of the ballroom, leaving everyone unconnected to the skein on the periphery. I caught a glimpse of Vritra standing beside his sage, Shukra. The sight of the squat man was a reminder either one of them could have been responsible for the attack on me. I’d almost let my guard down with Vritra just now. Actually, maybe that was a good thing. Let him believe I could trust him. If he was connected to these creatures, then allowing him to believe I was clueless may be the only way to get close to him. He’d let his guard down, slip up and reveal a clue, something. Access to him was access to Shukra also. 
 
    It was certainly a plan. Get close, get information. I’d have to run it by Melody when I got a chance, but now I was surrounded by witches and the lights were dimming. 
 
    The witches began to hum and sway. 
 
    The High Witch addressed her coven. “We have a new witch with us today. A lost sister now found. We welcome her to stay as long as she wishes and request she join us in the chant.” 
 
    “So be it. So be it,” the witches said in unison. 
 
    Gooseflesh broke out on my skin, and then they began to chant and my scalp tingled. 
 
    “Gratias agere debemus pictis ex virtute,” they chanted. 
 
    The words were Latin, but my Latin had never been too good. Mother had stopped teaching me after I hit puberty. What were they saying? Thanks to yarn or power? Something like that? After a few more rounds of chanting I joined in, a whisper at first and then louder, my voice rising with theirs. Tension filled the air. A crackling live tension like the electricity that had shot out of me when I’d pulled on the skein to ward off Vritra. 
 
    My scalp prickled as the energy tugged on my hair, lifting it up in a halo of static. Suddenly all the stiff hairstyles made sense. Urvashi had styled mine to be soft and natural, and after this I’d probably look like a puff ball. 
 
    New power … different power … thank you for the door. 
 
    What? What was that? It was a voice … a rough raspy voice, indistinguishable as male or female, with a nails-on-chalkboard quality that had my teeth on edge. 
 
    The chant continued, and my mouth moved with the words while I scanned the room for the speaker. 
 
    The doorway opens. The voice trembled with eager excitement. 
 
    Couldn’t they hear that? Seriously, it was so loud. 
 
    The lights flickered and a shadow whizzed past me. A witch to my right fell to her knees, threw back her head, and screamed. 
 
    The chanting stopped. 
 
    “Karen? What’s wrong with her?” another witch immediately to my left asked. 
 
    Hands reached for Karen but she lashed out, gnashing her teeth and frothing at the mouth. Her eyes rolled back in her head, but instead of whites we saw only darkness. And then she rose up into the air, floating four feet above the floor. Her body twirled and her scream died. I’s seen these symptoms before—signs of possession—but never in a witch. 
 
    “What the fuck?” a male voice said. 
 
    And then others joined in, frightened, confused, and upset. Was this part of the show? Was this supposed to happen? Questions were thrown about like confetti. 
 
    I caught Vritra’s eye across the room, his dark brows were drawn, his lips pressed tightly together. This was not part of the plan, that look said. This was not supposed to happen. 
 
    He was right. Witches couldn’t be possessed. Our connection to the skein made us impervious to possession by other entities. The binding with Paimon had been the closest thing, and even that wouldn’t have worked if I’d had control of my power. Why wasn’t Karen able to expel this entity? 
 
    The room was a cacophony of chaos as the majority of the guests made a beeline for the exit. 
 
    “Silence!” The High Witch ordered. 
 
    The exclamations stopped as if someone had flipped a switch. 
 
    Karen floated above us. Her eyes were closed, head tilted back and mouth open. 
 
    The High Witch moved into the circle, lifting her chin to look up at the floating witch. “You don’t belong here. Not any longer. There is nothing here for you.” 
 
    “There is life, breath, flesh, and freedom.” The raspy voice spilled from Karen’s open mouth. “The door is open and we follow the threads. From barren lands back to … This … Ripe for the picking.” 
 
    What did the High Witch mean by you don’t belong here any longer? And what the fuck had the thing meant by we? 
 
    Karen, who was so not Karen right now, rotated until she was facing me and then her head snapped up. 
 
    “Thank the key.” She grinned, showcasing blackened, rotting teeth. 
 
    Shitting hell. 
 
    The lights flickered again, and more screams tore the air as several other witches were taken by whatever force had entered our world. They fell to the ground one by one, twisting and contorting as whatever was possessing their bodies dug in their claws. And then they fell still. This wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be happening 
 
    The raspy fucked-up voice filled the room once more. “Sisters, it is time to feed. Flesh of our flesh.” 
 
    And then the lights went out. 
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   F or a moment there was pin-drop silence, and then a gust of air blew my hair back and several shrieks erupted at once. 
 
    “Run!” someone cried. 
 
    “No, we must stand and fight!” The High Witch’s voice rose above the others. “Stand with me. Use the skein, banish the demons and close the—” 
 
    Her instructions were cut off with a gurgle, and then the lights began to flicker. The scene came together in pieces … torn bloody pieces … Oh god … the possessed were ripping into the witches. They were tearing and eating. I caught a flash of the High Witch slumped on the ground, unconscious. And right in front of me was Karen, the first demon to step through the doorway. 
 
    She raised her head and glared at me. “Thank the key. Kill the key.” 
 
    All the possessed witches stopped feasting and slowly stood, they bodies moving jerkily like marionettes on an inept puppeteer’s strings. Their pale, distorted faces turned my way, crimson mouths gaping, eyes as dark as pitch. 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    “Carmella, move!” A mountain rammed into me, sweeping me off my feet and out of the way just as the witches attacked. 
 
    “We need to get you out of here,” Vritra said as he careened into the hallway and ran toward the open front doors. I hung on for dear life, losing a shoe in the process. Fuck it, they were second-hand anyway. 
 
    We were almost out when the doors slammed shut of their own volition. 
 
    Vritra didn’t break stride, just changed trajectory, heading for the staircase. He took those steps two at a time. 
 
    The man was unstoppable. Didn’t he tire? Over his shoulder I had the perfect view of the crazy possessed witches as they flew up the stairs after me. 
 
    “Kill the key. No going back.” 
 
    The key … I was the key. Which meant I’d somehow opened the doorway? They wanted to kill me, which meant I could send them back. 
 
    Vritra ducked into the nearest room, dropped me on the ground and slammed the door shut, turning the key to lock us in. 
 
    A loud thud rattled the door in its frame. There was a moment of silence and then another thud followed by a creak as they applied their combined force to the structure. 
 
    “Come on,” Vritra said. “Open the window and climb out. This door won’t hold them forever, especially if they start using magick.” 
 
    “If they could use magick they’d have done so already. They managed to possess a witch, which is unheard of. You do know this can’t be happening. I mean it’s physically impossible.” I was babbling. Fuck. Breathe. “Look, I don’t think they have access to the skein even though they’ve somehow gained access to the bodies.” 
 
    “You need to get out of here.” He strode to the window. “You can climb down the trellis.” 
 
    Gah, there was a trellis. Escape was so close. But leaving wasn’t an option any longer. “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    He looked at me as if I’d just escaped from the asylum. “Yes. You are.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what they said? They called me the key. I somehow opened a doorway, and now they want to kill me to stop me from closing it.” 
 
    “Which is why you need to run.” 
 
    “No. It’s why I need to stay. I can fix this. I know I can.” 
 
    He strode toward me and grabbed my shoulders. “You know, do you? And what do you know? Your talent is so raw you opened a doorway to a demon realm without even realizing it, what makes you think you’re qualified to close it?” 
 
    “Nothing, but I’m the only shot we have. We can’t just leave them here with all those people at their mercy. They want to feed.” 
 
    The door shuddered again. “Come out pretty key.” 
 
    “Right now they’re distracted by me. We need to keep it that way.” I didn’t know the spell or have the discipline to close this door alone. But the High Witch did. There’d been conviction in her tone, an authority that spoke of experience with this kind of thing. She knew what was happening, she knew how to fix it, but she’d been knocked unconscious, and because they’d followed me, the possessed witches hadn’t got to her yet. 
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” He folded his arms across his broad chest. 
 
    “We open the door, and I blast through using magick and lead them away from this room. You head back down, find the High Witch, and meet me in the library. I know she’ll be able to help me fix this.” 
 
    It was the only room I knew aside from this one and the ballroom. 
 
    “You are insane. I’m not leaving you to be hunted.” 
 
    “You will. Because it’s the only way.” I kicked off my other shoe and grinned. “Besides, I’m a pretty fast runner when I’m being chased.” 
 
    He snorted. “I don’t like this.” 
 
    “Neither do all the dead witches in the ballroom. This is my fault. Please help me fix it.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and then he grasped my chin hard, pulling me to him, his face inches from mine. “Do not, under any circumstances, die.” 
 
    I swallowed as the memory of claws sinking into my flesh sent phantom pain shooting across my torso. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    He released me abruptly and grasped the key. “Are you ready, Miss Hunter?” 
 
    Oh, fuck. “Do it.” 
 
    The lock clicked, the door swung open, and I yanked on the skein as hard as I could, building a shield around me. The witches surged inwards and I met them head on, pushing through, knocking them aside with my impromptu force field. 
 
    “… the threads … the door opens wider … Yessss.” 
 
    Shit, was using magick making it worse? Skidding round the bend in the corridor, I dropped the skein, running full sprint for the library. 
 
    Please let Vritra have revived the High Witch. Pushing into the room I slammed the doors shut, except there was no lock on this door. 
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
    I backed up. 
 
    Vritra where the fuck are you? The High Witch had mojo. She’d be able to get past the possessed witches, right? If not, then this plan sucked. 
 
    The doors slammed open and the hungry horde hovered in. Their mouths were smiling now, crazy crimson smiles of death. 
 
    “Stay back.” I held out my hand. The cuff winked at me as if to say, doh, emergency dumbass. 
 
    Paimon! How did this work, did I speak into it. Did I just think it? What? 
 
    The horde surged toward me, and I threw up both arms in defense. Paimon! 
 
    But it was too late. They were on me, talons tearing at my flesh, rancid breath and pretty silk brushing against me. Hungry possessed witches wrapped in ball gowns tearing at my dress, desperate to get to the soft flesh beneath. My skin burned like fire where they raked it. 
 
    Panic squeezed my chest and I was no longer in the library. I was back underground, in the shadows beneath the dark mass of the monsters as they took me apart. No, not again. Not this time. I fought back, pulling from the skein, not caring about the damage, channeling the power into talons of my own to rip and shred in turn. I wasn’t going down without a fight, not this time. 
 
    An icy breeze ripped through the room, stealing the breath from my lungs and leaving icicles in its wake. The witches froze in their task, heads coming up to assess this new development. 
 
    “Carmella?” 
 
    I was buried beneath them, but there was a gap, large enough to push my hand through. 
 
    “Carmella!” 
 
    The witches went flying off me, slamming into walls and bookcases. 
 
    Paimon pulled me up, tucking me under his arm, his huge frame vibrating with anger. 
 
    “What are these abominations?” 
 
    “Witches. They’re possessed. We can’t kill them. We have to send the demons back.” 
 
    The witches recovered quickly and barreled toward us again. Paimon flicked his wrist and an icy wind kicked up, pushing them back. 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    “The Mayfair Coven mansion. There was a ball, and I joined in the chant and accidentally opened a doorway. This is what came through.” Vritra wasn’t back, which meant something had gone wrong downstairs. “I need to get to the High Witch. She’s the only one that can help me close the door and banish them.” 
 
    The witches screamed. They veered away and out the door. 
 
    Fuck, they’d heard my plan. They knew I needed the High Witch. 
 
    “They’re going for her! I’m not going to be able to get there on time.” 
 
    Paimon wrapped his arms around me, pressing me to his solid chest. His heartbeat kicked up a notch. 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    And then we were dropping right through the fucking floor, just slipping through as if we weren’t corporeal. Which … wait a second, we weren’t. No time to ask him how he was doing this as the yells and screams of the trapped guests battered my ears. 
 
    We landed in the center of a circle of newly possessed witches, Shukra was waving his arms in the air and chanting in some strange eastern language—Hindi probably, considering he was a Hindu sage. The witches who hadn’t been killed or possessed huddled behind him, quaking and trembling. Vritra was cradling the bleeding, but conscious, High Witch. The witches that had chased me came flying into the room and hovered above their demon allies. 
 
    Shukra’s chant seemed to be keeping them at bay. The witches huddled inside the circle squealed at the site of Paimon, huge and blue and fierce. 
 
    I held up my hands. “It’s all right. He’s a friend.” 
 
    Vritra stared at Paimon, questions in his eyes, but there was no time. 
 
    I crouched by the High Witch. “You have to help me. I can send them back, but I need your help.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly, the gaze sharpening. “Yes.” She pushed herself up. “We can banish them, but you must close the door.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. But you will feel it. Trust your instincts.” 
 
    My instincts sucked when it came to magick, this whole world was new to me. But procrastinating wasn’t gonna get the demons gone. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    Vritra and I helped her up. She stood tall, her back straight, eyes blazing in the gloom. The other witches, seeing their leader back on her feet, seemed to calm down. 
 
    Shukra never faltered in his eastern chant, his voice a low reverberation. The possessed witches wailed and tore at their clothes as if the words were barbs attacking their skin. Paimon stepped forward, raising his hands to create an icy mist. It attacked the witches, seeping into their clothes and driving them further back. 
 
    “Link hands. All of you,” the High Witch ordered. 
 
    The witches smoothed their gowns and began to organize themselves. But when it came to taking my hand they shied away, disgust and fear written all over their terrified faces. 
 
    Oh great, to be shunned. “Look, if someone doesn’t fucking hold my hand we can’t fix this mess.” 
 
    “The mess you made,” someone spat. 
 
    Penelope. Why wasn’t I surprised? “You can get it all off your chest later. Right now we have demons to dispatch.” 
 
    “Daayans,” the High Witch said. “If we are to banish them you must know their true name. They are called Daayans.” 
 
    Never heard of them, but that wasn’t surprising considering they came from another reality. The fact the multi-verse was real had only become common knowledge five years ago, and some people still refused to believe it. This kind of shit made it impossible not to. 
 
    Drake stepped forward from the group of male witches standing at the edge of the circle. “I’ll do it. I’ll finish the circle.” 
 
    The High Witch shook her head. “It must be a female.” 
 
    Penelope gave him a smug look. 
 
    “For fucksake woman, complete the damn circle!” he snapped. 
 
    Pen flinched as if she’d been slapped. About time he had a go at her. She was entitled and spoiled and a hoity-toity brat. But she did grab my hand and complete the circle. 
 
    “Repeat after me and then repeat with me.” The High Witch began to chant. “Fractum expellit tenebras lucem et de animabus.” 
 
    My brain was quicker to translate this time. Out of the light and into the dark, return the broken souls. We said the words after her, and then with her, our voices rising as one. 
 
    The High Witch’s voice swelled in my mind even as her physical voice continued to chant. It was a collective message to the sisters. Feel the power, feel it and will it. Use the skein to bind and expel. 
 
    This level of incantation was about will and intention. How had I opened the door without intent? My stomach fluttered. No. Focus on the task at hand. Expel the Daayans. Heat built behind my diaphragm, radiating out until my torso was pulsing with energy. 
 
    Yes … that’s it. 
 
    The space in our circle began to shimmer and golden threads appeared in the air, twisting and writhing … alive—the threads to bind the Daayans. 
 
    The possessed screamed and turned to flee, but Paimon acted fast, erecting a wall of ice behind them. They were trapped between the chant and the ice. 
 
    Predator turned prey. Lasso and evict. The tendrils shot toward the possessed witches, slamming into their abdomens. A collective scream assaulted my ears. Man those Daayans were loud. It was time to hook and tug. The golden threads retracted, pulling a gray swirling mist from the witches’ bodies. The bodies immediately dropped to the ground. Some hit the floor with a soft thud, and others fell across the corpses of their fallen sisters. 
 
    We had the essence of the Daayans. The heat of triumph joined the warmth in my torso. 
 
    Expel them now. 
 
    They didn’t belong here. The threads would send them home. We just needed to find the doorway. The darkness between us yawned, and then threads dove into the maw, taking the Daayans with them. 
 
    Now. Close it now. The High Witch’s voice was a booming command in my head. 
 
    What to do? How to close it … close damn you! The heat spread up to my neck, searing and painful. A scream erupted from my throat and then the maw winked out. 
 
    Penelope released me as if scalded, but the High Witch kept hold of my hand. She kept me on my feet as I swayed, ready to fall. I was wiped. 
 
    “It was her.” 
 
    “She did this.” 
 
    “Oh, god, oh god …” 
 
    Sobs and wails and curses. 
 
    “She needs to pay!” 
 
    “Time to go now,” Paimon whispered in my ear, and then his strong arms wrapped around me and swept me away. 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    We were back at my flat. Back home where it was sane and no one was trying to kill me. Urvashi was fast asleep, snoring softly on my bed. 
 
    “Why did you do that? Why did you pull me out of there?” 
 
    “Too much anger, too much blame directed at you. Best to give it some distance.” He led me into the bathroom and shut the door. “You are wounded. Can you heal yourself?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t risk using the skein after what I did.” 
 
    He lifted my arm, a mass of torn bloody flesh. It should hurt. Why wasn’t it hurting? 
 
    “I have taken the pain. I can heal you now if you wish?” 
 
    I nodded. Bone weary. “Please.” 
 
    He turned me around and pulled me against him, my back to his chest. Resting his chin on my head he exhaled slow and long. I floated on that breath, cradled against him, my skin tingling as it knit itself together. And then it was done. 
 
    He sighed against me. “You say you opened a doorway unintentionally?” 
 
    I nodded. “Looks like my powers were bound for a reason, I mean, if this is the shit that happens when I use them. Before tonight I wanted to throttle that person and now … I just wish I’d never unlocked my power.” 
 
    He cupped my shoulders, turned me around, and pulled me against him again, smoothing my hair. “It will be all right Carmella. What happened was a mistake. You were not to know. No one could have known.” 
 
    “But all the dead … so many dead witches …” the tears burning behind my eyelids seeped out and sobs shook me. 
 
    All I’d wanted for as long as I could remember was to be accepted. To be a true witch blood. First the covens had closed their doors on me, and then just as I’d found my feet as the artifacts librarian the assassin’s guild had shut down. I’d failed at being an IEPEU agent, and just about managed to become a good baker. Then Paimon had come along and I’d finally felt like I was making a difference by helping the djinn, and like a prayer my powers had been revealed. I was whole but once again fate decided it was too good for me. I was a witch with magick who couldn’t use it without opening a doorway to some alternate reality of hell. My life was like a rollercoaster with way too many downward curves. And tonight I had blood on my hands—the blood of innocent witches. 
 
    Paimon’s lips skimmed the top of my head. “I hate that you are in pain. I hate I cannot sooth it. But you must remember none of this is your fault. You were not to know what your power would do.” 
 
    This was good. Just being held like this, inhaling the exotic fragrance of his skin and listening to his rapid heartbeat. Forget about the bad stuff, just for a moment. I leaned back to look up at him; he stared back at me, cerulean eyes darkening as they skated across my face, never settling on any one feature yet attempting to devour them all. 
 
    Everything felt better when he was around. My throat pinched. “I wish you didn’t have to go.” 
 
    He smiled. “Contrary to your world’s beliefs, djinn do not grant wishes. But if I did I would wish to stay with you … awhile.” He swallowed, his hand coming up to brush a tendril of hair from my cheek. My breath caught. What was I doing? He was betrothed. This was wrong. 
 
    I gently extricated myself from his arms. “You should go. Alara will probably be wondering where you are.” 
 
    His expression shuttered. “Alara is recuperating with her family. She drifts in and out of consciousness, they believe the poison that was injected to subdue her will take time to work its way out. Once she awakens we hope to have more information on what happened to the djinn.” 
 
    “Will you let me know when you do?” 
 
    He smiled. “Of course. Will you be all right? What will happen now, with the witches?” 
 
    The witches could shun me. They could put me on trial. They could make my life very difficult. I could curl up and cry about it and rue the day my powers were unlocked, or I could stand the fuck up, accept responsibility for what had happened, and do my damndest to make sure it never happened again. 
 
    “Carmella?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but whatever it is I’m not going to hide from it. I’m going to face this head on and find a way to fix it.” 
 
    That smile again, the one that turned his savage face into a thing of beauty. “I believe in you. Your soul is that of a warrior, and no battle will defeat you.” 
 
    A warrior was the last thing I felt like, but those were ego-boosting words so I’d take them. “What about you? They all saw you.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I doesn’t matter any longer. When I sent the cuff, we were in the process of fortifying the lands where our realities overlap. Now I have the measure of these monsters, I was able to pass the information to my warriors. They will patrol and hunt. It matters not who knows of our existence now. Our worlds may be in overlap, but we intend to keep them separate.” 
 
    “Yeah, trying to explain away your presence there is a challenge I don’t need right now.” 
 
    Urvashi’s snores stopped. 
 
    Shit, was she awake? 
 
     Paimon’s head whipped around to the door. “Your friend is no longer asleep.” He inclined his head. 
 
    This was it. Goodbye again. “Thank you for coming when I called.” 
 
    His gaze softened. “How could I not?” 
 
    A knock on the door. “Carmella? You okay?” 
 
    He stepped back and vanished, leaving me with the imprint of his face in my mind’s eye and the fragrance of his skin on my clothes. 
 
    “Hey Urvashi, be out in a minute.” 
 
     I wouldn’t think it, wouldn’t acknowledge the thought. But thoughts don’t always heed our will … 
 
    I was falling in love with a djinn who belonged to another.
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   “O h my god, your dress!” Urvashi stepped into the bathroom, her eyes wide, hair mussed. Not as mussed as mine though. 
 
    “I’m fine. But there was an incident.” My lips trembled, and I pressed them together. “Fuck that. No more tears.” 
 
    Urvashi pulled me into the living room. The lamp was on and she sat me on the bed, pressed a glass of water into my hand, and then sat on the floor in front of me. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    A knock on the front door had us both in freeze frame. It was almost one in the morning. Who the fuck could that be? 
 
    “You expecting anyone?” Urvashi asked me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Urvashi’s face hardened. Unfurling her body from the floor she padded over the door and looked through the peephole. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder. “Fucking hell, it’s Vritra.” 
 
    Oh shit. I couldn’t deal with his overpowering presence right now. 
 
    “Shall I let him in?” 
 
    If I didn’t let him in he’d probably break the door down. Best just get it over with. “Sure.” 
 
    Urvashi opened the door and Vritra strode in. His wild gaze scanned the room and fell on me. “Dammit woman. What the fuck are you playing at?” 
 
    “Whoa!” Urvashi placed herself between the two of us. “Calm down.” She glanced at me. “What the heck is going on?” 
 
    Virtra’s power surged past Urvashi, making a lunge for me, scraping at my aura and pressing against it as if looking for damage. 
 
    His chest rose and fell and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I apologize. I was worried. You just vanished with that thing.” 
 
    His power was still there, pressed against me, but this time instead of being invasive it was kind of soothing. 
 
    “He’s not a thing. He’s my friend.” There was no fire in my tone, just bone weariness. 
 
    He must have picked up on it, because his next words were delivered in a softer tone. “Did your friend heal you or did you use the skein?” 
 
    His words lit the fire of indignation in my chest. “I’m not bloody stupid. Of course I didn’t use the skein again.” 
 
    “So this creature, your friend, has the ability to heal too.” 
 
    He was fishing, and I couldn’t be arsed. I’d have to explain Paimon to the coven soon enough and I wasn’t telling the whole story twice. “Look. I’m wiped. I need to get some sleep. I figure tomorrow is gonna be a bitch.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you caused quite a stir. Ninety percent of the coven is convinced you’re in league with infernal forces from beyond this world.” 
 
    My heart rate picked up. “That’s ridiculous and the High Witch knows it. Infernal forces, what a crock. I may be different but it doesn’t make me evil.” 
 
    He sighed. “No. It doesn’t.” He took a step toward me but Urvashi blocked his path. 
 
    “It’s late,” she said. 
 
    His gaze was fixed on me. “This wasn’t your fault. Remember that.” He looked down at Urvashi. “You’ll stay with her?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “That’s the plan.” 
 
    His chest rose and fell. “In that case I will leave you to your rest.” He placed a card on the table by the door. “Call me if you need anything. Surely tonight proves you belong with me, with the asura.” 
 
    Urvashi closed the door behind him, leaning up against it. “Okay, what the fuck happened tonight? And do not leave anything out.” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    Urvashi parked the van outside the mansion. The summons had come that morning, delivered by the same witch who’d escorted me around the Mayfair mansion yesterday. The words One in the Afternoon were scrawled in a loping hand onto thick writing paper. 
 
    It probably would have been quicker to call me. I’m sure the High Witch could have grabbed my number off Drake or Pen, but it was easier to ignore a call than a handwritten note courier delivered. 
 
    So here we were, parked outside the mansion, my heart doing a caged bird thing, my bladder twinging. This was going to be bad. Paimon had been trying to protect me by removing me from the mansion last night, but I had the most awful feeling it had probably made things worse. It screamed guilt. Vritra’s words had confirmed it. The coven blamed me, and I hadn’t been there to defend myself and put out the fire. 
 
    “I’m coming in with you,” Urvashi said. 
 
    That would be awesome. “No. You can’t. I need to face the music alone.” 
 
    She grabbed my wrist. “Remember, this is not your fault. You couldn’t have known what your power can do.” 
 
    Paimon, Vritra and now Urvashi drumming this into me was starting to make me believe it. 
 
    “Do not let them turn you into a scapegoat. She’s the High Witch for fucksake, she should have investigated your power as soon as it emerged, found out why it was bound, instead of dragging you into some chant you didn’t even know. If this is anyone’s fault it’s hers.” 
 
    She was right of course, but it didn’t change the fact that a doorway had been opened and my magick was responsible. Something to do with my damned asura nature no doubt. 
 
    “I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I’ll wait.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    She glared at me, jaw set stubbornly. “I’m waiting, and if you’re not out in thirty minutes I’m coming in, and trust me, persuasion isn’t my only skill.” 
 
    He eyes flashed dangerously, and for the first time since I’d known her I caught sight of something primal and fierce in her face. A shiver ran up my arms. 
 
    “Yeah … I’ll be back …” I climbed out of the van and headed down the gravel drive. 
 
    Okay, keep cool. Remember this was not entirely your fault. The doors opened as I approached and Henry, the courier guy, stepped back to let me in. 
 
    “This way please, Miss Hunter.” 
 
    He led me through the hallway and past the ballroom, clean and sparkling and devoid of the dead sightless bodies that had been strewn across it the night before. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “How many?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “How many dead?” 
 
    “Thirteen,” Henry said. 
 
    Thirteen dead witches. Oh, god … 
 
    We were in a long corridor leading to the back of the mansion. A dark oak door loomed and Henry pushed it open revealing a massive cottage style kitchen. The scent of fresh bread hit me first, and then I spied the High Witch at the oven pulling out a tray of rolls. 
 
    “Sit,” she said. 
 
    I pulled out one of the chairs at the kitchen table and parked my butt. 
 
    She popped the rolls on a cooling rack just as the kettle on the hob whistled. 
 
    “Tea?” she asked. 
 
    Oh fucking hell, could we just get on with this? Maybe the wait was part of the punishment. 
 
    “Miss Hunter? Would you like tea?” 
 
    If only being offered tea could be the worst of it. “Yes please.” 
 
    She prepared it the proper way—with a teapot and everything—and carried it over on a tray, setting it on the table before taking the seat opposite me. 
 
    “What happened last night was not your fault,” she said. 
 
    Well that wasn’t what I’d been expecting. “I doubt the coven agrees with you.” 
 
    Her piercing blue eyes hardened. “The coven will follow my lead. There will be no persecution.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was a weary smile, the smile of someone with the weight of the world on their shoulders. “I’ve smoothed the situation and reiterated the fact that you risked your life to expel the Daayan when you could easily have fled and left us all to perish.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “I wager with a little training you would have managed the task alone. The threads you called forth were a unique touch. Very … visual.” 
 
    “I thought … I thought we all did that together.” 
 
    “Oh no my dear, that was all you. We just aided your focus and provided a buffer between you and the immense power that is the skein, but with a little practice you’d have learned how to produce your own buffer.” 
 
    “Like when you were chanting and speaking in my head at the same time?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    With practice I could be powerful, maybe even more powerful than mother had ever been. 
 
     The High Witch’s smile faded. “I’ve assured the covens this incident will never occur again, but to ensure this I must sever your connection to the skein.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. I could be powerful, but I wouldn’t be. Sever … It sounded so permanent. Of course, it made sense, but it didn’t change the fact I’d come full circle. 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry Carmella. You do see it is the only way to ensure something like this doesn’t happen again?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Your asura power will remain intact of course. That isn’t for the coven to play with. You can still draw on the divine power within you, but, I’m afraid the coven cannot help you master that power.” 
 
    No. For that I’d have to go to Vritra. Admit he’d been right, and that I didn’t belong with the covens after all. I swallowed the bitter taste in my mouth. “Will I still be a witch?” 
 
    She sighed. “You have the blood of witches, but it’s the connection to the skein that makes a witch.” 
 
    “So, no.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. The spell acts like a circuit breaker and prevents you having access to the skein.” 
 
    “Why not just bind it like it was before?” 
 
    “Because a binding would shut of access to all your power, including your asura power, and your divine power isn’t something the coven is permitted to meddle with.” 
 
    So whoever bound my power had broken the rules. “When? When will you do it?” 
 
    “I have to prepare. It’s not an easy manipulation, but we should be ready in a couple of days. In the meantime, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you to steer clear of using the skein.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. I used it when I healed myself, and when I opened an envelope.” 
 
    Her brows flicked up. “You used magick to open an envelope?” 
 
    I pressed my lips together. Yeah, pick up on that why don’t you? “Look, the point is, I used magick and nothing happened.” 
 
    “You were lucky. It’s the only explanation. And you could get lucky for months to come, but the covens are not willing to take the risk, even if you are. We lost too many lives last night, and there is a lot of anger. If you won’t do this willingly, I’m afraid I won’t be able to shield you from the covens’ wrath.” 
 
    It wasn’t a risk I wanted to take either. Those witches were dead because of a risk. “Are they all right? The witches who were possessed … did they recover?” 
 
    “Not yet, they’re still recuperating. They recall little of what happened.” 
 
    “How did it happen? How did these Daayans possess them, when as witches, we’re immune to possession?” 
 
    She poured the tea and handed me a cup. “The coven believes because the entities were from another reality the rules are moot and only apply to entities from our reality.” 
 
    The coven believed. But she didn’t. I could see it written all over her face. There was something more. 
 
    I sat forward. “But that isn’t true is it?” 
 
    She took a shaky breath. “What I am going to tell you now must never be repeated. You must give me your oath.” 
 
    “A witches oath?” 
 
    “Yes. Can you do that?” 
 
    Mother had explained about oaths. How they seemed easy enough, but how not being able to speak a secret could eat you up inside. About witches who had entered into foolish oaths and suffered the consequences when the secret told had been one that could hurt their loved ones or save a life. But in this instance it was an oath to keep a secret connected to what had happened. It concerned me directly, and I needed to know, to understand how the witches had been possessed, because I didn’t buy the whole they-came-from-another-reality-that’s-why explanation. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll take the oath.” 
 
    She held out her hand. “Do you know how this goes?” 
 
    “I think so. We clasp hands, you say the words of the oath, I accept them, and I’m bound to keep my mouth shut.” Literally. 
 
    “Yes, unless I release you from the oath.” 
 
    I held out my hand. “Do it.” 
 
    The High Witch clasped my palm with both her hands and squeezed. Shit she was strong for an old bird. But then, aside from the silver hair, she didn’t really look that old. 
 
    “Fiat iam verborum est signari in medio cordis audientis.” 
 
    Okay, I was getting better at this. Roughly translated it meant, let the words spoken now be sealed inside the listener’s heart. 
 
    “Now you must accept the oath, repeat after me; accipit qui audit verba in corde suo.” 
 
    I repeated the words. My hand grew warm, but the High Witch didn’t release me, because now it was time to tell me her secret. 
 
    “The Daayans that attacked last night weren’t from another reality, they’d been banished there.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “By the original High Witches.” She exhaled and closed her eyes as if it had been a relief to utter the words. “Before the covens, before the witches were born, thirteen humans summoned a demon. Back then the skein was energy surrounding us, no one was connected to it, and no one knew it even existed but these thirteen people. These thirteen scientists discovered it, and using their knowledge of the multi-verse they summoned and trapped a powerful entity from another reality. A bargain was made and their bloodlines were given access to the skein, but the price was … something terrible.” 
 
    I could see where this was going, but I needed to hear her say it. 
 
    “A year from the day the bargain was made, on the anniversary of the day their bloodlines gained their power, each bloodline sacrificed a female to the demon. The demon fed on their souls and the bargain was made permanent.” 
 
    “The thirteen scientists formed the thirteen original covens.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The Daayans are the women who were sacrificed. So their souls ended up in another reality.” 
 
    “A Daayan is a spectral witch. A vengeful spirit, and yes, I believe they have been trapped in this hellish reality ever since. I suspect it to be the demon’s home. They belong to him now. They were able to possess the coven witches because we share bloodlines. Over the years, through intermarriage, the coven bloodlines have merged. Mayfair, Piccadilly, Hyde, Soho—we may work under different names and rules, but we are all related.” 
 
    “So I somehow opened the door, probably because of my asura nature.” 
 
    “It is the only explanation. It was you they called the key. You they went after.” 
 
    “And the demon the original witches made a bargain with, what happened to him?” 
 
    The High Witch released my hand. “The binding of your power can take place tomorrow.” 
 
    “Wait what about the d—” demon … Shit, the oath. I couldn’t say the word, as the question was bound to the oath. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re hiding something.” 
 
    She sighed. “Aren’t we all, Carmella? Aren’t we all?” 
 
    “Why tell me everything else but refuse to answer such a small question?” 
 
    “Because the coven needs your help, and in order to help us you need to understand what you are dealing with. The rest does not concern you.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “When we banished the Daayans last night, one got away.” 
 
    “What? No.” I’d gotten them all … hadn’t I? 
 
    “She’s in Karen’s body, and she’s out there somewhere. I need you to find her and send her back.” 
 
    “What makes you think I can do it?” 
 
    She winced. “You are the key, the only one who can send her back. She will come for you, and when she does, you must be prepared to stop her.” 
 
    “That’ll be a little hard without my magick.” I didn’t even bother to hide the sarcasm. Was it pile shit on Carmella day? “Doesn’t it matter that I could be killed? You’re asking me to basically play bait. She could have come for me last night. Didn’t it occur to you to let me know?” My anger was rising, and I was on my feet. “You know what? I’m done being the scapegoat here. I’m sorry. I truly am, for the deaths, for the doorway opening, but none of it was my fault. How could I know this would happen? Why drag me into a chant without testing my magick first? You knew I was part asura, that I was different. I’m not gonna be sent out there as bait, jumping at every fucking shadow, waiting for her to make her move.” 
 
    She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I know. I know and I’m so sorry. But this is the only way to keep you safe.” 
 
    “By leaving me to the mercy of a Daayan?” 
 
    “The Daayan may or may not come for you, but if you don’t take on this task, the covens will come for you, and they will not stop until you are dead. You’re a risk, an anomaly, and I am doing my best to save you. Please. Sit down.” 
 
    Her words resonated with sincerity and the heat went out of my argument. I slipped back into my seat. 
 
    “You have friends?” she asked. “People who will protect you? Like that creature who saved you last night?” 
 
    I touched the cuff at my wrist. “Yeah, I kind of hoped you’d forget about that.” 
 
    “What is he? I’ve never seen anything like him before.” 
 
    “He’s a djinn. They’re kind of a recent arrival to our reality.” 
 
     I filled her in, leaving out the he-gives-me-butterflies parts. 
 
    “You seem to be having an exciting month,” she said. 
 
    “You know what they say, be careful what you wish for.” 
 
    “Do the djinn—” 
 
    “No, they do not grant wishes.” 
 
    She sighed. “I suppose if they did, they could have simply asked you to wish away their problem and find this creature that’s hunting them. But this is good. It means you have protection. You can contact him if you wish. How did you contact him last night?” 
 
    No way was I giving away everything. I could have my secrets too, so I threw her words back at her. “That doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. She pushed something across the table. It was an orb around the size of a large pearl, not that I’d ever seen a large pearl in the flesh but … 
 
    “When Karen finds you, or when you find her, hold this to her forehead. It will extract the Daayan, and then you can bring her back to me.” 
 
    Yeah, because Karen was just going to stand there and let me do that, right? 
 
    “The covens have already agreed your access may be returned temporarily at that time, and together we can send her back.” 
 
    Back to the hellish reality. Back to be a demon’s bitch. This sucked. “And if I fail?” 
 
    She sat back, her face grim. “If she doesn’t return soon the bargain will be broken and the demon will have its pound of flesh.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means things are going to get very ugly, for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    _____ 
 
      
 
    “I was just about to come find you,” Urvashi said. 
 
    She started the engine as I strapped myself into the van. “Any way you could drop me off at the IEPEU headquarters?” 
 
    Urvashi pulled away from the curb. “Sure. Now spill it. What just happened?” 
 
    I filled her in on what I could, careful to skirt around the oath information to avoid looking like a stuttering choking fool when the words refused to come. The demon, the thirteen sacrifices, that was off limits, but I filled her in on Karen and the fact the High Witch wanted me to find her. 
 
    “Why you though? Why not get the IEPEU involved?” 
 
    Because the possessed witch wants to kill me, so she’ll come to me. No. I couldn’t say that. Urvashi was like a mother hen sometimes, and if I told her she’d never leave my side. Besides I had the cuff. I had Paimon. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe penance for what I’ve done, show the other witches I’m making the effort to clean up my mess. And you know how the coven likes to keep their business as private as possible.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to need some help.” 
 
    I arched a brow. “Is that an offer?” 
 
    “Hell yes.” 
 
    “That’s great, ‘cos I may need your mojo when they cut me off from the skein in a couple of days.” 
 
    “What the fuck? They can’t do … oh … shit … I guess it’s the only way to make sure this doesn’t happen again, right?” She sobered. “I’m sorry, babe. I really am. To get your powers back only to have them bound again. That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah it really does. But you know what? I managed without before, I can manage again.” 
 
    “And you still have your asura powers.” 
 
    My stomach quivered. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad you know.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Vritra.” She gave me a quick glance before fixing her attention back on the road. “He gets a bad rap being an asura and all. But you shouldn’t believe everything you hear. There are two sides to every story.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard any stories. It’s more about how he makes me feel.” 
 
    “Ahuh?” Her tone was suggestive. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Not those kinds of feelings. He’s just so overbearing and intense.” 
 
    Urvashi snorted. “Honey, you have no idea. That intensity, when channeled into something more recreational, can be pretty powerful.” 
 
    Oh my god. Had she …? 
 
    She arched a brow. “I know what you’re thinking, and no, I’m not speaking from experience, but I wish I was. It’s just something I heard on the grapevine.” 
 
    “And what grapevine is this?” 
 
    “Oh, the juiciest one. Apsaras like to share.” She winked. 
 
    We drew up outside the IEPEU offices. “You don’t have to wait for me. I’ll get a tram.” 
 
    She leaned across the passenger seat. “I meant to ask, with everything that’s been going on are you coming back to the bakery?” 
 
    I grinned. “Who’s going to make the cinnamon rolls if I don’t?” 
 
    “Hey, mine aren’t that bad.” 
 
    “Ahuh.” I climbed out the van and slammed the door. “See you tomorrow, bright and early.” 
 
    The van zoomed off and I climbed the steps to the offices where I’d been told I wasn’t good enough. Urgh, that had been a bitter pill to swallow, but on the plus side, after this debriefing I wouldn’t be setting foot in the rejection building again. 
 
    The receptionist buzzed Melody, and my butt had barely grazed the waiting room seat when she appeared at the front desk. 
 
    “Carmella, glad you could make it, and bang on time.” 
 
    Not like I’d had a choice. “Sure. Punctual is my middle name.” Although we hadn’t really discussed a time … had we? 
 
    She led me down into the back office, then through a glass door into her personal domain. I’d been here on several occasions, not just for training but to grab a bite to eat or just hang. I’d thought we were becoming friends, but on reflection she’d probably been babysitting me for Malina, because once I’d failed she hadn’t bothered to continue cultivating our one-on-one time. 
 
    “Have a seat,” she said. 
 
    I parked my butt. “So let’s get this debrief done.” 
 
    She sat across from me and made a steeple of her fingers. The move was totally godfather, and my gut gave a nervous twinge. 
 
    “So there’s a rumor something went down at the Mayfair Ball last night. Care to elaborate?” 
 
    She was digging, probably because no one else was talking. The coven was powerful like that. They kept their shit under wraps, unless they had to air it. 
 
    “Just magick coven stuff. Nothing important,” I lied. 
 
    She stared at me steadily for a long beat. “Fine. Look, the reason I asked you here today wasn’t just for a debriefing, we pretty much got what we wanted from you the other day. I was hoping to have an offer for you.” 
 
    “An offer?” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes twinkling. “You were an exceptional candidate for IEPEU, outperforming your fellow cadets in all areas of perception, social maneuvering, and intuition. You passed the physical, and if not for the combat exam you’d be wearing a badge right now.” 
 
    “Is there a point to all this? I mean wound … salt …” 
 
    She laughed. “And then there’s your sense of humor. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Really? Because you could have picked up the phone and called.” 
 
    She frowned. “So could you. And you did, but not just to chat. I thought you needed space after the rejection.” 
 
    So she had been my friend? “I thought you were nice to me ‘cos you were babysitting me for Malina.” 
 
    Her expression grew hard. “I don’t do babysitting. I get very little spare time, and I do not waste it on people I don’t care for.” 
 
    I pressed my hand to my chest. “You care for me.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “On that note, I have an offer for you.” 
 
    My pulse kicked up, and I sat up straighter. 
 
    She reached into her desk drawer and withdrew a badge. She slid it across the desk toward me. “This is for you. You’ll be IEPEU Investigative Division.” 
 
    My fingers itched to touch the badge, but I held back. There had to be some kind of mistake. “But I didn’t train for that.” 
 
    “I know, but after the great job you did on investigating the apsara case and uncovering that lab, I took the proposal to the department heads. They all agreed to bring you on board, on a trial basis to start, of course. Three-months’ probation on full pay, and if all goes well you’ll get a permanent position.” 
 
    The badge was already in my hand. 
 
    A few months ago it would have validated me—proof I was good enough, proof I could make a difference. But I no longer needed the validation. The last couple of weeks had put me through the wringer and I was still standing. I’d validated myself—no power, no magick needed. Those things were bonuses, but I could live without, just like I could live without this badge. I didn’t need it, but it didn’t stop me wanting it. 
 
    “So … you on board?” Melody asked. 
 
    “Is a yaksha hairy?” 
 
    “Good. You start first thing Monday morning.” 
 
    She was talking at me now, details and stuff, and it was being archived in my memory banks while I admired the shiny new badge. 
 
    My badge. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what tomorrow would bring. The creatures taking the djinn hadn’t been caught yet. I was about to have my magick taken away, and oh, better not forget the fact I had to play bait to catch a possessed witch. My life had gone from mundane to unpredictable in so many areas. But I’d found my tribe—Paimon, Urvashi, Banner, and yes, even Mira. For the first time in a long time there was no quiver of anxiety in my belly, no voice telling me I needed to sit this one out. 
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket, Melody’s watchful gaze on me, and dialed. 
 
    “Hi, Urvashi. You may need to brush up on your cinnamon roll skills.” 
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