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PROLOGUE


 

Quareem raised his hands, the walls of his tiny prison cell expanding with the movement, and concentrated on chanting every syllable with flawless pronunciation. After all, his goal wasn’t to end up as a sandworm in some wasteland, was it? After completing the spellbreaker, he waited.

No sound of a heartbeat, because the sorcery that placed him here had left him suspended outside of time and space.

I do exist, a quiet voice inside his head insisted, although, as far as the rest of the universe knew, his life had stopped the second the Hunters had trapped him and slapped their null cuffs around his wrists.

He counted: one, two, three. The unmitigated sensory deprivation would have driven him mad if not for the sanity of numbers—and he gasped as a bolt of lightning sliced through him. A sudden violent shivering had his teeth clacking against each other like knucklebones, and his heart slammed against his rib cage, beating an erratic rhythm—then a sideways shift and a glistening iridescence lit up his cell.

The next minute, he was… elsewhere.

He flinched as thunderous growls and blaring horns blasted his eardrums and squinted to limit the sharp sunlight piercing his eyeballs, before gradually opening his eyes wider and wider as he tried to make sense of the bewildering scene in front of him.

Metal boxes on wheels in various sizes and colors streamed by inches from where he stood, emitting a variety of honks, toots, and snorts. Men and women sat inside the raucous machines, their gazes fixed on the vehicle in front. People wearing outlandish outfits hurried along the sidewalk.

He drew in a long, slow breath, coughing as acrid, fusty fumes entered his lungs. This wasn’t the pure, clean air of his desert home. So what? There was always a price to pay, and he didn’t care; he’d gained his freedom! He ran fingers over his face, through his hair, and patted his smooth cheeks. He stretched, and unused muscles and tendons expanded and released. His body was solid, no doubt about that, and somehow light, his bloodstream fizzing with bubbles. Water leaked down his smooth, golden-brown cheeks. A sensation he couldn’t identify coursed through him.

A flash of insight revealed it wasn’t the bewildering sights that blinded his vision, nor the cacophonous sounds invading his brain through his ears, nor the folk rushing along the busy street; it was the wild mixture of their emotions that overwhelmed him. Little did they know that their fears, anxieties, hopes, and loves all seeped out through their skin into the atmosphere. Such a porous membrane to contain such a wealth of power, and for a djinn with his abilities—when they were at full strength, that is—so easy to access.

He grinned. He had succeeded. Of course, he, the great Al Quareem, once acknowledged to be among the most powerful djinns to grace his society, most certainly wouldn’t cease to exist because he garbled his own spell—a spell that had taken eons to remember, hidden from his own mind by the Hunters’ hex. Granted it had been difficult, until at last he had remembered and escaped. He wanted to laugh and dance, but while he had liberated himself from their dungeon, his jailers would have known the instant he disappeared. His new, unfettered state would surely provide multiple opportunities, and he would rather die than allow them to incarcerate him again.

The beat of a drum and the tinkling of small metal cymbals accompanied by a rhythmic chant caught his attention. The words were in an ancient language he once knew and he sought the source. 

Intrigued, he turned and was distracted by the faintest whiff of something else. Something different. Alien. He spun around, searching, sniffing. Yes, there. He glimpsed the shimmer of a red cloak, sliding past on the other side of the veil that separated the Hunters’ world from this one. Fear, a dark wall, rose inside him. How could they be onto him so quickly? He froze, his limbs refusing to respond, and his heartbeat accelerated, ricocheting around his chest, thundering through his body.

A man clutching a bulky leather case to his chest banged his arm as he hurried by, breaking his trance. Quareem lifted a finger, pointed, and let it drop before the pain began. He sighed. No more blasting of defenseless humans—one of a hundred reasons the Hunters had incarcerated him.

He scanned the crowd, primed to move, to run, the urge to hide overwhelming him. He needed someone vulnerable. Ah! There. He cringed. His master, Shaitan curse him forever, would have beaten him senseless for considering a dirty beggar—and a female at that. This would be one of the lowest steps he had ever taken. As a desperate fugitive, he would have to accept what the universe offered.

 

 

 








1: SEISMIC SHIFT


 

Allie waited on the sidewalk, clenching her fists, her fingers—nails bitten down to the quick—pressing into her palm. Chris was late. As usual. Allie cursed him under her breath. The sudden scraping sensation under her skin, the painful crawling down her spine, the squeezing sensation in her lungs—all were a red alert. The urge to scream pushed up from her belly, through her chest, and swelled in her throat. She swallowed half a dozen times, pushing everything down and silencing the assault. No way was she going to have a meltdown in the middle of Main Street, despite her entire body crawling with ants, each possessing razor-sharp, red-hot pincers that tore at her flesh.

Where the fuck had her dealer gotten to? He’d insisted on ten o’clock. She turned and peered into the coffee shop behind her at the clock on the wall. Ten past, and no sign of him. The blazing sunlight gave her a massive headache, even after borrowing Jenny’s black sunglasses. Sorry, Jen. My eyes are way more bloodshot than yours. She tossed the mental apology in her friend’s direction. Jenny had recognized her in the street one evening and taken pity on her, and she’d experienced Jenny’s sudden bursts of temper more than once. The idea that she might throw Allie out was unwelcome because she preferred not to think about the crack house she had lived in previously. Yet In any event, she would be back at the apartment before Jenny got home from work, as long as Chris appeared soon. If he didn’t, she would be well and truly screwed, and annoying Jenny would be the least of her worries.

A frisson of electricity shot through her. Her hair stood on end. She shivered as goose bumps ran up and down her arms, as if an alien presence had passed by too close. Her mother’s witchy genes rarely manifested, yet when they did, she knew to pay attention. Granny’s hunches and sightings were more serious, and she’d spent her final days in a nuthouse. Right now, something freakish had ratcheted up her heightened state of hypervigilance to new levels of of suspicion.

She straightened up, aware of the soothing sensation of the morning sun warming her face and body. Hell’s bells, she was hungry. Hell’s bells and a bunch of parsley! Hell’s bells? Where had that come from, let alone the parsley? She’d never said that phrase in her life. Some kind of change had taken place; she could feel it down to her joints, as Granny liked to say. How had it happened, and why, and what did it mean? As a white fog clouded her mind, she focused on her scuffed sneakers, the stains on her torn jeans, and caught a whiff of herself. Man, she stank. There was another smell, too, that she couldn’t quite place.

 

†

 

Son of a starving djinn, Quareem thought, the aroma evoking memories. Marketplaces, conversations of many kinds, some more pleasant than others, people telling stories, jokes. A quick flash surfaced: sipping strong brown liquid from a small, delicately painted china cup as he sat on a balcony overlooking a city of pale domed buildings glinting in the sun as slender golden-skinned beauties served fragrant sesame seed cakes and refreshments. He had been there with someone. Who? A woman? The slice of memory faded, while the scent tickling the nose of his current host remained tantalizingly real. Yes, he remembered. The substance emitting that enticing, irresistible fragrance was coffee.

 

†

 

Another wave of… sparkly lightness with a flash of dazzle… passed through her. As she stared at the busy pedestrians, the traffic noises reduced to a buzzing in her ears, she wondered where the odor drifting up her nostrils and into her olfactory centers came from, because it was driving her crazy. She turned and, with no conscious volition, strode toward the door and entered the shop. As she approached the counter, the server looked up, eyes widening as he registered her grimy gray T-shirt, the sweat staining her armpits, and the auburn dreadlocks gathered in a loose bun on the top of her head. He spoke to a point over her shoulder. “What can I get for you today?”

His disdain made her want to smack his smug face, but then she wouldn’t get what she wanted. She smothered her irritation. “A venti Blonde, black. Extra shot.”

The man’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “For here or to go?”

“For here, and two of those.” Allie pointed at a tray of golden, curved pastries.

“Plus two chocolate croissants. That will be eight thirty.”

Allie dug in her jeans pocket and fished out a hundred-dollar bill. What the hell? Where…? She blanked. Nothing was important except sipping that heavenly beverage.

He took the cash, handing her change over. “Name?”

What was this? The inquisition? “Alicia.” This was weird. Nobody had ever called her Alicia except her mother, and she only used her eldest daughter’s full name in a particular tone to express her displeasure.

“Wait at the end of the bar.” The barista signaled his dismissal by turning to the next customer.

Where else did he expect her to wait? Hover near the ceiling? The whimsical thought brought a smile as she pictured herself—no, it wasn’t her; it was… the memory vanished. Fuck. If withdrawal had begun, she would kill Chris and skin him alive when she got hold of him. An image of lightning zigzagging from her fingertips and Chris crumpling to the ground flashed before her, followed by a sharp stabbing pain in her head. She swayed.

“Are you okay?” the stylishly dressed businessman standing behind her asked.

None of your business. Fuck off, she thought. “I’m fine,” she muttered, saved by the barista’s shrill tenor calling out her name. Nothing worse than what she considered a waste of time and energy—a conversation with someone who had no relevance to her life, now or ever.

Half an hour, two more croissants, and another giant cup of the primo barista brew later, she sat back, amazed at the satisfaction and contentment flushing through her. The corner window seat had a view of the street and the other customers in the bar. While eating, she checked both out, eyes swiveling left, then right, finding only the usual hustle and bustle. She scowled at the leather-jacketed, bald guy standing on the sidewalk glaring at her. He seemed familiar, and when she tried to work out why, her ability to think had ceased functioning.

With his shrewd, beady eyes glued to her, the man stabbed a finger at the watch on his wrist and, with a sharp, aggressive gesture, beckoned her.

Whoever he was, he wasn’t anybody she wanted to be friends with, and if he was still there when she finished her breakfast, then she would give him an earful. Mmm…that might not be for a while, because she was thinking of having a final pastry and a last gigantic cup of that beautiful beverage. First, though, the bathroom. She stood up, refrained from giving him the finger, and instead ignored him and headed for the bathroom.

She was alone, washing her hands, squinting at herself in the mirror, thinking what a mess she was and wondering when she last had a shower, when she heard the voice.

 

†

 

A female. Young, yes, that could work. Not that he had a choice. A nearby Hunter meant he was safer to stay where he was until there was less risk. What’s more, he’d never resided with a female before. The Fates must have offered him this chance for a reason. Aside from the subtle promise of her magic, would she want to dominate and manipulate others to fulfill her desires as most women did? A human full of material ambition made the ideal keeper, as their greed enabled him to shape them to his will. This human appeared to have no aspirations for position or money. The only images he picked up from her befuddled mind reminded him of wealthy patrons lying on comfortable couches, smoking opium from pipes, while her disheveled clothes and erratic, scattered manner of thinking, jumping from topic to topic without a break, had more in common with those he’d seen collapsed in alleyways, their pipes glowing in the dark as they inhaled. She put on a good show. In contrast, he was not sure what he might find behind the shield she had erected between herself and the world. Fortunately, it had taken no time at all to remove her obsessive craving for crack—whatever that was—which placed her in his debt.
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