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        This short, spoiler-free glossary will give you a quick overview of the various Hindu mythology terms and deities that appear in this book.

      

      

      

      
        
        Amrit – Ambrosia of the gods. Any who drink it will be granted immortality.

        Apsara – Water nymphs who used to grace the god Indra’s court with their beautiful dancing

        Garuda – A large, legendary bird created by the gods to hunt and kill naga. He is the only one of his kind.

        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

        Narada – Vedic Sage and messenger god

        Narak  - Hell

        Shaitan - Demon

        Varuna – God of the celestial ocean and the underwater world

        Yaksha – Wolf people born from the union of Shaitan and man

        Yama – Lord of the Underworld
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      “You bitch,” the bouncer yelled, clutching his nose and stumbling back into the club door. Blood gushed between his fingers, unable to be contained by the meaty hand covering his face. “I’ll have you arrested for this!”

      “I don’t think so.” I pulled a handkerchief from my dress pocket and calmly wiped my knuckles. Punching a six-foot, two-hundred-pound gorilla in the face probably hadn’t been the best idea. Men didn’t like being shown up by a woman, and he’d hold a grudge against me until the end of time for humiliating him in front of the long queue of people waiting to get into the club.

      But then, if Mr. Tall, Dark, and Thuggish hadn’t wanted his face rearranged, he should have kept his hands off my assets.

      The head bouncer strode out of the club entrance and took in the scene. “What the—” He hauled his colleague up by the collar. “What the fuck did you do?”

      The bouncer glared at him. “She broke by nose,” he said thickly.

      I wiped the blood off the top of my dress. “He grabbed my arse.” Good thing my outfit was black, or I would have done a lot more than break his nose. This dress had been expensive.

      The head bouncer, Bunty, shook the guy. “We do not grope the patrons.” He shoved him away. “Get the fuck out of here. You’re fired!”

      The now unemployed bouncer stumbled away, still covering his mashed-up nose. “Fuck you!” He turned his furious gaze on me, as if he were thinking about giving a little tit for tat.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Bunty growled, stepping toward the guy. “I’ll have a constable here before you can blink.”

      The ex-bouncer’s face blanched, and he turned and legged it. Several of the waiting patrons protested loudly as he barreled through them, and a woman in a white fur stole shrieked as he got blood on her. I smirked. Served her right. The cow had been looking at me earlier as if I’d been the troublemaker.

      Bunty sighed, scratching the back of his bald head. “Sorry for the violence, Malina. He was a new hire.” He held out a hand, gesturing for the bloodied tissue I clutched. “I’ll get rid of that for you.”

      “Thanks.” I handed it over, offering him my sweetest smile. “Don’t worry about it, Bunty. Wasn’t your fault.”

      His shoulders relaxed. “Have a fab night, Malina.”

      “Will do.”

      He stepped aside to let me enter the club.

      I checked my coat in with the gum-popping, kohl-abusing attendant, then slipped through the elaborate arch into one of the hottest spots in London. The noise enveloped me with its varying cadences. The clash of competing perfumes masked the heat of body odor. My heightened senses went into overdrive as I worked to control the overload. This was background noise, nothing more. The scents and clamor dulled enough to bear. What I wouldn’t give for takeaway food and Saturday night television—my go-to activity when not on the job. But my life as an assassin made it way too easy to disconnect from the world. Socializing was the only way to stay grounded, to pretend I was normal.

      As if slitting throats wasn’t just a regular day on the job for me.

      I pushed through the throng of writhing, bopping bodies—the bass beat traveled up my limbs to settle in my head like a second pulse—and scanned the room for my friends. Whatever Carmella and Aaron had planned, it better be worth missing my favorite game show. Breaking free of the worst of the crowd without being fondled was a feat. Carmella’s silver-blonde head came into view as she leaned over the bar. Her skirt rode up, exposing tanned thighs as she spoke to the bartender. A nearby group of guys nudged one another and ogled.

      “Hey, Carmella.”

      My friend peeled herself off the bar. “Malina!” She threw her arms around me in an overexuberant gesture, enveloping me in a cloud of Gucci Rush. My nose twitched in reaction to the overpowering fragrance, and I held back a sneeze. Carmella would kill me if I sneezed all over her dress.

      The bartender caught my eye over Carmella’s shoulder.

      “How much has she had?” I asked.

      “Enough.” He pushed a Cosmo my way and set a bottle of water on the bar, jerking his head toward Carmella. “She needs to drink that.”

      I extricated myself from her death grip and handed her the bottle. She pouted but took a swig. Satisfied she was hydrating, I sipped my drink, ignoring the leering guys hovering around the table to our left.

      “Where’s Aaron?” I asked.

      “On the dance floor, being a slut.” Carmella pointed in the general direction.

      Aaron was grinding with a petite brunette under the spinning strobe lights. He looked up, as if sensing my presence, and shot me a saucy grin. I raised my glass. Aaron was a slapper, no two ways about it—a different girl every week, sometimes two in the same week. Where did he get his energy? Just hearing about his conquests, sometimes in lurid detail, was exhausting. If only my love life could be as colorful, but relationships meant disclosure, and disclosure meant having to lie about who I was and what I did for a living.

      “So what was the big deal about coming out tonight?” I asked Carmella.

      A couple of the guys broke off from the leering group and sauntered over.

      Carmella hadn’t noticed yet. “Oh, we just wanted to celebrate—”

      “Hello, ladies, looking hot.”

      The pickup line was accompanied by a flash of fang and the invasive scent of cheap cologne. Bloody vamps. “Piss off, dead boy.”

      “Oh, honey, this dead boy can make you feel alive.” The younger of the two grabbed his crotch.

      “Real classy.” I rolled my eyes. “Get lost before I lose my temper and slap the fangs out of your face.”

      Carmella’s fingers dug into my wrist, but I ignored her. Glaring at the young guy, I willed him to take the hint and leave. He was probably the oldest one in the group. Being an entity that could reanimate a dead human body had its perks. The buggers got to pick and choose their skins. The Inter-Entity Pact prohibited them from feeding directly off humans, but not all the bloodsuckers complied, and The Pit—a prison for supernatural creatures—had become flooded with lawbreakers.

      Give me a yaksha over a vamp any day. At least the lupine-looking beasts stuck to their own territories, unlike the vamps, who thought the entire world belonged to them. The itch to do some hurting warred with common sense. Inflicting pain wasn’t worth risking my kill marks. The tattoos were a status symbol among my kind, letting my colleagues know how good I was at my job.

      Carmella was practically standing on my pretty new boots to get away from them.

      The vamp stepped closer. “Oh, come on, there’s no need to be so . . . hostile.”

      Kicking ass in heels was not a problem, but these were brand-new, and this dress was not designed for high kicks. Not unless I wanted to flash a little muff. On the other hand, it had been a long time since I’d gotten to blow off steam. Slitting throats and slipping poison into tea didn’t do anything to alleviate pent-up aggression. Those were quiet activities, done from the shadows.

      No, what I really needed was a good brawl.

      The older vamp sidled closer, his breath sickly sweet with a hint of copper. “You have beautiful eyes . . . I love women with long hair.” His gaze traveled down my body. “That dress is killer.”

      I’d opted not to wear my contacts today, and my natural amber irises always drew attention. He was wrong about the dress, though. It wasn’t killer, but the person wearing it was.

      “Did you not hear the words coming out of her mouth?” Carmella asked in her best Chris Tucker impersonation. I smiled my shark smile, and Carmella stepped back, pressing close to the bar.

      I inched forward. “You think my eyes are pretty?”

      “Oh, yeah, like embers.” He reached out to touch my face.

      Big mistake.

      Faster than a snake strike, I grabbed his hand and bent it back. A crack cut through the air. He screamed, falling back to nurse his broken wrist.

      The younger vamp hissed, his pupils glowing crimson.

      “And there’s the demon.”

      “You fucking bitch!” He lunged.

      I braced myself, ready to counter his attack.

      “Enough.”

      A tingle ran up my spine and settled at the base of my neck as the scent of cinnamon filled my head. The vampire froze, arms raised, hands curled into claws in the perfect parody of a horror-flick zombie. The vamp nursing his wrist stepped out of our personal space as a smooth, cultured voice drifted over my shoulder.

      “Go be somewhere else. Now.”

      The young vampire stumbled back, suddenly released from his mystic freeze-frame, baring his teeth to show his displeasure. Both vamps skulked over to their group.

      Carmella stared over my shoulder with a starstruck expression. That girl had it bad.

      “Perfect timing as always, Loki.” I turned to face my unnecessary rescuer, preparing for the impact of his presence.

      An electric ripple skimmed over my skin, the hairs on my arms standing to attention. Suppressing a shudder, I met his mesmerizing hazel eyes and tried not to lose myself in counting the flecks of gold floating in them. I smiled at the powerful witch, not wanting to expose how he affected me. The energy radiating off Loki was only a fraction of his mojo. He was an independent witch, affliated to no coven.  His lips curled into a wicked smile, telling me he was in no way fooled.

      “Attracting trouble again, I see,” he said.

      “Why the heck do you let them in?”

      “Because the law is clear, Malina. If I bar them, they can go to the authorities and get me shut down. If I let them in and they try to suck on one of my patrons, I get to do some hurting.”

      Carmella giggled, drawing Loki’s attention.

      “Looking as ravishing as always, Carmella.” He rolled the R in her name, bringing a flush to her skin.

      Carmella was striking. Her tanned skin and silvery hair stood out in a crowd—not that she got out much. Being the assassin guild librarian, responsible for the armory and library of artifacts, involved a ton of underground time.

      There was no doubt in my mind Loki was drawn to my friend, but for some reason he always kept a polite distance. Like now—instead of buying her a drink or asking her to dance, he politely excused himself and melted into the crowd.

      The spot where the vamps had stood was now empty. Loki’s presence had done the trick.

      “I give up,” Carmella said. “He is so not into me.”

      “Hey, my favorite girls!” Aaron slid between us and placed an arm around each of our shoulders, pulling us toward his sweaty torso. “Ready to celebrate?”

      Carmella squealed.

      “Yeah, what are we celebrating anyway?”

      Aaron dropped his arm from Carmella, spun me, and cupped my shoulders. “Your fiftieth.”

      “What?” My eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      Carmella squealed again.

      Aaron grinned. “I overheard Barrett talking to Constance. The job should be coming in tomorrow.”

      I stared, stunned, trying to absorb this monumental development as Aaron flagged down the bartender to get us celebratory drinks. My fiftieth kill was coming in, which meant my fiftieth mark, ascension in the ranks, a huge pay raise, and the chance to get out of my crappy flat on the shitty side of Hackney. I’d been working toward this ever since I’d graduated five years ago. At twenty-one, I’d be the youngest guild member to achieve the honor.

      Yeah . . . so worth missing that game show.

      Taking the tall cocktail Aaron passed me, I joined in the toast they gave and took a slug. This dress wasn’t made for fighting, but I could get in some serious moves on the dance floor.
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      Carmella’s silky hair, soft curves, and virginal looks garnered a lot of attention. My body, trained as an assassin, gathered some as well, but usually the wrong kind. I was the dark to her light. The yin to her yang. Tonight, I was up for finding an oasis, but I didn’t see my preferred brand of tall, cool, and satisfying on offer.

      A few hours later, I was back at the bar, eyeing the exit longingly. Aaron had gone off with two women about thirty minutes ago, and Carmella was flirting with a blond hunk next to me who was completely enamored with her. Satisfied she was in safe hands, I said goodbye and headed for the cloakroom. Visions of a tasty kebab and my bed were dancing in my head when a prickle of awareness danced down my spine. I turned, my gaze connecting with a man a few feet away. An electric thrill rushed through me, and I knew instinctively he’d been watching me. Maybe for longer than I’d realized.

      Man, he was huge. His shirt strained across a broad chest and shoulders. Shaved head, sharp cheekbones, and suck-on-me lips. The strobe lights reflected off his eyes, making it impossible to pinpoint their true color.

      He stood a few meters to my left, leaning against a balustrade, a bottle of beer dangling casually from his fingertips, except there was nothing casual about that look. I was the sole focus of his attention, and a strange heat flooded my veins just as his nostrils flared. I squared up to face him, and his body tensed. His eyes flashed neon green, his upper lip curling in a snarl.

      What the fuck?

      My gut twisted, and my pulse kicked up.

      He took a step toward me, and I turned and ran.
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      Pushing through a group of girls at the entrance, I ran straight past the cloakroom and out into the night. The queue was a thick snake of people who swallowed me up. Weaving my way through them, away from the entrance, I ignored the dirty looks and annoyed tsks. Mr. Tall and Built was still behind me, dithering by the head of the queue.

      Yeah, try getting to me now.

      He stepped around the line and began striding down the pavement parallel to it.

      Shit.

      There was a taxi rank around the corner. I needed to get to it fast. A well-placed elbow here, a nudge there, and the crowd thinned. Almost there. Heart hammering against my rib cage, throat tight with fear, I broke out of the queue and ran, full sprint, toward the rank. A taxi waited on standby. Its lights flared on as I approached.

      I jumped in. “Drive, drive now.”

      “Where to?”

      “Hackney. Just drive, please.”

      The engine roared to life, and I risked a peek out the window as we drove away.

      The man was nowhere to be seen.

      Shit, had I imagined the chase? No. The man had definitely come after me. I was sure of it. But why had I run? Loki’s was a safe place, and I could hold my own. I pictured the guy’s face, the intense way he’d focused on me. A shudder ripped through me. But if he truly had been coming after me, where had he gone? It wouldn’t have been hard for him to run ahead and cut me off. Had I imagined the flash of neon in his eyes? It could have been the lights. But the snarl?

      “Miss, you okay back there?”

      “Fine. I’m fine.”

      I sat back and blew out a breath. The taxi was a temporary cocoon of safety and warmth, and my pulse slowed. Maybe I’d overreacted. Admittedly, I was wound too tight. I’d been working so hard that it’d been a while since I’d hit the training room for some good old-fashioned one on one. Maybe I just needed sex?

      My stomach grumbled. Damn, I’d forgotten to grab a kebab, and my bloody coat was still in the cloakroom.

      Sod it. I could handle a little chill if it meant food.

      I leaned in toward the partition separating me from the driver. “Hey, change of plans. Can you drop me off at Charlie’s, please?”

      The driver nodded and cut across the lane. He made a right turn at the lights and deposited me on the freezing sidewalk outside Charlie’s. It was a ten-minute walk from there to my flat, maybe longer in heels, but I needed food, and Charlie’s did the best Kung Pao chicken this side of Hackney.

      A few minutes later, steaming hot food in a bag, I began my clip-clop home. Shame being an assassin didn’t give me blister-proof feet. I was five minutes out when I sensed I was being followed. The guy from the club? My muscles tensed, but I kept an even pace. I was in a well-lit area with plenty of open shops, but in a few minutes I’d be turning down a dimly lit residential street lined with crappy flats, one of which was mine. I’d had to leave Vindra—my Indian Jambiya dagger—at home. There was no way I could have concealed nine inches of curved Damascus steel under this dress or in my calf-high boots. But I wasn’t stupid enough to wander the streets of London at night defenseless. I reached into my handbag, retrieved my keys, and unclipped my cold steel micro-recon blade from the keychain. When flipped open, the blade was barely two inches long, but it was all I needed.

      Still, it was best to face my pursuer on the main street.

      I spun around, intent on confrontation, and scanned the pavement. People milled about, either heading home or out for the evening. A night bus pulled in across the road, lighting up the street with its inner glow as it picked up eager travelers. My stalker was absent.

      Man, this was why I avoided clubs; they completely messed with my senses. I wasn’t being followed, but my food was getting cold.

      Picking up the pace, I headed down the main street and cut to the side street that led to my block of flats. The hum of the city fell away, and silence wrapped around me except for soft panting and a click of claws on pavement. I turned to look down at a gray dog with its cute lolling tongue and beady black peepers. He looked exactly like Toto from the Wizard of Oz film.

      He looked back at me with puppy-dog eyes that tugged at my heartstrings. The street was deserted. There was no sign of a dog owner.

      “Hey, are you lost?” I took a step toward the dog. He didn’t growl or bark, so I crouched and tentatively reached for him. He ducked his head, padded closer, and allowed me to pet him. His fur felt rough and gnarly with skin stretched over bone. There was no collar.

      Crap. A stray.

      The poor animal was probably starving, attracted by the smell of my Chinese food. I’d seen lots of strays in the area, although the local shelter was pretty good about doing sweeps and rounding them up. I really didn’t have time to take responsibility for getting this one to the shelter. Standing up and adjusting the hem of my dress, I turned my back on the little creature.

      My steps were accompanied by the click of toenails.

      Maybe he’d get bored and leave. I just needed to ignore him.

      My block of flats came into view—a beautiful vista plastered in colorful graffiti and surrounded by crushed beer cans and cigarette butts.

      Home sweet home.

      The distinctive scent of cannabis tickled my nostrils as I climbed the steps to the fire doors. I let myself in and allowed the doors to close behind me with a click before heading for the stairs. The lift in this place was permanently out of order and stank of piss. Thank goodness I lived on the second floor and not the tenth.

      As I put one boot on the first step, the back of my neck prickled. I glanced over my shoulder. The dog sat on the pavement outside, bathed in the anemic light filtering out from the entrance hall. The world rumbled and the heavens opened, battering the fire doors with fat raindrops.

      Surely the stray would run off now. He would seek shelter. But there he sat, staring at me with black eyes. Let me in, they said. Pwease. I could almost imagine a trembling bottom lip.

      “Crap!”

      I stomped back over to the fire doors and pushed them open.

      “Come on then, get in here.”

      He trotted up the steps and into the foyer, then proceeded to shake himself dry.

      “Whoa, hold still.” I held my hands a foot over his body and willed the water to rise off his fur. Droplets hovered in the air, and I flicked them toward the wall to my left. He wasn’t bone dry, but he wasn’t sopping anymore.

      “There, better?”

      Yeah, water was kinda my jam. Wish I knew which parent I’d inherited it from. Being adopted didn’t really bother me—Barrett had been good to me, and I’d never wanted for anything as a child—but it was frustrating, not knowing where I came from. Were my heightened senses from my mum or dad? Which one could manipulate water? Barrett had agreed there was supernatural influence somewhere in my bloodline, but there weren’t many humans left who didn’t have a supernatural creature in their family tree.

      The dog was doing that looking-at-me thing again.

      I sighed. “Come on, Toto. Let me introduce you to my humble abode.”

      Settled in the corner of my cramped sitting room, Toto, who I’d positively determined was a guy, chowed down on Kung Pao chicken. I had nothing else to give him. Fast food and microwave meals were my staple diet, and the tiny hob was only lit when I fancied a fry-up.

      PJs and fluffy socks on, I curled up on my battered two-seater sofa and ate straight out of the containers. My stomach growled in appreciation. The television was on, and Graham Norton quizzed celebrities about their latest achievements while taking the piss out of them. This was bliss. My dump turned cozy retreat. Every item—the squeaky sofa, the chipped coffee table, the threadbare rugs and cushions, and the numerous knickknacks that littered every available surface—were personal ones I’d sought out and paid for myself. Barrett had been worried about me moving out of guild accommodations, but I’d made it on my own. Yeah, I would miss this place, cramped and cluttered as it was. A pang of nostalgia hit, and I hadn’t even left yet.

      I finished my food, placed the empty containers on the coffee table, and stretched.

      “Stay here,” I said to Toto before padding toward my bedroom.

      After I stripped off my clothes, I climbed into my small double bed. My skin felt tight and itchy, but an early morning swim at the leisure center would put that to rights just in time for my big job. I’d drop Toto off at the shelter on the way.

      I closed my eyes and visualized tomorrow, envisioned Barrett’s face as he handed me my fiftieth kill order. It was a milestone event, and he always handed them out. This time, he would have that extra twinkle in his eye that denoted pride. And maybe, just maybe, he would even hug me. Yeah, the fiftieth kill order could change everything.

      It had to.

      Sleep wrapped its warm arms around me. And with my bed’s perfectly sagging mattress and springs shaped to cradle my frame, it was like being rocked to sleep. I was just nodding off when the distinctive sound of a bass beat rattled the ceiling, jerking me awake. Damn. The third time this week.

      Gritting my teeth, I swung my legs off the bed and grabbed my robe. It was time to stop playing nice. Shrugging the rough silk over my shoulders, I stormed out of the flat to give the bloke upstairs the ear bashing of his life.

      If only the guild allowed kill orders on noisy neighbors.
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      The neighbor was alive, but sans music system, after I  accidentally-on-purpose dropped a glass of water onto it. In high spirits, I headed to the pool for my much-needed swim. Toto had disappeared sometime in the night, and though I’d searched high and low, he was nowhere to be found. I felt bad for the little guy—he was probably hiding in a corner somewhere, scared—but I had to choose between searching for him or getting in my laps before the day started.

      He was a cute dog, but the laps were going to win every time.

      As I cut through the water with long, sure strokes, my mind drifted and my senses opened. It was here that everything was truly heightened. Every particle of light, every scent, every sensation . . . was just . . . more. Laps done, I simply floated, calling the water to me, commanding it to cradle me as I coasted.

      A splash cut through the silence.

      I knew that scent—fresh, clean, alien in the fact that it was devoid of any actual real smell but unique to its owner and her kind.

      Deena’s face emerged out of the water by my head. “Thought you had the place to yourself, did you?”

      “Should have known you’d be along to intrude.”

      Deena was in better shape than me. A dancer at Loki’s, an apsara—one of the water nymphs who had graced the god Indra’s court back in their glory days—she had a body built for movement and looked pretty good for someone who was more than a few centuries old. Back then, no supernatural creatures walked the earth. But then the gates of hell had opened and the human realm had been overrun by shaitan—demons that raped, pillaged, and burned our cities.

      The gods had come down, revealing themselves as they fought to protect the humans. Indra, with his lightning bolt; Varuna, rising out of the sea with his trident; and Narada, winging his way from god to man and delivering the messages that helped win the war. Most humans had forgotten the gods’ ancient Vedic names, knowing them by their Greek, Norse, or Roman personas. The gods had closed the gates of hell, pushing the shaitan back into the underworld, but the demons’ seed had remained. It had spawned all manner of supernatural monstrosities. Only a tiny percentage of pure human bloodlines remained. The rest were tainted. Some had evolved into the meld of man and beast that made a yaksha; others had evolved into vampires—entities without physical bodies of their own. And then there were those who had evolved to harness magic, banding into covens and calling themselves witches.

      This was the world I’d been born into. This was the world I killed to protect.

      Deena splashed water in my face. “Hey, fancy a race?”

      I rolled onto my front in the water. “Do you even have to ask?”

      We set off across the pool, neck and neck at first. Like always, she pulled away at the last moment to touch the edge of the pool and take the win.

      “Just admit it. You’re toying with me.” I came up to rest beside her.

      She was a bloody water nymph; she could beat me in a swim race with her hands tied behind her back. We bobbed in the water, side by side.

      Her full lips parted to reveal even, white teeth. “I wish I were, Malina, but you’re fast. Not as fast as me—at least not yet—but fast.” She winked and rose in the air, throwing herself backward into the water and vanishing under the surface.

      Swim time was over. It was time to find out if Aaron had heard right. I climbed out of the pool, my stomach bubbling with nerves.

      The changing room was empty, and I dressed quickly, pulling on my soft gray jeans and black polo jumper. Vindra settled against my hip, and I shrugged on my coat to cover her. I had a permit to carry her, but I’d learned that flashing her about didn’t really endear me to anyone. I used my affinity for water to draw the moisture from my hair, leaving it dry enough to pull into a ponytail.

      My phone beeped with a new text. Barrett wanted to see me as soon as possible.

      The order had come in.

      It was time to make my fiftieth kill.
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      The guild was situated in Soho, about a five-minute walk from the Square gardens. Tottenham Court, the nearest stop, was one of the many tube stations that had been closed off seventeen years ago after some major gas leaks had resulted in explosions and fire. The council—chosen representatives of human, god, and supernatural races—had never reopened them, opting instead to pour money into building aerial tramways above the city. Luckily for me, there was a station outside Hackney Central, which was a ten-minute walk from the leisure center. Today, the swim had left me energized and ready for anything. I made the walk in half the time. Swiping my Payall card at the entrance, I stepped into the elevator that would take me to the platform.

      It was barely seven o’clock, and the platform was pretty dead. I grabbed a cheese and bacon croissant from a nearby vendor and leaned against the railing before chowing down. Below me, the streets were truly waking up, the serene silence of the morning interrupted by the buzz of motors, the clatter of feet, and the hum of life. A gust of air swept loose tendrils of my hair into my face and alerted me to the arrival of the car. Buzzing from the electrical cables that ran the cars drowned out the street noise below. The car came to a smooth standstill suspended in the air beside the platform.

      The doors slid open. Brushing croissant crumbs off my jacket, I boarded.
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      Soho Square garden was a hive of activity. People rushed about, seemingly eager to get to work and start their day. The smells were overwhelming—body odor, cologne, and rotting flesh. Vampires had become bolder, venturing out in the day more frequently since the council passed a law making blood donation compulsory for humans. Sixty percent of the donations went straight to the vault—a blood bank where only vampires made withdrawals. They could feed more often and counter the decaying effects of the sun on their mortal dead bodies.

      My stomach churned. Our society was catering to the entities because they weren’t going anywhere. As long as they played by the rules, we had to treat them as citizens. They had, after all, descended from human bloodlines.

      Ducking my head, I powered through the fray, exhaling only when the crowd thinned. I cut across the grass, hopped a low fence, crossed the road, and turned onto the street that would lead me to the dojo, which acted as a front for guild operations.

      It was a long brick building with huge tinted windows and a swivel door. Jenna looked up from her desk at reception as I strode past. The place was all minimalistic decor, highlighted by cool, calm colors and the vapor of incense. Bypassing the training room, I beelined for the lift. The doors closed, and I pressed my thumb to the panel that displayed the floor numbers. It flashed green, and the lift began to move down. Not all staff members at the dojo were guild assassins, and as far as they were concerned, there was no basement level to the building. Guild operatives knew better because the basement was where our domain began.

      The lift stopped, and the doors slid open into a small square room. Furniture was piled up to one side—a couple of tables and two chairs. A pile of crash mats was set up against the opposite wall—a façade for anyone who shouldn’t be down here. After walking across the room, I reached up and planted my palm on the wall directly opposite the lift. The hidden scanner registered my prints, and the concealed door slid open with a click. I sauntered into the guild headquarters.

      HQ spread out beneath Soho like a secret stain. The basement area, under the dojo, was simply the tip of the iceberg. The office area was where we picked up assignments, signed out equipment, and socialized. Beyond the basement, spread out under the rest of Soho, were the accommodations where most assassins in training opted to live, moving out into the world only when they had the funds. The guild’s recruitment process was clandestine—star students from the dojo whose families were asked to sign a nondisclosure agreement. The rest were born into the life. I was neither born into the service nor recruited. I was adopted into it. No regrets. This place had made me who I was. It gave me purpose and a family. Killing wasn’t an issue because the targets were all supernaturals intent on disrupting the peace—cult leaders, murderers, and those breaking the pact by feeding off humans. Plus, I got to use my special brand of pain on the scum—my clever poisons. Despite guild efforts, The Pit was overflowing with lawbreakers. The world was going to shit, and my gut told me it was only a matter of time before some bright spark decided to reenact the apocalypse.

      “Malina!” Constance, the head of correspondence, waved me over from her workstation.

      Constance was the first to get her hands on kill orders. My heart sank. Had Barrett asked her to pass the order to me? I cut across the smooth hardwood floor to her work area—a neat square comprised of a huge desk, a high-back leather chair, and a wall of cubby holes all neatly labeled.

      The only mail we ever received was from the council—kill orders and letters forwarded to us from the families of the assassins. It was all sent via what we liked to call witch mail because it simply materialized in Constance’s in-tray throughout the day.

      Constance grabbed a package from a cubby behind her and handed it to me. Her brows shot up. “Did you forget?”

      Shit! I smiled sweetly and plucked the package from her fingers. “Forget? Pfft. Why do you think I came in today?”

      She crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “I know Barrett called you in, Malina.”

      Of course she did. “Fine, I almost forgot. But I didn’t, because I have you to remind me.”

      “Uh-huh. You need to start reminding yourself, girly. I won’t always be around to mother you.”

      I leaned over the desk and planted a kiss on her cheek. “You’re not going anywhere, Constance. I won’t allow it.”

      She pushed me playfully aside. “Get away with you.”

      Barrett might be my adopted dad, but it was Constance who I’d gone to with the stuff I didn’t feel comfortable sharing with Barrett. She was my unofficial adopted mum, and Carmella’s aunt, and I loved her to bits. I shoved the package containing my meds into my coat pocket. If Constance knew I was late taking a vial, that I should have picked up the batch yesterday and taken one last night, she’d happily throttle me. I’d been distracted by Aaron and Carmella’s invite to Loki’s. Still, one day wouldn’t kill me. I’d down a vial as soon as I got home.

      Leaving Constance to her admin duties, I strode through the office past cubicles containing assassins on administration duty. The guild building was paid for by the council. We received kill fees, but the rest of the funding came from the many small businesses the guild owned and operated under various names—businesses that seasoned assassins used as covers in normal society.

      The guild and its operatives were the government’s best-kept secret.

      I briefly greeted everyone along the way, my focus on getting to the head honcho’s office. He kept residence at the back, just before the exit that led to the accommodations.

      Grunts and heavy breathing from hand-to-hand combat drills came from the training room on my way by. Outside the door of the gym, machines whirred, reminding me I owed my body a workout. Through the next door—my favorite place—the lab contained cabinets and shelves stocked with ingredients to make deadly poisons.

      I’d spent most of my childhood in there, shadowing Devi, our resident doctor who had a specialty in toxicology and biochemistry. Devi hadn’t needed to patch me up yet—my victims never had a chance to fight back—but she was the go-to person for injuries. She was bent over a microscope, her brown hair secured in a neat twist at the base of her skull.

      I tried to duck out, not wanting to disturb her, but she glanced up and caught me.

      “Malina, come.” She waved me in.

      “What are you working on?”

      “A chili-pepper poison.”

      “A what?” I moved over to the desk and gazed at her notes.

      “Capsaicin is the active ingredient in hot chili peppers. If consumed in large enough of a quantity, it can cause seizures, convulsions, and even death.”

      The poisons in my arsenal were undetectable, breaking down too quickly for the medical examiner to find any traces. They produced symptoms similar to that of natural deaths like heart attacks or brain aneurysms. This Capsaicin, if tailored right, would be perfect.

      I leaned over her shoulder. “You gonna make some for me?”

      Devi chuckled. “I’ve never known an assassin to love poisons so much.”

      “I learned from the best.”

      She ducked her head. “Well, your enthusiasm makes it all worthwhile.”

      Most of the other assassins preferred orchestrating accidents or making the hit look like a robbery. A couple of them enjoyed the job a little too much. Killing wasn’t enjoyable; it was the challenge, the preparation, that got me off. Preparation like brushing up on engineering facts in order to impress a target enough for him to ask me out on a date. He’d had a heart attack in the restaurant just after I excused myself to go to the ladies’ room. Being an assassin was more than just turning up and doing a job. It was learning enough about a target to figure out the best way to get close enough to eliminate him or her. As assassins, the only information we weren’t given was their crimes.

      Devi watched me carefully. “You look pale. Have you been eating properly?”

      Shit. The vial. “I’m fine.” I slung an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Let me know when you’ve perfected it.”

      “You can pop in and help when you’re free.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I think Barrett has a job for me, but after that, I’m all yours.”

      Her mouth formed an O. “Won’t that be your—”

      “Fiftieth? Yup.”

      “Good luck.”

      I left her fiddling with the microscope and slipped out, passing the armory and artifacts room. Resisting the urge to pop in and say hello to Carmella, I headed straight to Barrett’s office.

      I knocked on the door and entered.

      “What took you so long?” Barrett harrumphed from behind his desk.

      I swallowed my disappointment at his reaction and plastered a neutral expression on my face. “Your message said as soon as possible. This is as soon as possible.”

      “Don’t get smart with me. Sit down.”

      I bit back my annoyance at his tone and took the seat opposite him.

      The grumps were Barrett’s go-to mood. No matter what I did, or how hard I worked to be the best, it was never enough to break through the gray cloud surrounding him that kept me at bay. When was the last time he’d hugged me? He didn’t do warmth, but today . . . I’d hoped he’d make an exception. My eyes stung, but I cleared my throat and straightened my spine.
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