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      “Gayle transports readers to an underwater utopia in Love at 20,000 Leagues... Devoted paranormal and sci-fi romance fans will enjoy the futuristic setting.” – Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “A promising paranormal romance debut with intricate backstory, a fun cast of characters, and a trio of Djinn who’ll have you rooting for their freedom to pursue true happily ever afters. The Binding Stone is a magical gem that will have readers wishing for the next in the series.” – Luna Joya, author of the Legacy series

      

      “I thoroughly enjoyed The Binding Stone, by Lizzy Gayle. What a fun, fast-paced, page-turner of a book! Leela and Jered are compelling main characters, and the supporting cast of friends, allies, and enemies keeps the story fresh and interesting. The flashbacks to Leela's long and difficult past perfectly compliment the main storyline. I can't wait for Book 2!” – Lisa Edmonds, author of the Alice Worth series

      

      “Action-packed, steamy, and compulsively readable, The Binding Stone is a superb debut. The magic system of the story hooked me instantly…Add in romance, action, and unforgettable characters, and the author transports us to a place that is sure to enthrall any lover of fantasy.” – Kat Turner, author of the Coven Daughter series

      

      “Filled with magic and mayhem, The Binding Stone delivers a tale of twisted desires, lust for power, and a love strong enough to break the chains of betrayal.” – InD’tale

    

  


  
    
      To Greg Hickey, my biggest fan. I promised you the sequel, but didn’t know you’d be reading it in Heaven. 
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      Paradise Atlantis: The underwater, high tech vacation destination where utopia awaits.

      Not for Sam. Not only is she deathly afraid of being submerged under millions of tons of ocean water, she's stuck for an entire month with the people she blames for her family falling apart. Even with the unexpected attention of two sexy men, including her longtime celebrity infatuation, Sam is sure the trip will be a nightmare.

      She’s both right and wrong. A type of pressure sickness she was unprepared for hits Sam hard, causing both lowered inhibitions and blackouts. When she gives in to her desires, a passionate romance blossoms.

      Unfortunately, even this steamy new relationship can’t salvage the trip when a saboteur uses the AI to commit murder – murder timed perfectly with Sam's mysterious blackouts. Now Sam must clear her conscience by finding the truth. But is she prepared for what she’ll find? Because either she’s a killer or she’s setting herself up to be next on the growing list of victims. 

      
        
        GET IT NOW!
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      I glance at the clock on the mantel for the tenth time in the past hour. Just another ten minutes and Jered will be home, and we’ll be able to go. I’ve been looking forward to this camping trip for a month. Waiting for the three-day weekend has been torturous, and I’ve cursed the fact that even with all my power, I cannot speed up time.

      With a deep sigh, I settle back onto the couch, flipping on the TV. Though I cannot concentrate, the sound soothes me, filling the harsh emptiness of the small apartment. I have grown accustomed to the company of humans. Especially Jered.

      Minutes later, hands slip confidently over my shoulders, and I smile.

      “How on earth did you manage to sneak up on me, Jered?” I ask, watching the deep red of his aura wash over my chest. Only magicians like Jered have auras, and the color tells me he is as excited about our getaway as I am.

      I turn over onto my knees, ready to give him a proper greeting, but the man standing behind me is not Jered. He is tall and well built with dark-auburn hair and piercing blue eyes. Handsome but cold.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      In answer, the magician smiles back. “It’s been far too long, Leela.”

      Something in his voice makes me pause. I am not afraid, just uneasy. After all, there is little that can cause me harm, for I am Djinn. I study his face. He does look familiar, but I cannot place him. Power sizzles at my fingertips. I must assess whether he is a threat.

      “I will ask you one more time. Who are you?”

      “I’m hurt, Little One. How soon you forget the love of your life.”

      Cold dread pours over me. But it is impossible. I left him in a different body, sealed in a dungeon room nearly a year ago. Still, no one else but my first master, the man who betrayed and enslaved me, has ever called me that. How else would he know? I am about to demand an explanation when it hits.

      Pain. Needlelike pressure all over my body. I know this pain. My eyes grow wide; I lift my hands to repel the stranger. But it isn’t he who has brought the lead into my home. The pain grows stronger, and I tumble backward off the couch, striking my head on the floor.

      Footsteps, then more hands beneath my arms, dragging me out toward the entryway. I strain to look around, still too shocked to panic, until I see the face of the man lifting me, setting me into a chair dragged from the small table in the corner.

      But this truly is impossible. I know it. This has to be one of my nightmares that visit so often, but it feels real. And he is there, near seven feet tall, smooth head and beard, and rotting teeth. But if Achan is no longer in his body, then who is? Cephas is dead, killed by Taj’s hands. It cannot be.

      It isn’t a specter wrapping heavy lead chains around my body, securing me painfully to the chair. I lick my lips, gathering enough energy to try to speak. But before I can, a woman steps out in front of me, a woman with long red hair and a cruel smile—Kitra. Of course. If the others are still alive, it would make sense…

      “Here to kill me?” I manage to croak.

      “But why would I kill someone as useful as you, Leela?”

      “You have no Djinn to enslave me.” I find the energy to say what I must. “No matter how you torture me, I will never put on another leash.”

      Kitra’s laugh rings out across the small space while the other two step to either side of my chair. They are surrounding me, but still keeping a distance. The chains begin to burn through my shirt and jeans, and I shift awkwardly in the seat.

      “Oh, but you see? We don’t need you to put it on willingly.”

      “You have another Djinni?” I ask, each word costing me.

      “No. We have you to thank for that, really. You see, Achan and I, we had to work together to escape our little prison. Funny that I never thought of it before. The more Djinn that work together, the more power is available to them. Well, it works the same for magicians, my pet.”

      My chest is too heavy to speak. My head swims. It does not surprise me that Kitra and Achan never bothered to trust another person enough to combine their powers. But I cannot point this out. I can barely stay conscious as it is.

      Cephas grunts somewhere to my right. Kitra laughs.

      “He hasn’t been quite himself since Achan left his body,” Kitra says. “He was mostly gone, but since his body survived, he was able to hang on. Unfortunately, his brain was deprived of oxygen for a little too long.”

      Cephas grunts again.

      “Yes, Cephas. We will do it now.”

      Kitra reaches a hand into the air, and a long black ribbon unravels, with a gleaming diamond in the center. My eyes lock on the horrible object. My heart is attempting to escape through my chest. This cannot be happening.

      The three people surrounding me raise their arms, and their auras pulse and swell, filling in the gaps between them with a sickly yellow light. They step forward, closing in, and the magic rolls over my body like a fog. The choker flies to my throat, wrapping itself around me, pulling tight against my pulse. It’s an all too familiar feeling.

      No. I am free. But the wild terror in my heart lets me know it is no longer true.

      The magicians drop their arms, and the giant unravels the chains, making them disappear into thin air. The pain subsides. But the panic remains as I stay still in my seat, watching the others.

      “Kneel,” Kitra says.

      My legs obey, and I sink to the floor before the chair.

      “You will obey all three of us,” Kitra says. She holds out a large, glimmering diamond, and the others step into view, each holding a matching gem. But this too is impossible—isn’t it?

      “So you see, if one of us were to lose our stone—even two—the third would still bind you. You had best give up any hopes of freedom now. For your own sake.”

      I begin to cry and shake. Tears escape and stream down my face, splashing onto the worn floorboards at Kitra’s feet.

      “Don’t cry, Leela,” Kitra says, and the tears cease, though not the tremors. “You are a very willful Djinni. You have cost us much over the years. So I cannot give you the kind of freedom you had before. From now on, you will not speak unless we ask you to or to acknowledge one of our commands. You will stay close to one of your masters at all times unless commanded otherwise. And you will address us with the proper respect. Is this understood?”

      “Yes, Master.” I hear the words slip from my mouth. My gaze falls at a point somewhere behind Kitra. On the backpack and sleeping bag set ready near the front door. Jered. It’s a pain I’ve never known in all my years of abuse, this sudden loss of real love.

      “You will take us back to our palace now,” Kitra commands. “We have much work ahead of us, to rebuild an empire.”

      I fulfill my command, but before I do, I will one more wave of magic for Jered. A last gift to my love. I know him, know that he will not rest until he finds me. But I cannot allow this. I could not bear to watch him die. It is best if he believes I left of my own free will. He will hurt, but some other girl will mend his heart.

      I clap my hands once, and the house is empty. The chair is replaced at the table, the television turned off, and the backpack and sleeping bag lay unpacked and unraveled in the small closet.
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      The high-pitched melody of the doorbell cuts through my head like a buzz saw. I groan and roll over, throwing the covers back over my head. Whoever dares—

      The door sounds again, but before I can blow it to ash, my bedmate starts shaking me.

      “Taj! Someone’s at the door.”

      I don’t usually pick them because of their immense brain power.

      “It’s five o’clock in the morning.” He squeezes my bicep.

      We just went to bed an hour ago. I open my eyes, and his face swims into view. Tall, lean, blond hair, and lovely gray eyes. Steven, I think.

      “Taj!” Jered storms into my bedroom, thrusting the door open with a burst of magic.

      I squeeze my fist tight, tempted to kill him, when I see the terror on his face. Lee—

      “What is it, kid?” I ask, sliding out of the bed in all my glory. I know I don’t look much older than him, but since in reality I’m a thousand years his senior, I have every right to call him this despite his usual protests.

      His gaze darts downward for a second and then back up to my face. He appears even more upset than before.

      “It’s Leela. She’s gone.” He puts his hands on my arms, shaking me, and I repel him across the room with the flick of my finger. There are some lines you don’t cross. Not even for your sister’s boyfriend.

      “So?” I ask, stretching.

      “So? So? So we were supposed to be on a camping trip right now. The Grand Canyon? Remember?”

      “Why do I care?” I ask, yawning. That’s when I realize Steven—or is it Sam?—is clutching the covers to his chest, with his jaw hanging down. What was it he saw us do?

      “You okay, sweetheart?” I ask.

      This seems to snap him out of whatever state he was in, because he screams. I silence him with a wave.

      “You won’t remember me,” I tell him, and then he disappears in a flash of green light. I sigh.

      “Taj, please. Something’s happened to her, I know it.”

      “Kid, think this through.” I pick him up off the floor and get right in his face. I have to approve of Lee’s taste; he is delectable. “You’ve been together for a year now. That’s quite a bit for someone with the attention span of a Djinni. She probably got bored with you and didn’t know how to tell you. That’s what we do.”

      “No. That’s what you do, Taj. Leela and I are in love.”

      “Oh, to be young and naïve.”

      “Taj, even if she did decide to leave me, which I know she didn’t, wouldn’t she have said something to you?”

      I have to pause here. Lee and I have grown even closer over the past year. She is the only one I even remotely care about. Well, that’s not entirely true. There is one other. The reason I stay close. The reason I’ll continue to stay close no matter what Lee’s done.

      “How long has she been gone?” I ask, letting go and wrapping a bathrobe around myself.

      Jered trails after me into the kitchen. “Sometime before I got home yesterday, around six.”

      “That isn’t even twelve hours!” I say, throwing my hands into the air. “She probably got distracted by some other pretty face. If you’re lucky, she might even come back for you.” I add the last, seeing his wounded puppy-dog look. I can be a tad harsh sometimes.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Jered says, sinking onto a dining chair with a thoughtful frown creasing his forehead.

      “Of course I am.” I wave a hand, and a plate of steaming eggs and bacon appears in front of him. I hop onto the breakfast bar counter and begin working on my own morning meal. “Coffee?”

      “No thanks,” he says, pushing the plate away. “I just…it’s a feeling, Taj. Something isn’t right.”

      I take a sip of my conjured coffee, straight from Kona. “What could possibly have happened to her? Leela’s pretty good at taking care of herself.”

      “Taj, she was really looking forward to this trip. She was very excited about seeing Arizona. She’s never been there before.” Jered leans across the counter, searching my eyes.

      “Maybe she was so excited she left without you,” I say through a mouthful of toast.

      “I’m sorry I came.” Jered pushes away from the counter. “I thought you cared about her like I do. But I guess I was wrong.”

      I’m in his face before his next breath, flashing my anger through my eyes, their green glow reflecting off his white shirt. “Don’t you ever suggest otherwise,” I hiss.

      He presses closer toward my face, his face turning the color of an eggplant. “You sure act like it. You act like an uncaring asshole.”

      “You know, kid, you’d make a beautiful goldfish,” I say, nodding toward my aquarium in the corner. His gaze follows, and he swallows.

      “There must be twenty fish in there, Taj. You didn’t—”

      “Twenty-three,” I say, releasing my grasp on his shirt. “I’d love an excuse for an even two dozen.”

      The moment is ruined when Jered’s cell phone buzzes. He cuts it off quickly, shoving it to his ear.

      “Probably her,” I say, going back to my coffee.

      “Slow down, Elle. What is it? Sophie?”

      I slam down the cup, popping over to Jered’s side.

      “Okay, I’ll be right over.” He hangs up, and our eyes meet. “It’s Sophie. She’s had some kind of a nightmare, and she won’t calm down. She keeps calling for me.”

      “Then you’d better go.” Nightmares I can let him handle. But if she were in physical danger…

      “Taj, Leela usually helps mask my thoughts. If Sophie listens in, she’ll know.”

      He doesn’t have to say any more. I’m the one who took the memories from her in the first place, for her own protection.

      “I’ll come with you,” I say, exasperated. “For Sophie.”
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      Without a second thought, I flash us right outside Sophie’s house. I barely get a glimpse of the impressive colonial when Jered pushes me down behind the trimmed hedge.

      “What?” I snap. “I put on clothes.”

      “I appreciate that, Taj. I do.” Jered uses his obnoxious, placating voice. “But Elle doesn’t know about magic, so how can I hang up the phone and show up three seconds later?”

      Oh, yeah, the mortal mother. “I only got an hour of sleep thanks to you.”

      Jered glares at me, fully aware sleep is a luxury I can do fine without, and peers around the corner toward the brick walkway. There’s nothing there. I don’t know what he’s so paranoid about anyway.

      “We’re wasting time,” I stand. “We’re here now, so if Sophie’s upset, I want to get in there pronto.”

      “Taj, we have to wait. Even if I were around the corner, I couldn’t have gotten here this fast without magic.”

      I stroke my chin as though I’m contemplating his words. “Funny, I thought I was a free Djinni. Oh wait, I am a free Djinni. So your opinion really doesn’t interest me.”

      I snap, and we appear inside Sophie’s bubblegum-colored room. Her mother is hugging her on the canopy bed while the child cries hysterically into her chest.

      She’s grown in just a year, into an even more beautiful little girl with honey-blond hair and crystal blue eyes. And right now, this minute, puffy red cheeks and a very runny nose.

      I owe her, that tiny magician in the bed. At the tender age of eight, she managed to not only rescue me from the control of an evil master, but she granted me my freedom as well.

      Jered continues to glare at me, but I ignore him and clear my throat.

      The mother jumps and spins around, pulling her robe tighter across her chest. Her hair still sticks up from sleep, and she pushes at it. “Oh! Jered. Taj. How on earth did you get here so fast?”

      “It wasn’t that fast really,” Jered says smoothly. “But we did run right over.”

      “I hope you don’t mind my coming along, Mrs. Archer,” I say with my most winning smile. “You see, Jered was at my house when you called, and it’s just around the corner.”

      “Oh. I had no idea we lived so close.” She gives up on her hair.

      “Small world.” I grin.

      Jered’s already scooted in next to Sophie, who has moved over to wrap her little arms around his waist. Her sobs quiet quickly to hiccups and sniffles. Jered conjures a handkerchief while the mother studies me. He hands it to her.

      “Now, Sophie, what is it that scared you so bad?” Jered asks in the soft voice he reserves for emotional females.

      She glances up at me, and it is hard not to smile. I notice the twelve-inch doll she keeps on her nightstand. Little Taj. A mini me, in a harem outfit. I couldn’t resist leaving her with this last gift when I thought I’d never see her again.

      “I saw the bad person take her,” Sophie says in a very small voice.

      “Take who?” I ask, my attention drawn back to the magicians on the bed.

      “Isn’t it obvious, Taj?” Jered snaps. “This is exactly what I was afraid of. It was Leela, wasn’t it?” he asks.

      I shoot him a keep it under control look, but it’s too late. Mom is up and in hysterics before Sophie can respond.

      “Leela? What happened? Jered, how could Sophie possibly know something about Leela? You’re scaring her! Can’t you see that? I think I better ask you to leave.”

      I get tired of listening somewhere around “Leela,” and I wave a hand, freezing the woman in mid snit.

      “Taj!” Jered yells. “Sophie.”

      Oops. Leela is always so much better at these situations than I am. I grin once again, but the little girl simply stares between me and her mother. Then she takes the handkerchief, wipes her nose, and flings it into the air where it disappears.

      “You’re one of us?” she asks.

      “Human? No. I am Djinn. Here.” I release the block I have on Jered’s thoughts, allowing her access.

      She looks toward him, stunned.

      “Taj!” Jered’s face flushes eggplant again. “We’ve been so careful—how could you?”

      “Why did you make me forget?” Sophie asks, scooting away from her traitorous brother.

      “I did it,” I say, ignoring him and smiling at her. “I’m sorry. I was protecting you.”

      She glances toward the doll on her nightstand, and I nod.

      “A gift,” I say.

      “Soph,” Jered pushes, running a hand through his own sandy waves. “I need to know what you saw.”

      She focuses on her brother again, with that same wise, calm look I remember from whenever we were in a stressful situation. It’s something I haven’t mastered in a thousand years of existence, and it fills me with awe.

      “It wasn’t Leela,” she says. Both Jered and I relax. The kid actually had me worried there for a minute. But really, who could take Lee?

      “Who was it then?” Jered asks. I believe I detect a bit of disappointment in his voice. I suppose he was hoping for a lead on this conspiracy theory of his. Poor pathetic guy can’t understand how Lee could have found something more interesting than him. I get it. A couple hundred years ago, I had something I thought was love, but that was naïveté. If Cal had loved me, he would have understood. Not that it would have lasted anyway since we were both slaves.

      Sophie’s voice pulls me out of my reverie.

      “She was like them. Like Leela and Taj. Bright-green eyes that were glowing. Darker skin and curly black hair. She was very pretty, but very scared.”

      Jered and I exchange looks. Clearly it doesn’t ring a bell for either of us. She does sound like a Djinni though. The eyes.

      “What scared her?” I ask, conjuring a glass of water and offering it to Sophie.

      “It was the bad one,” she whispers, accepting the drink. Then she looks at me. “Can you fix my mother, please?”

      “Always polite.” I flick a finger at the frozen woman, and she is transferred downstairs to the kitchen with no memory of our encounter.

      “Thank you,” she says, pressing the cup between her palms.

      “Who is this bad person?” Jered asks. “And why did you ask for me?”

      “I don’t know him either. I only saw him from behind. He was tall. And strong because he picked her up in one arm, after she fell. He has thick black hair like Taj.”

      “Another Djinni?” Jered asks, focusing his intense gaze on me.

      “Let me check my psychic powers to find out,” I say. Sarcasm is my best friend. “It could be,” I add after a moment’s consideration. “It would be almost impossible to overpower her alone otherwise.”

      “I saw something else,” Sophie says. “That’s why I asked for you, Jered.”

      “What did you see?” He brushes a stray hair behind her ear.

      “He made a list appear in the air. He checked it after he made her fall. It had Leela’s name on it. And yours, Taj.”

      “You saw all that?” Jered asks, voice rising in pitch to a level that makes me wince.

      She nods, whimpering again. Jered stands and begins to pace. I bounce down next to Sophie, making her snivels turn to squeals, and scoop her onto my lap.

      “So someone is after Djinn?” Jered asks. “That same someone could have taken Leela.” The pain in his voice is clear.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” I say. “Besides, I’m not convinced this was a true vision.”

      “What do you mean?” Jered turns a lovely shade of pink. “You saw how upset she was. You remember her dream last year, don’t you? She saw Leela saving her in Kitra’s palace.”

      “I don’t have dementia,” I snap. “I remember. But realistically, who could possibly know how to find Djinn? Let alone who we are. Even I don’t know all the Djinn out there. Free or enslaved.”

      “I don’t know,” Jered says, clutching his forehead. He’s exhausted. It occurs to me that he may not have had much sleep either last night, and he actually needs it. Plus, Leela told me how when he gets stressed, he still has headaches. I guess sharing a body with a madman is bound to leave some aftereffects.

      “Can you tell us exactly what you saw?” I ask Sophie. “It would help us find the missing Djinni. And maybe even Leela.”

      “So you do think she’s in trouble?” Jered asks, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m reserving judgment,” I say, tolerating his touch. “How about it, Sophie?”

      She rubs one lacy pink arm across her nose and looks up at me. “I don’t know how. I wish I could show you.”

      “Maybe you can.” I pull a sketch pad from the air and hand it to her. “And here’s a pencil.”

      “I can’t draw that good,” she says, head falling forward.

      I tip her chin upward so she can see me. “It’s a magic pencil. It will help you, if you use your own magic to guide it.”

      Her eyes light up with possibility, and she takes the gifts in her lap. For a few minutes, all we hear is scratching as the pencil flies across the paper. Jered taps an impatient rhythm with his foot against the wall as we wait. I am about to tie him down to the bed from irritation when Sophie holds up her masterpiece.

      “Oh,” as I stare at the image on the page. “Oh. I do know her. That’s Adia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            AUGUST 3, 1866

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I follow my new master through the doors of the main house, resplendent with Grecian columns and thick ivy vines that cling to the walls. She is Margaret Wilde, the widowed owner of a grand Southern plantation. In fact, the enormous white building is in such excellent repair compared to the rest of those in the surrounding areas, it is hard to believe no one is suspicious of magic. Most people were hit hard after the war, their own land used as a battleground or burned, and forced to free their slaves. I did what I could to help the North whenever I was able. But there’s no need to tell my mistress this. I’m sure this information would not impress her.

      “A word, Charlotte,” my master calls into a large sitting room to the right of the entrance.

      A girl of around eighteen straightens as her name is called. She is dressed in a ruffled gown of white and holds court amid a crowd of friends and admirers, yet all attention turns to me. Mouths drop open all around. I am striking after all, having picked a body with the perfect proportion of muscle and a height of over six feet. Not to mention the picture of Southern gentility in my fine gray suit and walking cane. Well, impressive, I suppose, save the color of my skin, which I suspect is the true cause of their nervousness.

      Charlotte shows no sign of anxiety, though. Despite her angelic appearance, perfect heart-shaped face, and long blond curls, I see something sharp in her gray eyes, something that reminds me of her mother. Her aura is brilliant, shiny waterfalls of blues and greens that cascade over her in a steady rhythm. No wonder she is the center of attention.

      She whisks her way toward us with such a calculated sway that all eyes are drawn away from me and back to her. Impressive. I continue to stand casually behind her mother, with a practiced debonair grin on my face. Though the moment she reaches us, I swipe my hat off my head in a grand gesture, and several of her girlfriends titter. She smiles.

      “Mother?”

      “I will have Humphrey serve your friends some lemonade. In the meantime, I’d like you to join us in the den please.”

      Charlotte bids adieu to her admirers and sweeps along the corridor beside me. There’s barely room with her dress taking up the majority of the hall. Gilded mirrors hang on the walls along with larger-than-life portraits of Wilde ancestry. Too hard to tell if they were magicians. Auras do not come through in paintings.

      Once the door is closed behind us, the Widow Wilde’s Djinni, Caldor, appears in the room. He is the one who helped secure my stone for his master. Like most of our kind, he has dark hair and skin with emerald-green eyes. His face has a pleasing roundness to it as well. Charlotte doesn’t even bother a glance in his direction.

      “What is this?” she asks. “I was busy, Mother.”

      “This is your birthday gift.”

      Nice.

      Charlotte wrinkles her nose up and circles me. I stand perfectly still, meeting Caldor’s eyes. He gives no clue as to what I’m in for. Though I have a pretty good idea. Nearly eight centuries of indentured servitude do not lie.

      “Why on earth did you show him off to my friends?” Charlotte’s voice rings across the room. She stamps her foot on the polished wood and pouts.

      “If Taj is here to protect you, no one will ever challenge you, Lottie.” It is the first time her mother has sounded soft.

      “I do not need protection. If anyone bothers me, I shall turn them into caterpillars.” Her fingers spark.

      I raise an eyebrow but remain still, cane and hat clutched behind my back. The Widow Wilde offers a wan smile to her daughter and places my stone in her palm. Charlotte tucks it inside her bosom and glares at me.

      “You will not interact with my friends unless I’ve given the command. Understood?”

      I bow again.

      “Hmph. And you can cut the act. I know how you really feel about this.”

      The grin falls from my face, and I straighten to my full height. A good foot taller than her. If it weren’t for the ocean of petticoats, she’d be rather slight, actually. Not that it matters. She’s taller than my last master, and he was none too fun.

      “Taj, you say?” she asks.

      “That is my name.” It is the first I’ve spoken to her.

      “I believe I’ll call you William. A far more suitable name in case anyone should hear. You’re Cal’s cousin visiting from abroad. Spain, I should think. Anyone can see you have the same eyes. Now you will escort me to my rooms to familiarize yourself with this place.” She spins to face her mother, nose stuck in the air. “Mother.”

      With that she huffs off, throwing aside the double doors and exploding into the hall, with me falling in her wake.
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      “Adia?” Jered asks.

      “Very good, you can repeat names.” I clap my hands in mock adoration.

      Sophie laughs.

      “Who is she, Taj?” Jered presses. “And what does this have to do with Leela?”

      “Settle down. I don’t know what this has to do with Leela. Or me, for that matter. But Adia is a Djinni that passed through the veil in Africa—one of the original few. She traveled, and I crossed paths with her in Asia initially.”

      “Initially?” Jered asks.

      “Perhaps I should just be done with it and turn you into a parrot.” I stand, stretching and wishing I were still in bed with Simon.

      “Sorry, but I’m worried about Leela. God knows what’s already happened to her. Taj, you know what those people can do.”

      “People like you?” I ask, raising an eyebrow.

      “You know I would never—”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist. I know you wouldn’t.” I wave him off. “If I thought you would, you’d be dead. You freed Leela, even though you wanted her. That must have been hard.”

      “Not at all. Generally when you love someone, you don’t want them to be enslaved. FYI, Taj.”

      Now it is my turn to glare. He’s cupping his head in his hands again, pressing his fingers to his temples and squinting in pain. I suppose I ought to lay off. It’s just so easy to torment him.

      “Adia,” I concede, grinning with the memory, “turned up again one other time. When I first came to America. Around the time of the American Revolution. She belonged to a man named Franklin.”

      “Ben Franklin?” Jered asks, dropping his hands. “You’re shi—pulling my leg,” he finishes, seeing Sophie watching with wide eyes.

      “Scout’s honor,” I say, raising the obligatory three fingers. Or is it four? I don’t know; I’ve never been a scout. “How else do you imagine he got so famous? Or had so many women? Have you seen his picture?”

      “And next you’re going to tell me you belonged to George Washington? That he was a magician?” Jered crosses his arms in challenge.

      “No. My master was a man named Arnold. That didn’t end well. Too bad, though. Another magician got a hold of my stone, and well, I ended up back in France for a short time. But that’s a wholly different story.”

      “He doesn’t believe you,” Sophie says, tugging on my sleeve.

      “Small mind,” I say, scooping her up and tossing her into the air, eliciting delighted squeals.

      “So back to Adia,” Jered says, waving me on. “You crossed paths with her twice. Can you think of any reason someone might be after her?”

      I pause, remembering. “She wasn’t exactly Miss Congeniality,” I muse aloud, setting Sophie down on the carpet.

      “Yeah, that surprises me.”

      “No. She makes me look like a freaking puppy dog. So yeah, I’d believe she could have pissed someone off. But it isn’t like Djinn to go after other Djinn. Unless…”

      “Unless?” Jered says excitedly.

      “Unless he isn’t trying to hurt her at all. Maybe he’s trying to rescue the others. Free them. Maybe he’s been freed, and he’s spreading the love.” The thought is a welcome one. It might be nice to fight back for a change.

      “Then what happened to Leela?” Jered asks, sinking onto the foot of the bed. He looks so forlorn, I have to put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Maybe he came for her, and she thought he was hot.”

      He shrugs off my hand.

      “Maybe I can help you find Leela,” Sophie says, once again tugging on my sleeve.

      “I don’t think that’s possible, Soph,” Jered says, trying to smile but ending up looking like he’s passing gas.

      “Why not?” I raise an eyebrow. “She’s done some pretty impossible things for a kid, and that was a year ago. Give the girl a shot.”

      Jered purses his lips, considering Sophie. “Okay, I guess. What’s the harm in trying?”

      Sophie throws her arms around her brother’s neck.

      “How do we do this?” Jered asks, picking her up and balancing her on his hip.

      “We go to the scene of the supposed crime,” I say with a wink.

      And we are all sitting in the middle of Jered’s apartment.

      “Taj! We can’t just take Sophie without her mom’s permission. Look at her, she’s still in her pajamas.”

      I take in Sophie’s pink striped pajamas and knotted hair. Huh. I snap my fingers, and she’s dressed in a frilly dress with two neat pigtails. “Her mother and family now believe she slept over here last night.”

      Jered rolls his eyes. Sophie spins in circles, making the skirt of her dress fly out like a bell. When she stops, she falls down, dizzy with giggles.

      “Now what?” Jered asks.

      “Let me see,” Sophie says.

      We watch as she closes her eyes, taking a deep breath, arms outstretched. I don’t believe Jered can see what I can, her rainbow aura, stretching outward as if it’s scenting the air. She walks confidently between the couch and the television, not bumping into a single thing.

      Jered waits, arms folded. Doubting Thomas. I watch.

      “There was someone else here recently,” she says.

      I perk up.

      “I think they used magic because the air tingles. Right here.” She points to a spot near the sofa and then continues moving around until she gets to the entryway. She stops in the center of the barren floor and gasps.

      “What is it?” we both ask at the same time.

      “A lot of tingling,” she answers. “From all around.”

      “Have any magical guests lately?” I ask Jered.

      “None that I’m aware of.” His face pales, a tinge of pea green coloring his aura.

      “Could it have been Lee’s magic?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so,” Sophie says, narrowing her eyes in concentration. “Some of it was, or at least it feels the same as yours does. But most of it feels like something…different.”
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