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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

      

      “Love at 20,000 Leagues is a fast-paced, futuristic whodunit the takes place in an underwater resort called Paradise Atlantis. The story follows a woman named Sam as she faces claustrophobia, a strange pressure-related illness, and morally-ambiguous AI all while navigating a steamy love triangle…Gayle’s writing is excellent and the balance between action, adventure, intrigue, and romance is spot on. This is a super fun, highly imaginative, and thoroughly satisfying read that will have you guessing right until the end. I can’t wait to read the next book in the series!” – Jess K. Hardy, author of the Ignisar series

      

      “The storytelling and flow of The Bleeding Heart is fantastic, like ‘I stayed up until 5:30 in the morning finishing it because I couldn’t stop turning pages’ fantastic. The worldbuilding is well-paced and organic and the action picks up and never lets you down. There’s action, there’s twists, there’s romance, and there’s love – real, true, love – both familial and romantic.” – Book and Coffee Addict
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      This is the moment I’ve spent a year longing for. Perhaps it is my nerves making me so dizzy and unsettled. For one who doesn’t need sleep, I have been getting my share lately. Jered knows something isn’t right, but I haven’t let on the full extent of my mystery illness. I do not wish to detract from the big moment or give him or anyone else a reason to postpone for another decade.

      Waves of emotion crash over me as I join hands with every Djinn I’ve come to know over the last millennium. Some far longer than others. Tears flow freely down my face. I could not control it if I tried. Jered, though only a magician, is able to join us as well, because of the sheer number of Djinn present, and I am forever thankful for that as he lends me his strength, enfolding me in his baby-blue aura.

      Together we rise in the air, a great circle of beings with glowing eyes in the center of a cyclone of power. We fly upward, slowing time as we go so that it takes a mere flash to reach our destination. Jered has never been in space before. He will be safe with me. With us.

      “It feels as though we should have a ceremony or something.” Taj speaks through the connection and our minds. He is still new at leading the Order and sounds abashed, which is so unlike him. To me, that lends an air of awe to what we are doing.

      “Cal will check the other side one last time,” Dira says through the same connection. Her desperation to finish the work her lover started brings a pain to my heart.

      Taj nods, squeezing his partner’s hand, and Cal disappears through the veil. I hold my breath, but he returns mere moments later with a smile on his face.

      “They are ready,” Cal reports.

      “Let us go through the circle one last time,” Taj says, shoulders back. “Say your name and aye if you agree we should close the door permanently.”

      One by one, starting with Dira, our names are spoken. Every Djinn here is voting yes. It is a mere technicality. I’ve worked so hard for so long to convince the last stragglers of the importance of it. All I know is that I will finally be free to live a human life with the man I love. My turn can’t come fast enough.

      “Hold!” Mira appears in the center of our circle. She is holding the hands of Jered’s stepsister Sophie and another magician I do not recognize.

      Chatter breaks out, but I squeeze Jered’s hand, unwilling to let go. Why has she come? Fear grips my heart and causes my palm to sweat. She said she’d stay neutral. She said she’d stay out of it.

      “What’s with the dramatic entrance?” Taj asks, leaning forward but not breaking the link. Though his words jest, his tone is filled with concern. Both Mira and Sophie mean so much to him. To all of us. But I will not forgive Mira if this is an attempt to stop us. I cannot let that happen. I cannot lose my one chance at happiness.

      “You have to listen to me,” Mira says in a booming voice that circulates throughout the circle. “You cannot close the veil.”

      The chatter grows too loud. I grind my teeth together in anger, still holding tight to Jered.

      “You have no right!” I scream, and everyone falls silent.

      Mira turns to face me, fear in her eyes and something else. Something like emerald fire. When she speaks, it is low and even, a stark contrast to my seething, trembling state. I’ve been tortured and abused for too long, living in the shadow of fear. I will stop that from happening ever again if it is the last thing I do.

      “You did not heed my words once before, and it cost too much. You will hear me this time, Leela. I told you there were too many unknowns.”

      I know she speaks of her first love, Rhada, but that was centuries ago.

      “If this is a way to get even—”

      “No. This is to save the one I love and the ones you love, Leela. If you close that veil, then Sophie dies.”
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      The velvet blackness of night hides me from view as I creep around the statue of Venus standing guard outside the grand entrance of the Hawaiian mansion. Clever. It’s off the grid, but right smack dab in the center of Kahoʻolawe, the supposedly uninhabited island. The perfect place to keep a hidden Djinni and have them create an oasis.

      I reach out with my magic and find the magician easily. They’re behind the massive house in what feels like a swimming pool. But my real target is on the top level in a large space I assume is the master bedroom.

      Despite my cat burglar–like appearance, I go fully invisible and transport inside.

      My eyes glow as my blood boils with anger. Bile rises in the back of my throat. There are several women in the room, each one nude and bound by rope at the wrists and ankles. Three are clearly human, and their bodies display recent burns and bruises. Two are not conscious. One shakes, sobbing into the plush carpet with silent tremors. The Djinni, a petite female, smaller than my sister Leela, is bound to the bed by her wrists. Her body twists to the side, as though desperate to hide beneath the covers, and I have no doubt that it is only our aptitude for rapid healing that prevents me from finding any scars on her skin.

      I turn her chains to lead and free the other women with a wave of my hand, transporting them to a hospital in Honolulu. Then I appear before the Djinni.

      “I am here to free you. I apologize for the lead, but I have to make sure you cannot interfere when I kill your master.” I could have said incapacitate, but let’s be frank here—he’s a dead man swimming.

      She nods, tears filling her eyes, and lets out a small whimper. It stings my heart. She will need much attention and care.

      “How long?” I ask, voice breaking.

      “Twelve years here.”

      “How many women?”

      She looks away. “Twenty-three.”

      He will suffer twenty-three times over, I decide as I blink out to finish this reign of terror.

      The man is tall and lanky, his aura a disgusting mix of putrid yellow and blood red. He relaxes in the jacuzzi, head back against a pillow along the edge. The entire thing is surrounded by candles.

      I appear behind him, and the flames of each candle burst high as though they’ve become tiny blowtorches. I reach down for his hand, resting idly on the deck and rip the large jasper ring from his body along with his finger.

      He screams, clutching his hand and twisting to face the threat as I hold my palm open, allowing fire to consume the whole thing. A snap frees the Djinni upstairs so I can concentrate on him.

      “What the fuck—”

      “No more fucking for you,” I state and lift him into the air with magic, turning him to face me. He struggles to move but cannot, and his eyes fill with terror as I reach for his erection.

      “Let me, please,” a high voice says from behind me.

      I turn to find the Djinni from upstairs. She is clothed in a shift dress and holds a dagger in her hand.

      I nod, backing away. “When you finish, I have placed an address in his phone.” I nod toward the man who cannot even beg for his life. “Qadira will help you get back on your feet.”

      “I cannot thank you enough.”

      No doubt exists that this tiny, delicate creature is anything but a fierce survivor. I smile and disappear. I’m supposed to meet some friends.

      I clean off the blood on my way to Taj and Cal’s apartment. Leela and Jered are there as well when I show up.

      “How’d it go?” Leela asks, bouncing over to meet me and pulling me into an awkward embrace.

      “Why are there so many sadistic magicians? Is it our blood that makes them sick?” I ask, still disgusted by the assignment I just left.

      “Absolute power corrupts absolutely,” Taj says, handing me a stiff drink, which I gratefully down and then toss the glass back to him.

      “We aren’t all perverts,” Jered says, pulling Leela into his arms as though being away from her for thirty seconds was just too much.

      I know they aren’t all bad. I’ve seen the extremes and everything in between.

      “That’s not what she said.” I nod toward Leela and enjoy both their embarrassment and Taj and Cal’s laughter. “So what’s the plan? Something tells me that the four of you aren’t sitting around playing board games on Friday night.”

      “We’re going clubbing. Tame, I know,” Cal says, giving Taj a peck on the cheek. “But dancing seems to be the one thing we can all agree on.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you then. I promised Taj I’d pop by after each collection assignment so he knows I’m okay.” I head for the door, but I’m stopped by Leela grasping my hand.

      “Please join us tonight, Mir.” Her entire demeanor is filled with light and joy. Jered is good for her.

      I envy her carefree attitude. She deserves this, though. It is time she had a happily ever after. Taj too. A glance over at him and Caldor, hand in hand, whispering to each other, warms my heart. They’ve found their loves.

      Mine has been dead a thousand years.

      “I have work to do,” I protest, trying to slip from Leela’s grip.

      “On Friday night? You can take a break, Mir. You need one. Come on. We’re going dancing.”

      Jered embraces her from behind, and she leans into him. It’s so natural, the look on her face pure bliss. It’s physically painful to watch, but I’m not sure I’m getting out of it again. I’ve successfully avoided this for the past month, and I knew my time was running out.

      “Fine.” I sigh so she’ll let go. “But just for a bit.”

      Leela squeals and claps her hands together in glee. “Let’s find you something sexy to wear.”

      She practically glows, and my chest squeezes so hard I fight not to double over. Instead I force a smile in return and think longingly of the file on my desk at home beside my computer. Dira gave it to me this morning, and the excitement lighting up her eyes had been contagious.

      We’d finally gotten a break on the whispers of some of the dark items available on the magician’s black market. The market’s existence was something the Order hadn’t even been aware of until Kitra had us gather all the magicians at her island fortress with the intention of ruling them all. Turns out Cal’s previous master had been involved, having procured his stone that way.

      I allow Leela to drag me into Taj’s master bedroom and snap her fingers, wrapping me into different outfits as I continue to think. The look on her face is touching, though, the way she sizes up whether the clothing does me justice or not before switching to the next outfit. I know she’s been secretly pairing up Dira and me since we’ve both lost our loved ones. Sophie had been at the apartment the other day and mentioned it. It would be a tidy match, no more loose ends and single friends for Leela. But as much as I love Dira as a person, she’s more like Lee and Taj—a sibling. The truth is, I can hook up with just about anyone I want, but wanting them is the key issue. The roller coaster of emotions and other minutia that go hand in hand with that make me exhausted just thinking about it.

      I realize not finding a partner to share my new life with is a problem I’ve avoided, but when I think back about the two people I’ve allowed into my life in that way, the heartache at the end is what dwells in my heart instead of the joy of the moments we stole.

      That’s not how it should be. I know this. But it is a fact, and I do not care to add to this heavy burden because I may not survive another such tragedy.

      Leela snaps me into a tight black minidress and heels and at last nods in approval. It’s dark and not shiny, which I appreciate. My heart warms knowing she picked it for me and not herself. One look at her nearly neon pink leather and that much is clear.

      “Jewelry,” she mutters to herself and snaps again.

      “How long is this going to take?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I still have to do your hair and makeup.”

      I nod, resigning myself to the makeover, and the file from my desk appears in my hand. May as well do something while I wait.

      Leela makes a small noise of disapproval but continues as though nothing has happened. She won’t let me get away with it while out, but she knows me. She knows that throwing myself into the work of the Order has given me a new purpose—a purpose I can handle. One where I’m helping others of our kind while not investing in anymore potential calamities of the heart.

      I flip through the file, and something catches my eye. I feel the green sparks pop, making me blink, and am glad that Leela is currently behind me and unable to see the reaction. She may figure out I now have a higher purpose in joining them on the dance floor.

      The mysterious mention of DB, or Djinn blood as we’ve come to suspect, has pinged on one of Dira’s searches. Apparently, someone on a 4chan board mentioned a vial of something glowing red being passed to someone at a club in downtown LA called Aladdin. He brought it up in this space in which he foolishly felt secure, commenting that he wanted to try whatever it was. The real black-market boards were harder to access than 4chan, but those were born of actual magic and constantly slid around the Internet through time, space, and dimension. One day we’d be lucky enough to find a magician that would spill the passwords necessary to break it open.

      Perhaps today would be the day.

      “You know,” I say, tossing the folder back through space to my desk across town, “since I’m actually going tonight, how about I pick the club?”

      Leela pops in front of me, taking me in from head to toe. “As long as it’s an actual club. You know, where we can all have fun.”

      “Ha-ha. Yes. I heard about this one in LA called Aladdin. My understanding is it’s a magician club. I thought maybe it would be fun for Jered and more interesting than a regular one.”

      Leela narrows her vivid green eyes at me, jutting out a hip. “And this wouldn’t have anything to do with a lead?”

      I roll my eyes, trying not to react. “Look, if you’d rather I work…”

      “Fine. We can try LA. I’ve never been. But you have to go like this.”

      A mirror materializes in front of me, and I take in her offer. Yes, the dress is black, but the earrings are about a mile long with crystals that will no doubt catch the lights of the club and make me a showstopper. I don’t love attention, but it may work to my advantage tonight. My hair is sleek and loose, spilling over my shoulders and down my back to my waist at its full length because it’s been straightened. My face might rival a clown, however, and herein lies the problem.

      “One change,” I say, snapping to remove the excess and the pink lipstick.

      Leela grumbles and snaps again. My new lip color is dark red, like blood, and I look so alluring I almost want to sleep with me.

      “Fine,” I say, holding out my hand to shake hers. “It’s a deal.”
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      My plan is to let the lovebirds go off to the dance floor once we materialize at the trendy club so I can stay by the bar and people-watch for any unorthodox magical activity. I enjoy taking in the show that humanity puts on after being forced to be the entertainer for so many centuries.

      Taj squeezes my hand in his before we leave his apartment. I grin back, enjoying the sparkle in his emerald eyes. Love looks good on him. I wonder if heartache has soured my visage over the years.

      “Ready?” he asks with a wink.

      “I suppose.” My sarcastic reply is more habit than accurate. But it’s good if they think I’m still a grudging participant.

      “I’m glad you decided to join us, Mira.” This is Jered’s five hundredth peace offering to me since our meeting two years ago when I tried to blow him to smithereens. It isn’t that I harbor any ill will toward Leela’s boy toy, but it is a bit awkward.

      I nod and take his hand so we can transport directly inside the club and bypass any annoying bouncers or line at the entrance, but Taj clears his throat.

      “You have a speech for us, love?” Cal teases.

      “I may have taken a peek at the club Mira so uncharacteristically suggested.” He glares in my direction. So much for fooling anyone, though I suppose he and Lee have known me the longest. “We’ll need to enter through the front. They have magic sensors all around the building, and before you say it, Mir, yes, we can bypass as three Djinn, but why start issues with that kind of entrance in a magician’s den? This is peaceful and for fun, right?”

      “Of course.” I hear his message loud and clear. We are not there to make trouble. No torturing magicians either. At least if he thinks that’s my intent, he’s off base. Unless, of course, I find one tied to the black market or, better yet, DB. Then all bets are off.

      Leela tugs both physically and magically, and we fly through space as time slows. We materialize in an alleyway off a brightly lit street and break off into pairs, which in my case means me and my shadow, and stroll around the corner with Leela in the lead.

      The front of the building isn’t much nicer than the alley, though the neon sign that flashes Aladdin announces we’re in the right spot. The building itself is two stories, concrete, and rectangular, boring as hell with no windows other than a slider on the metal door. I see the magic wards immediately, taking in the aura of yellow around the perimeter that likely makes it all but invisible to humans.

      Outside, a tall magician leans casually against the wall, muscular arms folded across his broad chest. He’s wearing sunglasses, which makes me chuckle to myself as we approach. I’ve already sized him up as one of those guys whose head is way too big for his beefcake bod. Maybe it’s his copper-and-green aura, maybe it’s his luscious shoulder-length black hair, or maybe it’s the small smile and eyebrow raise he shoots at me when he spies me in the back of the line, acknowledging he sees something he likes.

      Bet you’d like to be my master, asshole. Men like him, and women for that matter, irk me. I itch to wipe the smirk off his beautiful face. Easy, Mir. The goal is just to get in the building.

      The bouncer barely nods as the others pass by. He may be wearing sunglasses, but I can feel his gaze on me the entire time. When he throws out a hand to stop my entrance, I make a snap decision. See if he has any information in that head of his other than how great he is.

      “What? I don’t pass the test?” I ask in a flirty voice, running a finger over the taut arm blocking my path.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’ll need to ask you a few questions.” His voice is low and softer than expected.

      “Won’t that hold up the line?” I ask innocently.

      “What line?”

      I peer behind me, sure there had been several others that fell in behind us as we approached. Apparently, I am wrong.

      “They’re inside already. Regulars.”

      I turn back to him with my own brows raised this time. So he can transport several people? That’s new for a magician. Intriguing.

      “What’s your name?” he asks, standing up straight. Thankfully, I picked a tall body when I came to Earth. Leela would probably come up to this man’s nipples.

      “Mira. Yours?”

      “I’m asking the questions here, Mira.”

      “Yet it appears I am as well.” I smile. I like this game. I know I can win after all.

      He tilts his head. “Rook.”

      “Like the bird?”

      “Maybe. I’ll tell you more if you tell me more.”

      “My friends are waiting for me,” I say, knowing they probably have already started dancing.

      “Then you should probably let me do the asking. What brings a beautiful Djinni like you to a place like this? Aren’t you scared?”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “Hardly. And in case you missed it while you were ogling, I’m not the only one.”

      “I miss very little, Mira. That’s why I needed to ask you and not them.”

      I swallow. Did he see something in my face? Something that betrayed my intentions here as opposed to the fun seekers I came in with? My turn to pose a question.

      “And what is it you think you saw in me?”

      “Depth,” says Rook, and there’s a beat of silence.

      “Why are your eyes covered?” I ask, tempted to reach for the sunglasses for some inexplicable reason.

      “I don’t like to attract undue attention.”

      Before I can say anything else, another man slips out the door and puts a hand on Rook’s shoulder. Rook doesn’t look back at the man covered in black ink that swirls and writhes over his body in a mesmerizing dance. The newcomer nods at me, and I see he is Djinn.

      “Thanks, Rook. You can go now.”

      Rook nods and opens the door, gesturing for me to enter. I remain still. And confused.

      “You aren’t the bouncer?” I ask, after he waits patiently in silence for a full minute.

      “Nice of you to notice. Tyrannus here is the bouncer. I was watching the door for him while he attended to some personal business. Have fun with your friends.”

      I follow him as he strides past the brightly lit bar and between some people chatting to the side of the dance floor. He pauses as he reaches the rope across a winding metal staircase that leads up to some rooms on the second floor, and I place a hand on his left biceps, ignoring the way my attention-starved body responds to the simple touch. “Why were you asking me so many questions then?”

      “Maybe I wanted to know who you are. Now I think I have a pretty good idea. See you around, Mira.”

      The rope disappears as he walks through it, reappearing behind him as he jogs up the steps, leaving me gaping with an excellent view of his well-formed backside.

      “No snooping,” Taj says from over my shoulder, making me jump. “Come on, dance with us.”

      He tugs on my hand, guiding me over to the dance floor where the others have joined throngs of partiers, twisting and smashing their bodies together to the sensual rhythm of the music. I don’t like dancing in public. It makes me think of all the times Kitra made me do it to entertain her guests, typically ending in other forms of entertainment.

      “I just want a drink,” I shout, pulling away as Cal starts twerking Taj’s side beneath the strobing lights.

      I make my way to the bar, where I clasp my shaking hands behind me. I don’t want to go there now. I don’t want to go there ever. She’s taken enough of my eternal life.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asks.

      She’s a young girl, a magician with blue hair, a bright-pink aura, and a friendly smile. She’s dressed in black as well, but her shorts and halter have holes in very strategic places. I wonder if they’re magicked in place.

      “Hang on. I know what to get you.” She winks and busies herself with a concoction that involves liquors and mixes I’ve never seen or heard of before, finally presenting me with a glowing blue glass. “It’s a Good Intentions. It’s got a spell in it. I like to state that up front.”

      I eye it warily. “Why is it called a Good Intentions?”

      She shrugs, already mixing something for someone else. “Because you look like you got dragged here by someone with ‘good intentions’ and aren’t having fun.”

      I snort, relaxing a bit. “What’s the spell do?”

      “Just relaxes you a little. It’s nice. Try it. Some of the other Djinn like it. It’s Tyrannus’s fave.”

      I glance at the dance floor where Leela and Jered are locked together at the lips and the pelvis, moving to the rhythm. I reach for the glass and take a tentative sip. The blue liquid goes down surprisingly warm and sweet despite the ice inside.

      “How do you like it? I added a little blue curaçao for flavor.”

      “It’s nice. Thanks. What’s your name?” I ask, sitting on the nearest stool and turning back to talk to the friendly girl.

      “Amy.” She reaches out a hand to shake before going back to serving someone at the end of the bar. Her flurry of movement makes me dizzy.

      I should ask her about the DB or black market. But the question that leaves my lips isn’t about either.

      “What’s up with Rook?”

      Amy stops in her tracks for a moment, then shakes it off and keeps going. “You met him? He doesn’t usually come down on the weekends. Not a big crowd guy.”

      “He was covering for Tyrannus,” I say, taking another sip.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, he’s a sweet guy. He always helps out when we ask. He’s the tech guy here, managing the sound system, lights, and all that. Good with magic. He’s got some intricate spells I’d never even attempt on my own.”

      A lull in people allows Amy to finally stop her constant motion and lean across from me, wiping out some glasses and then letting them float back to the bar behind her as we talk.

      I want to ask more, but I need to focus on why I came. I take another sip of my drink and lean forward. “What’s your clientele like? You get any trouble around here?”

      Amy laughs, a bubbly sound. “With Tyrannus out front? Hardly. Nah. Every once in a while, some cocky ass magician comes in thinking they’re going to go home with one of your kind, but not in the mutual way, if you know what I mean. That doesn’t last here. The regulars are like a family, both Djinn and magician. You’re safe.” She pats my hand, and I can’t help noticing the large tourmaline ring on her hand. I stiffen.

      Amy pulls her hand back, fingering it. “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry. That’s not functional. It’s an heirloom. I’m not proud of it, but my grandma had a Djinni in her service. I freed him when I got the ring.”

      “It would be cracked if that were true.” My eyes glow green with power that I find hard to control.

      “Hang on,” she says. “Silas!” she calls toward the dance crowd, cupping her hands over her mouth.

      A man with flaming red hair pops in next to me, and when I look, I see he has the eyes of a Djinn, unnaturally bright green.

      “’Sup, darlin’?” he asks Amy, not even acknowledging my presence as a threat. He isn’t wearing a collar though, I notice. Or a bracelet.

      “I was just explaining to this nice lady that I freed you but kept the ring.” Amy winks at him and approaches a new customer to the right.

      “True story,” he says, holding out a hand to me and conjuring his own drink in the other. “The concern is appreciated, but Amy’s a sweetheart and under my protection. I fixed the ring for her, a gift.”

      My eyes cool down to normal, and I shake his hand, grimacing with embarrassment. “Mira.”

      “Silas. Want to dance, Mira?”

      I down the rest of my drink and take his hand. I can almost hear Taj’s approving voice in my head and Leela’s excited squeal.
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      “You look beautiful,” Rhada says, stroking the soft skin of my new, human arms. When her flesh touches mine, it raises tiny bumps, and a tingling sensation flows over me. A low moan escapes my lips, which makes her smile.

      “You like what I chose?”

      “Very much. And I plan to explore every bit of it. But first, I want to introduce you to the world.” She pulls on my wrist, tugging me forward with a smile and onto the cobbled street outside her small home.

      “I’d rather you keep touching me like that,” I say in all honesty, taking in the multicolored tiles and curved entryways all around us. “It’s all so strange here.”

      “Strange and wonderful,” she says, throwing her head back and inhaling the dry, warm air like it is a delicacy.

      The pleasure on her face, the way her thick eyelashes dust the swell of her cheeks, the curve of her breasts beneath her dress, it all pulls me in so that I am no longer interested in the strange place surrounding us, only in following Rhada anywhere.

      “Come on…” She tugs again, and her smile is contagious.

      We run through the streets, laughing at the simplest things and completely carefree. I like the way my body feels beneath my clothing and the way I move with balance and grace. I could run and dance for hours.

      We make it to a marketplace where carts line up along the sides of the walkways. They’re filled with wares of unimaginable colors and textures. The sounds of other people, humans, chatter around us, and they call to us from their carts, vying for our attention.

      “Come, lovely ladies! Try this new material from the Orient.”

      “These ladies are looking for jewels to complement their beauty.”

      “Taste these fresh pomegranates. They will stain your lips red with their sweet, juicy seeds.”

      “What’s a pomegranate?” I ask as Rhada pulls me toward the intoxicating scent.

      She holds up a rounded fruit and hands the man there some shiny bits of metal.

      Rhada breaks open the fruit as we meander along the never-ending market that snakes along the streets of the small town. She hands me a half and shows me to how scoop out the seeds. When I place them in my mouth, the flavor makes me gasp with pleasure and groan as I swallow. When I open my eyes, I find her staring at me, mouth ajar.

      “Such a temptation,” says a deep voice from behind.

      I turn to find a man cloaked in fine silks and turban. He is shorter than I am and has a long, oily braid down his chin. Rhada takes my hand, and she tugs me away.

      “Did you leave the brothel?” he asks, stepping forward to meet my retreat. “Surely they are not teaching young women to behave so brazenly in the market these days.”

      “She is new here,” Rhada says, clasping my arm so tight that an unpleasant sensation lingers. This time I frown. “I will teach her the ways, sir.”

      “I believe, perhaps, I should take that job on myself.”

      This time I call out in pain when Rhada’s nails dig into my arm, drawing droplets of dark-red pain from my skin.

      The man takes my other hand and pulls me harshly to his side. “Walk behind me and follow me to my home where I will teach you the appropriate places to enjoy yourself,” he commands.

      I look to Rhada. I do not understand what is happening.

      Taj appears from seemingly nowhere at her side where he grasps her hand and smiles at the man in front of me. “I see you’ve met my sister Mira.”

      The man releases my arm, scowling at me as though Taj has just threatened him. “Indeed. Do not allow her to wander too far unchaperoned. If someone else had seen what I had, it could have been dangerous for the girl. I am considering enacting a veil law for the village, to protect the innocent from gawking men.”

      “Or perhaps you can enact a law that suggests such men learn to control themselves and their urges.” Taj reaches his free hand for me, and I take it. I like that his hand is large and warm, but the bumps I felt with Rhada do not appear.

      “Kitra!” the man calls, turning toward the market. He calls the name so loud that I startle, but Taj holds tight to my hand. “Where is that child?”

      “Here, Father.” A beautiful young woman appears at his side. She could be Djinn, except her eyes are a deep brown, the color of the sand when a rare storm floods the ground. Those eyes train on a spot over my shoulder, and I glance over to find Rhada staring, breasts rising and falling too rapidly.

      I find myself wanting to interrupt the moment and steal back her attention. But I chide myself for being silly and so new in my human body.

      “Return to the house. And from now on, you will wear a veil in public,” he mutters. His daughter rolls her eyes as he moves away before following toward a hill beyond the market. But before she goes, she gives Rhada one last look, running the tip of her pink tongue over her full lips.

      “Looks like someone is interested in playing a dangerous game,” Taj says after the humans are out of sight.

      “Dangerous is fun. Don’t you agree?” Rhada asks, green eyes sparkling and dark curls bouncing against her back.

      Taj grins. “The best, unless you’re parading a brand-new Djinni around a crowded marketplace with a man like Sakhr in charge. Do be careful. I like this area. I’d rather not have to leave because you lose it and burn the place down.”

      Taj disappears, and I pull Rhada toward me, pouting. “I think I’ve had enough sight-seeing for one day. I’d like to go home and explore some more of what this body can do.”
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