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Chapter One
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The chubby little human was doing his damndest to hump my leg, but the palm I’d placed on his forehead kept him at arm’s length.


“You’re so beautiful,” he said, panting up at me as he air-humped, his eyes glazed.


I sighed, feeling bad for the guy. He was wearing full nerd garb, including a pocket protector and an extremely unfortunate, thin, brunet comb-over. One leg of his corduroys was pegged for biking, and I thought I could see a fanny pack peeking at me from over his rounded hips.


He was hardly Purgatory’s average customer, since our clientele was more apt to sport fangs, gills, or claws than this guy’s sad clip-on tie. This dude was all human and also, considering his dilated pupils and complete lack of reserve, very obviously glamoured out of his mind. He wasn’t here by choice.


“Mister, you’ve got so much mojo in your system you’d hit on a grizzly. Who brought you here?”


The man jerked his head toward the bar, where a blonde wearing a pornographically tight silver dress flirted with Trey, tonight’s werewolf bartender. I’d seen her around a few times—the daughter of a succubus and a human, she’d sought refuge in steel-stained Pittsburgh after being rejected by her mother’s Tribe.


But a sad childhood was no excuse for a messy feed.


“Let’s get you home safe,” I said, putting an arm around the human to lead him to the door. He acquiesced willingly, his arm fumbling around my waist, one hand moving to my ass. I gave a warning shimmy, the coins on my scarf-belt jingling like a rattler. He jerked his hand back, only to sweep it up my bare back.


“Lyla, what the fuck?” The voice came from behind me, pitched to a petulant whine. I turned to find the silver-clad hoochie eyeing me reproachfully.


“He’s my catch,” she said. “You don’t even eat people.”


My lips pursed as I sought her name. I never forgot a face, but after a thousand-something years on this earth, names weren’t my strong suit.


“Crystal?” I hazarded. I knew it was something strippery.


“Diamond,” she said, hissing like a cat and taking a step toward her prey.


“Right. Sorry, Diamond. I wasn’t poaching, just helping this gentleman outside. You know the rules.”


Diamond’s wide red mouth bowed in a frown. “This place has rules?” A long, graceful arm swept open, indicating the pool table, where a pooka was currently snorting a line of faux-brosia off the bared tits of a weredeer.


“Granted, not many,” I acknowledged. “But there are a few. One of which is no luring humans on premises. If they wander in on their own steam, they’re fair game. But something tells me that’s not the case here, is it?”


As if to prove my point, the human stared fixedly at my cleavage, one glassy pupil dilated, the other a pinpoint. He looked like the CPA version of Marilyn Manson.


Narrowing her eyes, Diamond took a step forward. “I’m sure we can work something out. I just want a little of his vitality. You can have his wallet.”


I moved between her and the little man. Annoyingly, he took his opportunity to grind up on my behind like a corpulent schnauzer.


“That’s generous,” I said, swatting him away. “But no. What we are going to do is put this guy in a taxi and send him home to his wife.” I grabbed for the pudgy hand groping for a boob, raising it so Diamond could see the gold wedding ring glinting on the human’s finger. “As for you, feel free to stay for the show. I’ll buy you a drink. But you’ll have to find your next meal elsewhere.”


“Fuck you, Lyla,” Diamond said, her red lips receding alarmingly, succubus-style, to reveal her hitherto-hidden fangs. “You’re not the boss of this place.”


“No,” I said quietly. “I’m not.”


And with that I let my Fire flare as much as my unBound state would allow. Unnatural black flames licked along my pale skin, blending upward to ignite my long tresses till they lifted like raven wings framing my face.


Behind me I heard the human groan. I hoped he hadn’t soiled his pegged corduroys.


“But I can easily be the boss of you, dear Diamond.”


She crouched, hissing at me again, but my flames were already licking at her skin like thirsty tongues. Not burning, though. Not yet.


Her head drooped and she dropped to one knee, submissive.


“Bertha, call this gentleman a cab,” I said to the bouncer lurking at the corner of my vision. Big Bertha nodded, her massive frame lumbering over to where the human stood, quivering in genuine fear and glamoured lust. Bertha’s fuzzy monobrow twitched at me, waiting for my next move. This was why we all loved her: despite her size, she let us fight our own battles, unless we needed her.


“Diamond, release him,” I said, keeping my voice pleasant.


Resting on the carpet, Diamond’s hands clenched into fists, but I felt a small pop as her magic fizzled.


“Wha’?” said the human, Bertha already leading him up Purgatory’s stairs, toward the entrance guarding the outside world from the freaks that found shelter behind our doors.


I approached the figure hunched on the carpet. “Thank you, Diamond. Like I said, your next drink is on me. But please remember not to bring your own dinner into the bar next time.”


She didn’t look at me. I felt the resentful shift of her power, but she didn’t attempt another challenge. An Immunda, Diamond was no real opponent. She could glamour using the magic she took feeding from humans, but other than that she may as well have been one.


Her vulnerability made me sad. I’d been powerless once, after all.


Pushing thoughts of my curse aside, I stepped over Diamond and headed backstage to our dressing room.


The show must go on.


I could hear Rachel’s bass voice crooning even before I opened the door.




The not-so-eensy willy


Went up between my legs


Up go my berries,


So pretty like Old Gregg’s…





“It’s tucking song time!” I called as I entered the dressing room I shared with my best friend, Yulia, our resident will-o’-the-wisp, and Rachel Divide. Rachel was a human, but a powerful psychic. She was also a drag queen and the lover of my oldest friend and current boss.


“You bet yo’ white ass it’s tucking time.” Rachel’s syrupy Southern accent wrapped around me almost as tight as the gaff she was hauling up between her legs. She reached for her Spanx as I sat down at my dressing station.


“Are you doing ‘Old Man River’?” I asked, noting the sequined gown hanging off the corner of Rachel’s trifold mirror. It was extra glamorous, which usually meant we were in store for some Showboat.


“ ‘Old Man River’ is my favorite,” Yulia said, peering down her nose at herself as she layered on her signature silver eye shadow. Her Slavic accent was thick, proof she was concentrating.


“Mine, too,” I said, reaching for my liquid eyeliner.


Rachel was shoehorning herself into her Spanx, sweating with the effort. Not for the first time I was grateful that belly dancing precluded support garments.


“Jesus H. Christ, I swear to God that one day Imma burn these damned drawers.” Rachel hauled the Spanx the last of the way up, then did a few deep squats to get them situated. Her tucked-away junk didn’t move an inch, and I wondered how the hell that could be comfortable.


When she was done, Rachel smoothed her hands over her round belly, then pivoted on her heel to check herself out from the back. Obviously satisfied, she reached for her sparkly tights.


“You doing the snake dance again?” Yulia asked me.


“Yep. That head took forever to make. I’m getting my time’s worth.”


“Whatever, girl. You just like getting your hands on my man,” said Rachel, leering at me mischievously in the mirror.


I grinned back, finishing the thick lines of eyeliner with expert precision. “He’s certainly not bad eye candy, for an antique.”


Rachel grunted obscenely, fanning herself. “He’s not old, he’s wise. Lawd have mercy, the things he can teach a girl!”


“Age does have its benefits,” I acknowledged, reaching for the glittery bronzer I used all over my body.


“And you should know, old lady.” Yulia was belting herself into her own costume—a sort of dominatrix-meets-ice-queen-meets-showgirl hybrid.


At over a millennium old, I didn’t take offense at that comment. However…“You’re hardly a spring chicken,” I said, dryly. Yulia had been leading unwary strangers off the path for a few centuries herself.


“I was never a chicken anything,” she said, letting her wisps glow faintly, individual strands of light floating around her like celestial tentacles.


“She’s more of a peacock,” Rachel clarified, hitching up her tights and reaching for her gown.


Yulia’s graceful white arm extended along with one of her wisps to pluck the gown off of Rachel’s mirror and hand it to her. Rachel nodded her thanks, the heavily eye-shadowed skin around her rich mahogany eyes crinkling in amusement.


“Hey, you heard from Aki?” Rachel asked.


“The kitsune?” asked Yulia.


“Yeah, he didn’t show up for work yesterday, or today. That ain’t like him.”


I frowned, thinking. “No,” I said. “I haven’t. And come to mention it, he was supposed to borrow that costume for me, from the Heinz Museum.”


Aki was technically Purgatory’s dishwasher, but like any kitsune worth his fox fur, he was also a fabulous thief, spy, sneak, and general ne’er-do-well. Needless to say, he was a great friend to have in your corner. Able to get virtually anything, he also knew everyone and everything that was happening in our fair city of Pittsburgh.


“I’ll text him,” said Yulia, reaching for her phone.


“Please do,” said Rachel. “But I already did, like nine times.”


“He’s probably on a job. Or lying low,” I said, since lying low was the natural consequence of the majority of Aki’s jobs outside of Purgatory.


Yulia tapped away at her phone, while her wisps delicately placed feathers in her hair, much to my jealousy. My own Fire was nowhere near as compliant as her wisps, even if it was worth a hell of a lot more in a fight.


“Maybe he finally quit after being spurned by Lyla too many times,” Yulia said, arcing a brow at me in her mirror as she tapped one last time and put down her phone.


I rolled my eyes. “Ohmigod. You’re not bringing that up again. Aki is like a zygote compared to me.”


“Girl, everybody is a zygote compared to you,” Rachel said, tutting at me in her own mirror. “You are like a gabillion years old. If you use age as an excuse not to get any, you will have to go down on Methuselah.”


“I am not going down on Methuselah. That shit’s gotta be bitter by now.”


“Well, then, you will never get some.” Rachel slipped her ball gown up her generous frame, a frame that needed very little extra in the way of padding to look utterly feminine. “ ’Cuz Methuselah,” she added helpfully, “is the only motherfucker on this planet older than you.”


“Mmmhmm,” purred Yulia.


I glared at both of them. “Ladies, I have bigger fish to fry than dudes.”


“Like what?” Yulia asked, turning around to face me.


“Like my curse, for one,” I said.


“Whatever, Lyla,” she said, rolling her eyes dramatically. “The point of your curse is you don’t have to do anything. Just not get Bound again. And there haven’t been any Magi in Pittsburgh since… well, probably since forever.”


“I know, but still,” I said, sounding prim even to my own ears.


“But still what?” asked Rachel, motioning toward Yulia, who sent a wisp snaking out to pull up Rachel’s zipper. “The fact is you’ve been alone for longer than I’ve been alive. And that’s fucked up, girl.”


“I haven’t been alone! What about that siren? And that werewolf. And those two trolls… they were brothers!”


“And yeah, you fucked the hell out of them,” said Yulia. “I had to leave the apartment you were so loud. But those were all one-night stands, Lyla.”


“Hey,” I started, but Yulia cut me off.


“Fine, one-week stands. But they were stands, angel moy.”


“So what?”


“So, there’s more to life than your curse,” Rachel said, gently.


It was my turn to roll my eyes. “How can I do anything when I’m not even free?”


“But you are free,” said Yulia. “You haven’t been Bound in centuries.”


“As long as I’m living as a jinni, I’m not really free,” I said, my jaw clenching involuntarily.


“I know you think your situation is different, sugar,” Rachel said, her voice gentle. “And it is certainly unique. But when it comes down to it, we’re all bound to different things. And one of the only bindings worth anything is what you make with other people.”


“And I do have those ties,” I said, my exasperation coming out in my voice. “Look at you assholes, grilling me an hour before I have to go on stage. If I’m not bound to you bitches, whom am I bound to?”


Rachel laughed her big, booming laugh and Yulia smiled, but it was sad. “And we’d do anything for you, zaichik. But just as there is more to your life than your curse, there is more to any life than freedom. I worry about you.”


I stood up, opening my arms to my friend. “Don’t worry, you two. Seriously. I’m so close to being human again. When I am, I can start over. I’ll be different. I promise.”


Yulia came and gave me a hug, her always-cool skin making my own flesh goose-pimple reflexively.


“Not too different, please,” she whispered, and I hugged her hard.


“If you two hookers make me cry off my makeup, I’ll shave your eyebrows,” said Rachel, her voice quivering slightly. We broke off our hug immediately, knowing she was completely serious.


Nothing, not even friendship, could get between a drag queen and her makeup. Not without feeling the wrath of fabulous scorned.















Chapter Two
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The air whispered cool over my arms as I stood on stage, ready to be announced. The room was dark, the wisp-lights glowing on our small café tables the room’s only illumination.


Suddenly Charlie’s smoky voice oozed over the audience like KY at a porn shoot, getting all up in the audience’s aural cavities.


“Ladies and gentlemen, I know you’ve been waiting for this. Straight from the sultan’s bedchamber, a woman of fire too hot for the harem—put your hands together for our very own… Lyla La More!”


Applause, wolf whistles, and a few ululations echoed from the crowd, but the lights stayed off and I remained still. The crowd quieted, growing totally silent as it heard the first low strike of the bass drum. A deep, dark sound, it echoed through my bones as it thumped again, and again, speeding up by infinitesimal degrees. Stock-still, I moved only when the low sweet strain of a cello cut across the drum, and my left hip lifted and dropped. The cello sounded again as my right hip lifted and dropped. And then my hips erupted in a chaos of shimmies with the entrance of more drums and a violin. Beats Antique rocketed out of the speakers, taking the audience out of its seats and my limbs into hyperdrive.


The dance was a serpentine one, my costume signaling the theme with tight, sheer green fabric sheathing my legs from where it hung off the heavy, crazily Bedazzled belt slung low on my hips. The smooth, soft skin of my belly was bare, of course, and above my ribs metallic serpents cupped my breasts, holding more green fabric to protect my modesty.


It was the headdress that stole the show: a great papier-mâché serpent reared above me, its fangs glittering with rubies and its eyes with emeralds. Or the craft store versions of precious gems. It was heavy and awkward, but it looked marvelous in the low light, winking malevolently at the crowd as I danced for their entertainment.


My hips slowed as my chest took up the dance, lifting and shifting, my spine arching as I raised my hands in snake arms. I did a slow circle, alternating movements between hips and chest. As the music swelled into a crescendo I faced the audience again, letting my hands fall to frame my hips. My belly bowed and swooped, muscles pulling in and then relaxing. The beat increasing, I moved as much as my tight costume would allow, darting my hands at the audience like another pair of striking snakes doing the bidding of the great snake that loomed above. The audience went wild, thumping the tables and calling for more. But the music slowed, and I let my shifting carry me downward, my hands above my head. I knelt before them, my snake’s head weaving and my arms undulating as the violin cut out, then the cello, leaving only that slow thrum of the bass drum once again. The lights lowered, and for a split second I could hear only the thudding of my heart and the rough pant of my breath through my toothy smile, until the first clap sounded in the room, sending everyone into another round of applause. The lights went up again and I stood, Charlie coming to take my hand.


Charlie was wearing all of his clothes, since it was relatively early in the evening. Soon enough he’d be stripped of his red velvet ringmaster’s coat, underneath which he wore only lovely white skin and black suspenders holding up tight black jodhpurs. His mustache was twirled into two rakish whiskers flaring over thin lips, black guyliner smudged around his eerily colorless eyes.


He gave me his sexy ringmaster’s leer as he approached, those pale eyes sweeping over my body. His interest was all part of the show, though—Charlie was both gay and taken.


The clapping slowed as Charlie grabbed my arm, jerking me around and toward him. For a split second we were nose-to-nose, me on my tiptoes and him bending over me. Then his arm wrapped around my waist, pulling my hips against his and arching my back. I melted against him, my hands slipping inside the lapels of his coat to lie against his chilly skin. We stayed in that classic pose for a second, Charlie’s lean frame looming above me—the alpha male subduing his exotic female. I let my Fire flare just enough to swirl my hair, its sinuous weight mimicking the natural movements of the snake I still wore on my head.


On cue, Charlie whipped me around so I faced the audience. He stepped behind me, his hands moving to my headdress. He undid the strap beneath my chin, lifting the heavy snake’s head off me. He set it by my feet, reaching for the belt at my waist.


The audience, having fallen silent when Charlie first grabbed me, began to clap with Trey, who’d initiated a slow beat from behind the bar.


The clapping sped up as Charlie’s hand reached for the knot of the belt, undoing it with theatrical slowness. On cue, my next song began. “Hey, Miss Kiss, let us dance,” echoed out of the speakers as Charlie whipped my skirt off, leaving me clad in a coin-covered G-string. The audience was on its feet, clapping as Purgatory’s ringmaster grabbed my serpent head and, wielding my skirt like a bullfighter’s cape, plunged offstage.


It stayed on its feet for the second half of my act, a traditional burlesque number to which I gave only the slightest belly dance flair. I was already pretty nude, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t tease. And tease I did.


In fact, I got so deep into the dance I went ahead and let my Fire flare again, its dark shadow swooping around me like a doppelgänger, its preternatural heat caressing my skin like a familiar lover.


I would miss my Fire when my curse was lifted.


As the song ended I let the black flames fall around me like a cloak. My hands went behind my back, finding the knot that held on my bra. Then I let the dark swath of my Fire peel away, letting the coin bra fall with it and leaving me clad only in my coin G-string and a pair of pasties in the shape of genie lamps. The audience hooted as my Fire dissipated and my arms fell to my sides, leaving my mostly bare flesh sweating in the hot lights of the stage. Charlie came out again, leading me stage left, where I made a deep curtsy, peeping up at the audience provocatively through my lashes. I repeated the movement stage right, and then finally center.


Straightening from my final bow, I caught a glimpse of a man sitting toward the back, his silver eyes opened wide.


And glowing like fucking headlamps in the dark.


Magi, chimed my brain, unhelpfully.


I pulled sharply away, startling Charlie, who dropped my hand. A smart move on his part, because I was already running.


Panties a-jangling.


Trip hissed at me as I leaped over her and Trap. The twin spider wraiths were currently conjoined at the waist, their legs splaying around them as they prepared for their act.


I didn’t respond, since I was in fully panicked fleeing mode. Trip and Trap, after all, couldn’t help me. Neither could Trey, or Big Bertha, or Charlie, or any of my other friends. Not unless they ripped that fucking Magi’s tongue out before he could speak. For Magi he certainly was, his eyes Flaring to my Fire.


I heard crashing behind me as Trap cried out, “No humans backstage!”


The Magi ignored the spider wraiths, his footsteps closing in behind me. But he hadn’t Called yet, and I used my Fire to propel me forward, pushing me toward Purgatory’s stage entrance and the street. There I could hopefully put enough distance between me and the Magi for Pittsburgh’s steel-stained environment to help me hide.


The cool spring air hit all my bare skin like a slap as I plunged into the night, cutting right down the alley. It was a wide, empty East Liberty alley, giving me plenty of room to run. But the guy chasing me was fast, and his hand managed to catch my elbow, twirling me around to face his glowing eyes. He stared at me in wonder for a split second and I thought I might just have time to kick him in the balls before he could speak.


But it was too late.


“Hatenach farat a si.” I See you, he said, in a language older than humanity. Older than time. A language of smoke and fire; a language of magic. The language of the being that made me what I am today, which had the power to make me a slave.


Fuck if I was ever going to be a slave again.


With a harsh cry I launched myself at the man, skimming off the surface of the magical Node beneath the city to shift my nails into long, wicked talons. A look of surprise twisted his features, but he had good reflexes. He threw himself out of my way with a neat somersault that had him back on his feet, his fists raised as he balanced on the balls of his feet—the stance of an experienced boxer.


I lunged at him again, calling my Fire to flame around me. I hoped to intimidate him even if a jinni’s black flames wouldn’t burn a Magi. His eyes grew even wider at the sight, but he didn’t budge. So I slashed at him again with my talons, but he got under my guard and I overextended badly, cursing my inability to use my strongest weapon even as I fell.


I landed hard on the ground, my breath knocked out of my lungs. He kicked away my hands and jumped on top of me. Concentrating on the words, he opened his mouth to speak. Before he could get out the rest of the spell, I struck upward with both my hands bent, the heels of my palms striking him in the chin.


His eyes, already glowing in reaction to my presence, Flared brighter in the darkness, causing my anger to blaze with them.


“Magi,” I hissed, and I hit him again. This time he caught my wrists, his hands like vises. Now that he had me on the ground, his bigger size gave him the advantage.


At least for those few seconds.


It was his turn to hiss as suddenly, instead of being a tiny Jasmine-stripper look-alike, I blossomed into obesity. My fat hips knocked his thighs open, pushing him off balance. I heaved myself over, morphing into a taller, more muscular version of me as I did so. Unable to tap the Deep Magic unless Bound, I couldn’t get that much bigger, but it made the fight a little more fair.


“Why don’t you take on someone your own size?” I growled as I dove for him.


In retrospect, I should have taken the fight slower. I was just so pissed and so panicked. I hadn’t heard anyone with those eyes speak that language in a century—not since I’d escaped Europe for the New World, and found refuge in steel-soaked Pittsburgh, where only Immunda could survive. Recognizing a true, Initiated Magi, my crazy inner she-bear emerged, gibbering about never being taken alive. If I had any thought at all it was that my sense of self-preservation would give me an edge. I was fighting for my life, after all, while this guy was just a jerk trying to Bind a jinni.


Unfortunately he didn’t fight like a jerk; he fought like a cornered wolverine. He fought as if he were the one who’d be enslaved if he lost this match. He fought like his life depended on it. Which, considering I was intent on killing him, I guess it did.


He fought better than me.


I was hitting him, hard, but I’d lost my talons shifting to a bigger size. Being unBound meant I was far less powerful, even with my unusual access to all of Pittsburgh’s corrupted magic swirling at my feet. And now that I was unarmed, he wasn’t hitting back, just using his big body to deflect the majority of my blows. Until I overextended a kick.


His own booted foot lashed out, knocking my leg out from under me. I was on the ground again and this time he didn’t underestimate my abilities.


He pinned me down with all his weight, his knees pressing painfully into my thighs and his chest blanketing mine, his hands holding down my wrists. His face was inches from mine, but his features were entirely obscured by the bright glow of his Flaring eyes.


Not me, my brain howled. Not when I’m so close to being free. I started to shift again in a last, desperate attempt. But before I could change, he’d spoken.


It was the second part of the spell that was the real bitch. And I was too late to stop him.


“Te vash anuk a si,” he chanted over and over. I Call you. His pronunciation grew more confident with every repetition. The harsh sibilance of the language of the jinn reached toward me, wrapping around my soul. I cried out, but the spell blanketed me, muting my powers. I stopped mid-shift, my power whoomping out, leaving me beneath him in my own small form.


My wide brown eyes stared up at him, begging him silently to stop, not to say the last bit. The bit that made me his; that made me do his bidding; that made me a slave until he either let me go or died.


He spoke the words.


“Hatenoi faroush a mi.” I Bind you.


And just like that, I was caught. Bound to a human. Again.


There were no lights or sounds or other magical occurrences, but we both felt it. I was his. He stared at me with eyes gone wide with shock, his Flare fading as his magic accepted my acquiescence.


He was my Master.


“Göt,” I muttered. Then I switched to English, so he’d understand.


“Asshole.”















Chapter Three
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Charlie’s dagger ground to a halt inches from the Magi’s face, caught in a black tendril of my Fire.


“It’s too late,” I told my friend, but he didn’t listen. He pulled another knife from inside his ringmaster’s jacket and let it fly.


I caught it, too, letting it drop to the ground with a clatter. But he just reached into his pocket of Sideways and grabbed another. I caught that one before it found my new Master’s throat.


We could play this game forever, as Charlie had an infinite number of knives stashed Sideways.


The rest of my friends piled out onto the brick alleyway and, loyally, they all attacked. A deadly wisp shot at the Magi, courtesy of Yulia, which my Fire snared.


It also caught the twin nets that Trip and Trap shot out of the spinnerets located near the bases of their spines. The spider wraiths had turned as one, their midsections still joined by a thin veil of skin that was separating to let them run free. Trip kept spinning, leaping up onto the neighboring building and shimmying toward the sky. Trap did the same on Purgatory’s rough brick. When they had enough height, they turned as if on cue to drop out of the sky like creepy missiles trained on their target.


Both bounced off the dome of black Fire with which I automatically shielded the Magi.


It was Big Bertha who intervened, although she didn’t look happy about it. Half human and half troll, she towered above all of us, her enormously muscled frame clad in her usual dark suit, huge breasts straining at the buttons of her blouse. Like all troll women, she wore her beard long, framing her surprisingly delicate features.


“Stop it!” she roared.


Everyone stopped. Bertha rarely had to roar, given her size. So when she did, people listened.


“You’re too late. She’s Bound,” the troll explained, using her Patient Bouncer voice.


Yulia, being Yulia, acted like she hadn’t heard and shot a series of wisps at the Magi that my jinni caught. Charlie reached for another knife.


With a sigh Bertha snagged her boss around the midsection, pinning his arms to his sides. “She has to protect him, sir. You’re just wearing her out.”


Trip and Trap looked at each other and skittered into the shadows, undoubtedly planning a new form of attack.


Bertha looked at me. “Get him out of here,” she said. “They’re not going to listen.”


I nodded gratefully to her, turning to collect my new Master. The Magi who’d Bound me was standing there, staring ahead of him, eyes round as a tarsier’s. In the dim light of the streetlamp, I could see he was a large man—tall and well muscled, dressed in raw denim jeans, wide cuffs light against his solid black boots. He wore a T-shirt under a thick flannel shirt cut in that slim-fitting hipster interpretation of Western gear. In the hollow of his throat I could see a tattoo—an anchor.


“Nice ink,” I told him. “Now run.”


When he only blinked at me, I grabbed his arm and dragged him toward my scruffy black El Camino, throwing up a huge wall of my Fire to protect our progress.


As I threw my new Master into the passenger seat I used a spark of magic to start the car, since the keys were still in my purse in the dressing room, and another spout of black Fire carried me up and over the car to my own side. As I dove in to drive away I heard my friends shouting and Bertha, above the din, using her outside voice to remind them, over and over, that it was too late. They couldn’t do anything.


I was Bound.


Pittsburgh is made up of a series of tiny neighborhoods, and Purgatory, right on the main strip of East Liberty, was only a few minutes away from where I lived in Highland Park. But it felt like the drive took forever.


Not least because we didn’t say a word to each other. Knowing Magi, he wouldn’t deign to speak to me except to command me to do something. Why he hadn’t commanded anything yet was confusing, but my jinni was determined to get him to safety. And my jinni didn’t take no for an answer.


While I drove, I kept one eye on my new Master. He peered out the windows with large, unseeing eyes as the buildings went from glass-and-concrete shop fronts to the small row houses at the edge of East Liberty, and then to the much larger houses of once-affluent Highland Park.


The pack of werewolves that lived on the corner of Highland and Stanton gave me the bird or howled as I drove by, but I didn’t stop for my usual bourbon and chitchat. Not least because they’d probably try to snack on the Magi.


My jinni breathed a sigh of relief when we pulled up to the former carriage house I shared with Yulia, but I still had to get us inside. Black flames cloaked us as we hustled out of my old El Camino.


“Where are we?” the Magi asked as I unlocked the bright-purple door that led up to our apartment. He stood on my stoop, peering about, until I grabbed his wrist to pull him inside.


“My house,” I said, shutting the door firmly behind him. “Unless you have somewhere you need to be?”


He shook his head, and I realized I knew absolutely nothing about my new Master. But that didn’t matter; we were still far from safe. I knew my friends wouldn’t listen to Bertha, even if they knew she was right. They’d bust down the door in about two minutes if I didn’t work fast.


I led him up the stairs and through the interior door that led into our actual apartment. I pushed him through, slamming the door behind us, and immediately put my hands on its frame in order to reset the wards that protected our home. Unsure of exactly what would happen when I reached for Pittsburgh’s Deep Magic, since I’d not been Bound here before and had no idea how the Node would react to my intrusion, I homed in on Yulia’s magical signature and reached for the ley line beneath us.


I gasped as my newly Bound power surged with Pittsburgh’s potent, steel-stained magic. My knees buckled and strong hands caught my elbow, keeping me standing. Apparently I would have no more trouble using the Deep stuff while Bound than I had had skimming off it while unBound.


A point in favor of my mostly human, if cursed, genetic makeup, I guessed.


“What’s wrong?” My Master sounded genuinely worried, despite the fact that he’d just Bound me. I also had to answer his question, even though I’d rather have punched him in the goolies.


“The magic’s a lot stronger now that I’m Bound…,” I managed to get out between panting breaths.


The Magi’s grip on my elbow tightened, his other hand clamping around my waist. I went ahead and leaned against him as I shut my eyes and followed the rabbit down its hole, trying desperately to adjust to the amount of juice flowing through me even as I reached for what I’d need for the wards.


“Lyla?” From a distance I heard the Magi’s voice. For a second I wondered how he knew my name, then I remembered he’d seen me dance.


“Talk to me,” he said. “You’re scaring me.”


Forced by the magic of his request, I heard myself respond. Despite the fact that I was locked in a desperate battle, my voice was calm, matter-of-fact.


“It’s being Bound,” I explained, wondering who was in charge at moments like this. A corner of my brain reserved for jinni duties? The magic of all jinn, itself, that flowed through us? Whatever it was, it talked real nice, although I wished it would shut up.


“When jinn are unBound, our powers are limited. When we are Bound, we have access to the Deep Magic.”


“But what are you doing?” he asked. “I don’t understand.”


“I’m changing the wards on our door. They’re magical locks. I don’t want Yulia trying to kill you in your sleep.” In truth, I’d love it if Yulia killed my new Master in his sleep. But the jinni in me wouldn’t let that happen and I didn’t want to have her up all night guarding him when we could both be sleeping.


“And it’s difficult?” he asked. I wished I could tell him to shut up, but that wasn’t how our relationship worked.


“It’s just that I haven’t had this much power in a while. It’s like having something really big suddenly thrust inside of me…” The Magi’s grip on my hip tightened and I suddenly remembered I was wearing only my burlesque costume. I’d stopped having much body shame after about the fifth century of my existence on this planet, and the supernaturals I now lived with were all equally louche, so that didn’t bother me at all. But Magi, despite their abilities with jinn, were still human, with human mores.


So maybe I shouldn’t talk about thrusting.


“It’s also Pittsburgh,” I said, changing subjects. “This city’s magic is… funky…” My voice trailed off as I finally wrestled back control of my magical channels. I kept them open just enough to suck in a strong draught of steel-tainted magic, which I knew I’d regret later even as I funneled it at the wards.


The rest was easy. First a quick reset, which erased Yulia’s magical signature. I hoped somebody could lend her a toothbrush over at the big house, because my roomie wasn’t getting in here tonight.


Then I locked everything up tight, sealing the place against any form of intrusion, before adding a Silence ward on top of everything else. They could pound on the doors or windows all they wanted and we wouldn’t hear a thing. My cell phone was with my car keys, in my purse in the dressing room. We’d be undisturbed until I could figure out who this guy was and what he wanted.


Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes, detaching myself from the powerful ley lines that lurked beneath our land. I stepped neatly away from my Master, who let me go without a word.


“I’m going to go change,” I said. “Make yourself comfortable. The kitchen is that way.” I pointed straight ahead, before walking left toward the hallway that led to our bedrooms.


To my annoyance, however, the Magi followed me. I figured it was for the obvious reasons a man followed a woman wearing pasties and a thong, and I got ready to work some of my tricksy jinni magic in defense of my honor. But he just followed me into my bedroom, not touching or speaking.


I pulled open the door to my closet, giving him a pointed look. He didn’t notice, however, being too busy staring around at my bedroom.


In all fairness, it did kinda look like a bevy of belly dancers had exploded. My antique four-poster stood in the center of my room, heavily curtained with colorful fabrics. Tons of pillows covered the bed, and there were quite a few on the floor. The walls were painted turquoise, except for the yellow accent wall. And the trim, which was scarlet.


I’d been told it was a bit much, but anyone who said so could go fuck themselves.


“Um,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I would like to change. Would you mind?”


My Master shook his head, crossing his arms over his chest so he suddenly resembled a shaggy Highland bull. “No. I need your help. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Listen…” Only then did I realize I didn’t know his name.


“Oz,” he said. “You can call me Oz.”


It wasn’t a name I’d expected, but I figured it was short for something. “Okay, Oz. You’ve Bound me. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Really?” He shifted from foot to foot, as if uncomfortable.


I raised an eyebrow. Who was this guy?


“That’s what being Bound means.”


He gave me a long side-eye. “How do I know you’re not lying to me?”


I took a deep breath. “You’ve Bound me. As all Magi know, I can’t tell you a direct lie.”


Which was true. Although, as all jinn quickly realized, not telling a direct lie left a lot of wiggle room. And I’d been born a wiggler.


Oz’s brow furrowed and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Please. A little privacy?”


He nodded, stepping outside. I immediately shut the door in his face, leaning back and letting my head loll against the cool wood.


I considered crying, till I heard shuffling outside the door. Oz obviously didn’t believe me and was lurking.


What the hell kind of Magi are you? I wondered, for about the hundredth time. He’d Bound me—known the spells passed down since ancient times through the Magi tribes. And yet he seemed to know very little about jinn, or being a Master.


I pushed away from the door, filled with sudden hope. Nowadays magic was something for Dungeons and Dragons. In books, vampires sparkled and really wanted to marry teenagers who tripped a lot. Hollywood only dreamed about jinn. And none of these creatures or powers really existed in the same universe as chaos theory, or particle accelerators, or atomic bombs… except they did.


Was my Master one of the misfits? Cut off from their heritage only to stumble upon it in an ancestor’s diary or have it, perhaps literally, bite them in the butt one night?


In other words, I had to find out how much my new Master knew.


And, more importantly, just how much he didn’t.















Chapter Four
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My full name’s Ozan,” he said, to my surprise. He looked pure Irish to me, but that was a Turkish name. “Ozan Sawyer.”


I cocked my head at my new Master, pouring him a large dram of Balvenie. I did the same for myself.


Ozan reached for his glass, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. His silver Magi eyes met my own dark gaze as he set the glass down, empty, on my battered kitchen table. “And you’re Lyla?”


I nodded.


“That’s your real name?”


“Yes.” Then I remembered he’d seen the show and heard my stage name. “Not the La More part. But Lyla is real.”


His eyes swept over me, his head cocking as if he were confused. “And you’re a jinni?”


I looked different to his Magi Sight from other jinn; I knew that. But I couldn’t explain—conditions of the curse—so I just rolled my eyes and bluffed. “Long story, but yes, I’m a jinni. Who the hell are you?”


My new Master poured himself another snort of whiskey, his Irish features crumpled in a rueful expression. “Not much of a Magi, to tell you the truth. I’m new to this whole thing. But I need your help.”


Watching Ozan fiddle with his glass, I studied his features. He wore his sandy hair just long enough to give him the look of a little rockabilly boy lost, hair that might have been just this side of ginger under the right light. His nose was straight, his chin puckish. High cheekbones arched under eyes that were Magi-silver, when they weren’t glowing like headlamps in the presence of a jinni.


Under normal circumstances I might have been tempted to play a little hide-the-shamrock with this guy. But these weren’t normal circumstances. And he couldn’t be that ignorant. After all, his eyes were silver. Someone had Initiated him, or he wouldn’t have been able to Bind me.


“Start at the beginning,” I said. “Who are your people?”


Ozan fiddled with his glass, looking down. For the first time I noticed the shadows under the silver eyes, the way his wide shoulders drooped with fatigue. He was exhausted. “My mom was Turkish. My dad met her in the service. But he’s Irish-American, first generation. A soldier and a boxer. When she died…” He took a deep breath. “When she died he did his best. He loved me. Taught me to box. Supported me when I wanted to study something he didn’t even understand. But he didn’t know any of this. He was a freaking Catholic.”


Leaning back, I crossed my legs. I was dressed comfortably, in yoga pants and an ex-lover’s massive sweatshirt. I’d put my hair back in a ponytail and scrubbed off all my makeup. I wanted to look as unsexy and non-jinni as possible.


“Okay,” I said. “So who Initiated you?”


He scrubbed his hands over his face. “Can I get something nonalcoholic to drink?”


“Of course,” I said, fetching us each a glass. “Feel free to start talking,” I said, doling out ice and water.


Oz obligingly did as he was told. I could get used to being the one in command.


“I was Initiated in Afghanistan,” he said, my surprise evident as I nearly dropped the water I’d intended to place in front of him. His hand reached out, steadying the glass to keep it from spilling. “I’m a social scientist. A cultural anthropologist, to be exact. I study the effects of forced migration on vulnerable groups.” He took a long draught of his drink, nearly emptying it.


It was my turn to blink. “Erm…”


“Basically, I study violence in refugee camps, especially sexual violence against women and children. We’re trying to figure out how to make times of crisis safer for the vulnerable, which means proving there’s a problem to start with.”


“Wow,” I said, trying to absorb this fact into the identity of the man who’d just attacked and Bound me against my will.


“My mother worked for the Red Crescent,” he explained. “That’s how she met my father. She was a do-gooder—his words. He was a soldier.”


“And she was a Magi,” I said. “You didn’t inherit those eyes from your father. Ireland has its own magic, but not involving jinn.”


“But she didn’t have my eyes. I didn’t have my eyes, until Afghanistan. Before I went, my eyes were like my mom’s had been—sort of multicolored. My eyes changed colors in Afghanistan after my, um… my…”


“Initiation.” I supplied the word for him. I leaned back in my chair, eyeing him speculatively. “An immature Magi has to be Initiated in the presence of another Magi, by a jinni. The mature Magi Calls the jinni, but does not Bind it. The jinni is given an offer: Initiate the immature Magi in exchange for its freedom. Once Initiated, the Magi’s eyes turn silver. But before, Magi have the sort of multicolored eyes you describe.”


“So my mother didn’t know what she was?”


“Maybe not. Not if she was unInitiated and she never mentioned anything to you…” My voice trailed off when he shook his head.


“She wouldn’t necessarily have had time to tell me. She died when I was five, in a car accident. If she knew what she was, she never left me any indication. And she was a doctor… a real one. Her family back in Turkey were all doctors, engineers…”


“So not likely to believe in myths like jinn?” I questioned, letting my dark Fire flare around me in ironic counterpoint to my talk of myths. Ozan swallowed, taking a nervous drink from his empty glass. I rose to fetch him another. “What exactly happened to you in Afghanistan?”


Oz thanked me as I handed him his refreshed water glass. “I lived there for three years, doing research for NATO. We were in refugee camps on the border, interviewing current and former refugees who’d returned to Afghanistan.”


I raised an eyebrow. I could only imagine what the locals must have thought seeing an unInitiated ginger Magi running around. Oz didn’t notice my expression and kept talking.


“When I first arrived, I was sort of… adopted by this family. My first day at the camp this little boy came straight up to me, pointing at my eyes and talking in Pashtu. He led me back to his parents, who introduced me to their whole tribe… they were so kind to me.”


“Let me guess,” I said, “they all had silver eyes.”


He nodded, looking rueful again. “The adults did, yes. They were fascinated by me, asking all sorts of questions about my background. I didn’t speak much Pashtu then, but there was a granddaughter who spoke English fluently. Tamina. She translated for me.” At the mention of the girl, Oz’s eyes squeezed shut.


“So she Initiated you and taught you to be a big bad Magi?” I asked, assuming a few things from the way Oz had said Tamina’s name. First, that by “translated for me” he meant “slept with me,” and second, that he’d lost her somehow, and was probably going to use me to get her back.


Which was why I was also starting to wonder why he was still humoring me by answering my questions. Normally a Magi blew in, Bound a gal, and then started telling her what to do. There was no chitchat, no “getting to know you” stage or pre-magic interview. There was a Master, giving commands, and a jinni, following them.


But I wasn’t about to interrupt and remind Oz of this. The more I could figure him out, the more I could manipulate him. And I wasn’t in any hurry to be commanded about, anyway.


“Tamina?” Oz asked, as if the idea of her Initiating him was ridiculous. “No, she was just a kid. She still had the greenish eyes, too.” And with that he leaned forward in his chair to pull the wallet out of his back pocket. Flipping it open, he pulled out a creased Polaroid and handed it to me.


It looked almost exactly like the famous National Geographic photo of the Afghan girl with the unusual eyes. They were the multicolored eyes of an immature Magi, of course, but that had remained unreported.


And she wasn’t that child, although the resemblance was striking. This girl was a tiny bit rounder and a little older. She was also considerably cleaner than that refugee child, and her lips curled in a tiny smile rather than bending in a sober frown.


“She’s cute,” I said, my voice carefully neutral. Oz picked up on the implication.


“She was thirteen when that was taken. That was when I met her. She was a child,” he repeated, glaring at me. “A smart, precocious, awesome child, but just a child.”


“And how many years ago was that?”


His eyes narrowed and his voice was like flint. “Three. She just turned seventeen, but she’ll always be that little girl to me.”


“Okay,” I said, still carefully neutral. He looked annoyed, but didn’t pursue my implications.


“Anyway,” he said instead, “Tamina ended up translating for us a lot, with the other children and sometimes the women. She wasn’t officially doing it, of course, but our official translators were all men and the women and children wouldn’t always talk to them, so Tamina would help out. She did it for years and she seemed to love it. She was really ambitious.”


“Oh?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. I’d been an ambitious girl living in a patriarchal society once, too. That hadn’t ended well.


“Like I said,” he went on, ignoring me. At this point he was telling the story as much to himself as to me, as if prodding some trauma he couldn’t stop touching. “I was there for three years. Then, like ten months ago, Tamina’s parents suddenly immigrated to the States. It happened virtually overnight. One day Tamina was working for us; the next her father and mother had packed her up and taken her overseas.”


“Really?” I said, surprised. Magi weren’t huge fans of the States for a lot of reasons. What lurked Sideways off of the US wasn’t jinni territory, so they had trouble Calling us.


“Yeah. It was odd… everyone was really weird about it. It was like they were unhappy about Tamina and her parents leaving, but they’d also pushed them to go…”


“Well, I imagine that’s how it always is, when people move. On the one hand, you want what’s best for them. On the other, you’re sad they’re leaving.”


Oz shrugged. “Maybe that was it. I don’t know. But why, if it was so easy, didn’t they all leave and come here?”


“Well,” I said, delicately, “not everyone wants to live the American dream, no matter what their circumstances. Something must have happened to make them want to leave.”


Oz grimaced. “I know Tamina’s family were very well respected and lived well, even in the camps. I guess because they were Magi, right?”


“Yes,” I said. Magi were a huge help to have around, for other humans at least. Not so much for jinn. “So Tamina and her family up and went to the U.S. Then what?”


“Everything went on as normal. We were finishing up our research, so we were traveling more than usual. We were gone for about three months, working in camps across the border in Pakistan, and when we got back to our base camp Tamina’s grandparents immediately sought me out.


“Tamina’s parents were dead, murdered here in the States, and Tamina was missing.”


“Murdered?” I perked up. I do love a mystery. “How?”


“Their house was set on fire. The police believed it was arson. And there was no trace of Tamina.”


“And that’s why you’re here? Searching for Tamina?”


Oz nodded. “Yes. They knew I was coming back to the States. I think they’d tried to find Tamina using jinn, but had failed for whatever reason. They’re… they’re family to me. And they didn’t have anyone else here and they couldn’t get anyone to America fast enough. So I guess I was their best option. They finally told me the truth about themselves, and about me. Then they Initiated me. I only had a few weeks to learn what I could. And I’m still learning, obviously…”


He looked down, lost in his own thoughts. “How long ago was that?” I asked, gently.


“The Initiation was a month ago. I was in that region another two weeks, wrapping stuff up, then I came home.”


“And you started looking for the girl.”


“Yes. First I tried looking for the jinn Tamina’s parents had brought with them, even though I knew it was probably pointless. Tamina’s grandmother told me they were probably dead.”


“She tried to Call them?”


“Yes. There was no answer. And Tamina’s grandmother is supposed to be really strong.”


I pursed my lips. A powerful Magi who knew an unBound jinni’s true name should have been able to Call it, even from that distance. And if Tamina’s parents were dead, their jinn were automatically unBound.


“So then what?”


“I figured maybe we just needed a closer look, so first I tried to find other jinn. That was tough.”


I bet it was. There were only a handful of jinn living in America—weirdos who liked the company of humans, but wanted to avoid Magi, for obvious reasons. For them America was great. But most jinn preferred the magical comforts of living Sideways.


“I found one in Boston, and Bound him. That jinni could trace Tamina’s family’s remaining jinn to somewhere around Pittsburgh, then they disappeared off the jinni radar. But they were definitely dead, and they had definitely not left Pittsburgh, so they must have died in Pittsburgh. I let the jinni in Boston go and came here.”


I didn’t have to ask how Oz had found the jinni he’d questioned… Magi were drawn to us like moths to a candle. And jinn had the same ability to sense each other—and to sense when one of their own had its Fire snuffed out.


What was more interesting to me was that Oz hadn’t brought that Boston jinni to Pittsburgh. He’d let him go. While I wanted to ask him why that was, I didn’t want to call attention to the idea that Magi letting jinni go was weird, so I held my tongue.


“You were in for a shock here in Pittsburgh,” I said instead.


“Yes. I couldn’t sense anything. It was like the jinni in Boston had described—my radar went fuzzy like an hour outside of the city. Luckily, I got hungry and decided to go to Primanti’s, because I’d heard about their sandwiches…”


Damn Pittsburgh and its French-fry-laden sandwiches. The only Magi to bother coming to Pittsburgh would have to go to the tourist trap a stone’s throw from Purgatory.


“I was eating and I felt something. It was faint, but I felt it. So I followed it to the bar.”


I waved at him to skip this part. I knew what happened next.


He ignored me. “I saw you, and at first you seemed human, but then you did that dance, and you definitely used their Fire. I wasn’t sure what you really were, though, until you ran. Then I knew you had to be a jinni, and I Bound you.” He looked away from me, as if feeling guilty, at the same time that his jaw set, as if he was making a decision.


“You have to help me find Tamina,” he said in a firm, determined voice. “I know it’s unfair to you, but I need your help. She needs your help. Tamina’s young, and vulnerable, and something terrible has happened to her.”


“Are you asking me or telling me?” I said, genuinely curious. A lot depended on his answer.


He cocked his head at me. “What do you mean?”


When I saw his confusion, my mind went into overdrive. I knew only one thing: I should not answer that question, if he couldn’t answer it himself.


“How are you feeling?” I said instead. “You look tired.”


It was an old jinni trick, used on only the greenest Masters. And this one was so green I could have worn him in Pittsburgh’s annual St. Patrick’s Day parade.


“I am,” he admitted.


“Trouble sleeping?”


He scrubbed a big hand over his face, a rough scraping of calluses over beard stubble. “Yeah,” he admitted. “A lot on my mind.”


I set the trap. “I bet. I always wish mine had an off switch.”


He gave me a rueful smile before nibbling at my bait. “I know. I do, too.”


“Do what?”


“Wish my brain had an off switch, so I could finally get some rest,” he supplied, obligingly.


He watched as I reached my hand out to touch his forehead, obviously wondering what the hell I was doing. My fingers brushed his warm skin and I told him, “Sleep.” He slumped forward onto the table, deep in dreamland.


I stood up and made my way over to the big house, my idiotic inner jinni happy to have done her duty while my outer woman was glad to be free, at least for now.


And eager to make that freedom permanent.
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