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        A quick overview of the various Hindu mythology terms and deities that appear in this book.

      

      

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

        Asura – Demi-gods

        Ghandarva – Winged male nature spirits. Some have the body of a horse. Renowned for their musical ability, they also graced the court of the gods.

        Indra – Vedic Deity, God of the first heaven. God of lightning, thunderstorms, rain, and river flows.

        Kubera – A sect of supernaturals hell-bent on reopening the gates of the underworld

        Naga – Snake shifters who were once hunted by Garuda for the crime of stealing amrit from the gods

        Rakshasa – Mysterious supernatural beings.

        Shaitan – Demon

        Shukra – A Hindu Sage

        Swarga - Heaven

        Vritra – Serpent dragon asura and CEO of Shaitan Enterprises

        Yaksha – Wolf people born from the union of Shaitan and man
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      Nights out sucked. When had that happened? When had I become the comfy pants and slippers woman? Nah, clubbing just didn’t do it for me anymore. The loud music, the flirting, the excessive drinking … no longer fun. Love the getting dressed up bit, but an hour into the night and my slippers would be calling. Heel clicks echoing down the deserted street, I picked up the pace. The last aerial tram would be leaving in fifteen minutes.

      A scream ripped through the air, cut short too soon. I froze, the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention despite the warm humid night. There it was again, desperate and raw from across the street—a pocket of shadow ideal for nefarious activity. Not my problem, so why was I running toward the scream rather than away from it?

      A scuffle, a moan, and a whimper.

      Hell, no. I burst into the alley, heels scraping against stone. “Let her go.”

      A woman turned to stare at me, her eyes flashing green in the gloom. Not a vamp, then. Not surprising in the July heat. Those entities possessed the dead, wearing them as meat suits. Heat and dead flesh was not a good combination. Nah, the vamps were probably all tucked up in their air conditioned homes. This beauty was a yaksha. And I should be backing the heck out of here … the beast-people were fast, strong, and flesh hungry, and way too many just didn’t give a shit about the Inter-Entity Pact, which prohibited their feeding on humans.

      Pressed between her and the wall was a slender young man, glasses knocked askew on his frightened face.

      “Help me …” he pleaded.

      Okay, so not a damsel in distress, but still. The woman slammed him against the wall, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      “Walk away.” Her voice deepened and her face rippled as the beast within pushed to be free.

      Walking away sounded mighty good, but what kind of citizen would I be if I left the weedy man to get eaten? Injecting bravado into my voice, I stood taller—using my four inch heels to my advantage. “Look. Just drop him and go. We’ll say no more about it.”

      She eyed me up and down. Closing her eyes, she inhaled. Her lip curled. “Or what … human?”

      Shit. She could smell my lack of magick. Great. I couldn’t even use my useless witch-blood status as a deterrent, because what good was a witch without magick?

      “Look. You do this, you’ll get caught, and it’ll be The Pit for you.”

      She released the guy, who slumped to the ground, unconscious. “The Pit?”

      She sauntered toward me. Were those tears glistening on her cheeks?

      “You know what,” she said, “I’d gladly do time for beating the shit outta this lying piece of … shit.”

      Ookay … maybe I’d gotten hold of the wrong end of the stick here. “Is he … your boyfriend?”

      “Not anymore. Found out he was poking my friend. The furry bitch has it coming too.” She sniffed. “I thought he loved me.”

      That weedy, scrawny looking guy slumped on the ground?

      She studied my expression and pouted. “He was sweet to me. Didn’t mind the furry, or the fang. He was … nice.”

      I’d never been good at keeping my thoughts off my face. Yaksha dating a human was just weird … like dating a hamburger, or a steak … or maybe a triple chocolate cake—way too tempting. But we all had some human in us … or at least our blood lines did. Hard to believe at one time there’d been no supernaturals, and our world only existed because a bunch of Shaitan had escaped from the underworld and procreated with humans. Those demons had been locked back up, but the evidence of their little foray into our world was now everywhere. One was standing before me, crying over a human who’d fucked her friend. Man, he had to be dense to cheat on a beast. Shouldn’t have been cheating full stop, but cheating on a yaksha … damn.

      “I’m sorry. I really am. Being cheated on sucks, but you can’t beat him up, you know that, right? I mean you could kill him. Do you really want that?” Please don’t say yes.

      The man on the ground groaned, his eyes fluttering, but it was the big bad yaksha who whimpered. Her hand going up to cover her mouth as silent tears streamed down her cheeks. Right now she wasn’t a monster, she wasn’t part wolf. She was just a woman who’d had her heart broken.

      “Hey, look. How about we get him somewhere safe and then you and I can grab a cup of coffee?”

      She blinked across at me. “Yeah?”

      I sighed. “Yeah.”

      That had been me a few months ago, sobbing into my open palm, my heart in pieces.

      “I’m Honey,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “Carmella.”

      We approached the semi-conscious guy and lifted him off the ground. His head lolled to the side.

      “Danika,” he muttered.

      Honey froze.

      “Who’s Danika?”

      Her lips tightened. “My ex-friend.”

      Well sod this. I dropped the guy. “You like pie?”
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        * * *

      

      Ah the lunch time rush. The July heat blasting in my face every time someone opened the damned door, pinching ballet flats, and customers from hell—this was my life. Still groggy from the late night consoling Honey, and nerves jittery from way too much caffeine, I struggled to take orders and get them right. The yaksha had given me her number though, insisting we get together sometime soon. She was Renegade Pack, pretty middling on the pack hierarchy but certainly not in the trouble-maker category. They owned a bunch of eateries in Finchley. I’d promised to give her a bell. Maybe pop down and she’d treat me to dinner.

      “You have flour on your face,” Mr. McCreedy said, his lips pursed as if he’d sucked on a lemon.

      Great. “Yeah, thanks.”

      I reached for the slice of Tottenham cake he’d picked out.

      “No, no. Stop.”

      I paused and arched a brow. “You don’t want the Tottenham cake?”

      He blew out an exasperated breath. “You have flour on your face.”

      Seriously? What the heck was his problem?

      “Um, Carmella.” Urvashi, the owner of Delightful Bakery, sidled up beside me. “Why don’t you get cleaned up while I serve Mr. McCreedy.” She gave me a pointed look.

      Relinquishing the tongs, I backed away from the counter and headed out back to the tiny washroom reserved for staff only. A quick glance in the mirror showed my face to be clean … no wait, there was a smidge, like literally a few tiny flecks of flour on my face. What the heck? Did the guy have microscopes for eyes? A quick dab with a paper towel and I was done.

      Best get back out there. Okay, maybe just a couple more minutes of peace. I parked myself on the toilet seat as my emotions did a downward dive. Damn it, how many times did I need to berate myself? It was all right. Working here was okay. So what if it was a part-time gig? It was a bloody great bakery, the best in Piccadilly London, and Urvashi, my apsara boss and friend, was awesome, but the downward dive continued. Gah. If, five years ago, someone had told me I’d be best buddies with a celestial nymph, working in and living above a bakery, I’d have laughed till I puked.

      Four years ago, I worked for the assassin’s guild as their artifacts librarian. The guild had been responsible for taking down the worst criminals in London, and I’d been responsible for kitting out the assassins. But all good things come to an end, and when the gates of the underworld opened for the second time in our history, all hell had broken lose. My friends had fought the good fight. Side by side with the Vedic gods who live among us, they’d succeeded in averting the crisis. Me? Pfft. I’d been benched. Not witch enough to do any magick, not kick ass enough to, well, kick ass. I’d been helpless … useless, and I’d hated it. When the dust settled, the desire to be something more had been a burning seed in the pit of my belly, so I’d joined the Inter-Entity Pact Enforcement Unit—the outfit responsible for catching the supernaturals who were dumb or desperate enough to break the pact, and giving them a one way ticket to the maximum security prison known only as The Pit. Six months of hard training to be an operative, and then I’d failed the final exams. Maybe I wasn’t meant to do anything outstanding with my life. Maybe working in a bakery was all I’d ever amount to. That would just have to be okay. Come on, buck up.

      A soft knock on the door had me swiping at my eyes. Dammit with the leaky tap impression.

      “Carmella. You okay, hon?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Good, because we’re out of cinnamon swirls and you make the best ones.”

      I snorted. Yeah, cakes and pastries seemed to be my thing. Flushing the loo to make it seem like I’d been having a tinkle, I ran the tap for a moment then opened the door.

      Urvashi blinked at me, her beautiful face contorting into an expression of concern. “You’ve been crying.”

      “Have not.”

      She pulled me into a hug. “You don’t have to make the rolls if you don’t want. Sod the customers.”

      I snorted into her shoulder.

      She gave me a squeeze and pulled back. “You know, since you started baking for me, our profits have tripled. The customers love your rolls and your fluffy mandarins. You have a gift, Carmella.”

      I did?

      “Don’t look at me like that! Surely you know how special you are.”

      “Shame you can’t save the world with a perfectly risen soufflé.”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind. We best get back out there before Brenda eats all the jammy dodgers.”

      Urvashi giggled, flicking her long dark hair over her shoulder. “I had a lover who liked to lick me out like the jam—”

      I slapped my hands over my ears. “Eww. Urvashi, please!”
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        * * *

      

      It was almost the end of my shift when what Brenda and the other girls called The Main Attraction walked through the door.

      Mal Banner was the Piccadilly Coven High Witch, owner of the Moon and Star Club, playboy extraordinaire, and pure eye candy. Up until now, I’d managed to avoid him by getting one of the other girls to serve, which they were more than happy to drool, I mean do. But with Brenda on her break and Katy in the loo, the counter was mine. It would be so easy to give in and have a drool, maybe flirt a little, but with my questionable taste in men, it was best to curb the instinct. Relationships were a forbidden zone at the moment, the whole dating thing was a confusing mess. The relationships I thought were serious ended up being flings, the flings turned out to be stalkers, and the one time I’d handed over my heart, it had been crushed. Banner was a magnet—gorgeous, powerful, witty, and nice, but he was also a playboy, a flirt, and a ladies’ man. Not the kind of man whose radar I wanted to be on. He was smoking hot though. Kind of intimidating.

      Banner’s brows flicked up at the sight of me. “Well, you’re new.”

      “Not really. You’ve been eating my pastries for weeks.” And why did that have to sound so suggestive?

      He pressed his tongue to the back of his teeth and raked me over with an intense gaze. “So, you’re the new baker.”

      I inclined my head to hide the flush blooming in my cheeks. “What can I get you today?”

      He scanned my face, his warm brown eyes twinkling. “How about a date?”

      “We don’t sell … oh, um …” Shit. The playboy asks for a date. It’d be like jumping into a tank filled with piranha—he’d eat me alive. “Sorry. I can’t help you with that.”

      His lips twitched in amusement. “Really?”

      Great, I couldn’t even turn someone down effectively. “Yes. Really. Now, if you’d like to order …”

      He stared at me for a moment longer, his gaze a little more penetrating than I’d like, a frisson of awareness skittered over my skin.

      He cocked his head. “Have we met before?”

      Really? That was the best line he could come up with on a knock back? Okay. My assessment of his charisma was taking a rapid down-hill plummet.

      “No. We haven’t. So what can I get—”

      He snapped his fingers. “You’re Malina Hayes’s friend!”

      Fuck. How could I forget? Stifling a groan, I arranged my face into a neutral expression, internally kicking myself for not recalling sooner that my best friend Malina had used Mal to find me when one of my exes had decided to sell me to a fanatical sect hell-bent on taking over the world. Yeah, good times. So, he remembered me as the ditzy blonde who’d been duped by a hot guy with a Mohawk and a smile. Fan-fucking-tastic. Now he’d definitely think I was a pushover.

      Well, there was no point in denying it. “Yes. That’s right.”

      The bell above the door tinkled as another customer entered. Thank the gods. It was getting way too hot in here, and not just from the mid-July heat wave.

      “If you’d like to order?” My tone was impersonal and brusque.

      His expression shuttered. “I’ll take two cinnamon rolls and a chocolate muffin please.” He unfolded a piece of paper and passed it across the counter. “And tell Urvashi I need this order in two day’s time.”

      I glanced at the paper—at the huge order scrawled in his loping hand—and clenched my teeth to stop my jaw from hitting the counter.

      “Um, I’ll pass it on.”

      He stood silently, watching me as I quickly bagged his items and rung them up.

      “See you around, Carmella,” he said, as he strode out the door.

      Fuck, he remembered my name.

      “Oh, my God. Was that make-me-creamy?” Kate cooed from behind me.

      “Yep.”

      “Dammit. I can’t believe I missed him.”

      The girls had come up with the nickname a few weeks back and it had stuck. Usually I’d laugh about it with them, but not today. Being reminded of what a fool I’d been had put a damper on my day.

      “I’m gonna go make some bread.” I headed toward the kitchens.

      “But we don’t need any bread.”

      “It’s for the soup kitchen.”

      “Ah, you gonna make broth?”

      “Did it this morning.”

      I set to work on the bread. I needed to pummel something. In the absence of a face, it would have to be a lump of dough.
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        * * *

      

      The soup kitchen was on the other side of the Leicester Square aerial tram station. But there was no need to ride public transport today. Urvashi had loaned me the bakery van—again—anything to stop me from wandering the streets of London. She was such a mother hen, but being her chick wasn’t all bad. I got the ride, right? Plus, it would have been impossible to get the broth and bread here on the tram.

      Several soup kitchens were dotted about the city. An attempt to feed all the homeless created by the almost-apocalypse five years ago. Too many residences had been demolished, too many landmark buildings brought to the ground. The rebuild was slow and, in the meantime, the council, made up of human, Yaksha, witches, vamps, and gods, did the best they could to provide for those affected by the crisis.

      I pulled up outside the gray brick building and killed the engine. The windows were barred, the door covered in colorful graffiti—courtesy of a very talented tag artist called Billy. This was my kitchen; one I’d helped set up just over a year ago using my meager savings. Best thing I’d ever done. To see the joy on people’s faces when a cooked meal was placed before them; if only I could do more. If only the bloody council would hurry up and rebuild so these poor people could be re-housed.

      Discrimination was a no-no at the kitchen. All creatures allowed: human, vamp, yaksha, and any other being looking for a meal—as long as it was everyday food they wanted. Blood and humans were not on the menu. But we rarely got the vamps. Probably because most of them were in positions of power: actors, politicians, news anchors—that kind of thing. They got their supply from blood banks stocked up with compulsory donations, and then you had the black-market trade—humans selling their blood for cash in the underground. It was the transport method favored by the pale-faced blood suckers. Until four years ago, the underground railway network had been sealed off. The official story had been a serious gas leak. The truth was something entirely different. It was open now, in some kind of working order, but only the truly desperate went down there.

      I jumped out of the van and walked toward the back just asVictor came bounding out.

      “Hey. I didn’t know you were on shift tonight.” He cocked his head, watching me with a strange stillness I still wasn’t accustomed to.

      “Thursday night, Vic. I’m always here Thursday night.” I yanked open the van doors.

      “Let me get that.” Victor climbed up, his thick thighs bulging, and grabbed the huge tureen filled with broth. He carried it easily, though it had taken both me and Urvashi huffing and puffing to load it.

      But then Victor was a rakshasa—a creature of the shadows—who, for some reason, decided to dedicate his life to running the kitchen. No idea what he did in his time off. No idea about his life outside of the kitchens. I’d learned not to pry. He was a good guy, as far as I knew. He’d turned up opening week and made himself indispensable. This place wouldn’t run without him.

      I grabbed the tray of fresh rolls and followed him inside.

      It was just after six in the evening, but the kitchens were already teeming with life. The freshly scrubbed faces and damp hair of several tea-slurping patrons told me they’d made use of the public showers we’d had fitted six months ago—an anonymous donation from a kind benefactor, who’d done her best to disguise her handwriting. Malina didn’t know I’d cottoned on to her charity. She’d gone to great lengths to donate anonymously, and so I kept my mouth shut and thanked her in pastries.

      “I ran the figures,” Victor said, as we strode into the kitchen.

      “And?”

      “Unless Brahma Corp decides they’re willing to cover it, there’s no way we can do it on donations alone. Those barely cover the utilities on this place, and now with the added water bill for the showers …”

      I sighed and placed the bread on the counter. Brahma Corp was the home of the gods. Indra and Varuna had been kind enough to fund several kitchens in the city and, when my savings had run out, they’d covered mine. The showers were Malina’s contribution, but I really wanted to rent out the floor above and convert it into a shelter offering overnight accommodations to those in desperate need. We couldn’t save everyone, but we’d help as many as we could.

      “Carmella? You all right?” He was watching me intently.

      “No. I just. I really wanted to do this.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do. There is something else though … there’ve been a several incidences at the soup kitchens on the outskirts of Soho.”

      “Incidences?”

      He sighed through his nose. “A bunch of Yaksha—no one knows which pack they belong to—have been raiding and feeding.”

      And when he said feeding, it was clear he didn’t mean on soup kitchen meals. “Oh, God.”

      He held up a hand. “It’s all right. I’ve arranged for a couple of my friends to hang out here in the evenings for the next few weeks—just until the IEPEU catches them.” His craggy face split in a smile. “It’ll be okay. I just wanted you to know. Now get the food out there, we got hungry people to satisfy.”

      Yep, the scrape of chairs on linoleum and the rising hum of conversation told me it was time to make an appearance with the food.

      I slipped through into the main room and began setting out bowls, spoons, and tureens of soup and stew. Victor was an awesome cook, and the stew smelled delicious. He’d also whipped up some rice. Cheap but filling meals were the key here.

      Something black streaked across the room, low to the ground.

      Victor ran out of the kitchen, almost knocking the table over.

      His nostrils flared. “What was that?”

      “Just a cat. Chill.”

      He scanned the room, his expression fierce.

      “I think it’s gone now.” His reaction was a little over the top, but hey, who knew, maybe Rakshasa hated cats?

      He didn’t look convinced, and a shiver skittered up my spine. “You okay?”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m fine. I’ll grab some more plates.”

      Miranda, a lovely little old lady with the sweetest smile, hobbled up to the counter.

      I grabbed a plate. “What will it be tonight?”
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        * * *

      

      Showered and almost ready for bed, I curled up on my battered sofa and switched on the television. It was barely nine-thirty, and the night was officially still young. Urvashi and the girls were headed out to drinks, again, but I just wasn’t feeling it. These aching feet would not be coaxed into a pair of heels. All the standing about, first at the bakery and then at the soup kitchens, had done them in and my soft furry bunny slippers were bliss. Now to find something mind-numbing enough to drop off to.

      Seeing Mal Banner had brought back memories of the person I’d been, the person I was desperate to leave behind. Urgh, there it was, the reflective agitation I could seriously do without. The hum from the street below drifted in through my open window, and a gentle warm breeze brushed my bare shoulders. The fan whirred in the corner of the room moving stale hot air diligently around the small space. Damn, this sticky heat and suffocating July atmosphere. Give me autumn or winter when you could snuggle under a duvet. Give me hot chocolate and marshmallows, long walks in the park crunching through golden leaves. Give me the buzz and excitement of Christmas—Dad’s Christmas-eve tradition of ice-cream under the stars wrapped in our warmest clothes. Man, I missed him so much. My eyes grew hot.

      No. No more tears. No more feeling sorry for myself. Never again.

      This was me now—this cozy open-plan apartment above the bakery, with its battered sofa-bed and dinky bathroom. This was my place, and a discount from Urvashi meant I could comfortably afford to rent it. Malina would have happily loaned me the money to buy a small flat, heck she’d even offered to buy me one, but living like this was my choice, something I needed to do myself. Find my feet, find my path, and stop coasting. I was pathetic, twenty-five years old and still searching for fulfillment, still desperate to make a difference in the world somehow. If only I’d been born a full witch, if only I’d had even a fraction of the power other witch-bloods had, but I may as well have been born human. Heck, I bet even a human would have been more successful at drawing power from the skein than me. That damn yarn of magick all witches drew power from seemed to be closed off to me.

      You don’t have to have powers to help people, Malina had said. I loved her for it, and I hated that it didn’t feel like it was enough. I hated the sneaky suspicion that whispered she didn’t believe I was good enough. If only I could be content with being average, but there was a burning need inside me—a desire to do so much more—a conviction I was destined for something greater. Bloody delusional more like.

      My phone buzzed, skittering across the coffee table. The caller ID had me hesitating. Should I let it go to voicemail?

      The buzzing stopped but started up a moment later.

      Fuck it. “Hello?”

      “Carmella. Hey. Just checking in. You okay?”

      Drake’s voice was all honeyed concern and the irritating thing was, he was sincere. The only ex I couldn’t hate, Drake, was a full witch and the Mayfair Coven High Witch’s grandson to boot. We’d had a thing for a while, about a year, but then it had just fizzled out … okay, it hadn’t fizzled out, Drake had realized he was in love with someone else—another full witch. So, yeah, that had hurt. But I was over it. Right?

      “Carmella, you there?”

      “I’m fine. Seriously. You don’t need to check in with me every other day.”

      Drake sighed.

      “I know Malina asked you to, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

      “Just … call me if you need anything, okay?”

      What I needed was for him not to have broken my heart. What I needed was to be treated like and adult and not a child who’d been left home alone while her parents went on vacation.

      Malina was in Nagalok visiting family. My part-naga friend was an expert at hopping between realities, but I preferred to stick to one. Heck, at least I accepted the multi-verse theory, some people still insisted it was a hoax. You’d think after the shit that happened five years ago they’d have wised up, but no … way too many ostriches burying their heads in the sand.

      “Carmella? You still there? How are things? The bakery?”

      “Good, good. But I gotta go. I’ll call you … sometime.” Urgh. I hung up quickly, not wanting to get sucked into his life.

      Longer conversations meant asking what was up with the other person and pretending like you cared, or faking you were happy for them when all you wanted to do was scream.

      Longer conversations sucked. Despite the storm in my heart, I couldn’t help but hope tomorrow would be a better day. There was the huge order of goodies to prepare for the Coven’s Annual Meet—a big deal for such a small bakery. Thank goodness Banner had a soft spot for our baked goods. Urvashi was ecstatic, and yours truly was in charge of pulling it all off.

      Yeah, maybe being a baker wouldn’t be such a bad life.

      Maybe I could be a kick ass baker.
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      Today was going to suck.

      “Oh, God, Brenda. Please, please don’t say it.” I pleaded into the phone.

      “I’m sick.”

      “Fuck!”

      “I’m so sorry, Carmella. Can you tell Urvashi I’m sorry?”

      Sure I would if she was here. She’d called in sick too. Then the other two staff members had left because they felt crappy. The cynical part of my brain screamed hangover. They’d all gone out last night after all. It didn’t matter though, this was a bakery, couldn’t have sick-looking staff. And now I was on my own. Three batches of cakes and pastries left to make, and eight hours till delivery. I was so screwed

      Brenda coughed and gagged.

      “I’ll tell her. Just get some rest.”

      Ending the call, I stared at the bell above the door. Desperate situations called for desperate measures. The order had to be fulfilled, but no way was that possible with the shop open for business as usual. Not alone. Flipping the sign to closed, I locked the door just as a little girl pushed against it from outside.

      “Gemma.”

      One of our regulars, probably twelve years old and a total sweetheart, popped in every lunch time for the same three items. I unlocked the door and let her in.

      She stared up at me with huge green eyes. “You’re closing early?”

      “Yeah, but I can get you your usual.”

      She grinned. “You’re the best.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just drop the blinds so no one else tries to get inside.” Two brownies and a supersized jammy dodger went into a paper bag. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks, Carmella. Mum loves your brownies.”

      “You should tell her to pop in some time.”

      A shadow fell across her face. “She’s not too well at the moment, but as soon as she is on her feet, we will.”

      “Great.” I let her out and locked up behind her.

      I’d been up since five a.m. baking bread and rolls. It was now almost midday. I was the last woman standing.

      I couldn’t let Urvashi down.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My feet throbbed, my head ached, and I was pretty sure I was coming down with whatever the rest of the staff had caught, but the order was complete. Now to drop it off, go home, and put my feet up.

      Van all loaded, I navigated the late Saturday afternoon Piccadilly traffic to get onto Coven Promenade. The street, lined with mansions housing the Piccadilly coven witches, was eerily silent, as if a ward of serenity had been cast over it. It probably had, I wouldn’t put it past the covens. The building I was looking for was set at the end of the cul-de-sac, through a double gate, and past a winding driveway already lined with stately cars and limos. It looked like the revelry had begun early, not that I’d know anything about that. This was an event for full-blooded witches. The only witch-bloods who’d be found on the premises were hired hands to cater the event of the year.

      The sun was beginning to set, and slowly, as if by magick, lights winked on in the majestic trees lining the driveway, lighting up the place like Christmas in July. Was it getting hotter in here? I held my hand over the AC to feel the blast of cool air. What the heck? Why was I so hot? Oh, yeah, I was coming down with the lurgy.

      The front of the stately home came into view, and I swung the vehicle round the side of the house to the delivery entrance. The doors were open and staff rushed in and out. A slender man spotted me and ran over.

      “Oh, thank God you’re here. We should have been set up a half-hour ago,” he said.

      “I was told six p.m.”

      “You were?” His brow crinkled. “Okay, not your fault. You just need to hustle. Bring the order through.” He turned back to the mansion.

      “Whoa, wait a second. There are over five hundred baked goods in here.”

      He huffed. “Fine. I’ll send someone out to help.”

      Ten minutes later, I was ready to bury myself in the arctic. My blouse was stuck to my chest, my hair plastered to my scalp with perspiration, and no one had come out to help.

      Fuck this.

      Climbing out of the van, I crunched across the gravel to the back doors, flung them open and began to unload.

      “You all right?”

      That voice … Bollocks! I looked up into Mal Banner’s perfect face. “Not really. I was supposed to have some help getting these in but—”

      “You look terrible.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      He took a concerned step toward me, studying me from beneath low brows. “You don’t look well.”

      Crap. Handling food while sick was not acceptable. He could have Urvashi’s license. Even though I hadn’t felt ill until I’d completed the order.

      I gave him my most dazzling smile. “I’m fine. Just really hot.”

      “Yes, you are,” he muttered.

      Had I heard him right? “Huh?”

      He relieved me of the tray I was holding, his cool fingers brushing my warm ones

      His frown deepened. “There’s a washroom just down the corridor, third door on the left. You can cool off there. I’ll make sure the van is unloaded.”

      Okay, do not fall flat on your face. I made it into the building into the blissfully cool interior and sagged against the wall. This was bad. Cold water on my face was what I needed.

      The washroom was a huge marble affair with soft fluffy towels and the water helped to soothe my fevered skin. My vision swam with black dots. Pull it together, Carmella You can do this. Gathering my long, silver-blonde hair into a knot at the top of my head, I splashed cold water on the nape of my neck.

      Better. Now to get the heck out of here. I opened the washroom door to urgent lowered voices.

      “… find out what he’s up to.”

      “We need to tread carefully. We don’t know anything for sure.”

      The voices moved off, and I was out of there. Coven politics weren’t my problem. They’d been feuding for years, and it had only gotten worse five years ago, after the Void had almost unraveled the multi-verse. If not for the intervention of my friends and the gods, none of this would exist any longer. The catastrophic event had left its mark on our world in so many little ways. There was the poverty, of course, and the number of homeless had increased. The number of supernaturals breaking the law had shot up. The more reasonable blood suckers and the wolf people had integrated themselves into everyday society, digging in their claws and accepting that to survive we needed to work together. The fight against a bigger threat had been enough to remind many of them what was at stake, and that we needed each other in order to survive. But there were always those who just didn’t give a fuck. And the covens? Well, they’d risen in power, with the Mayfair Coven claiming the lion’s share of the skein. It was frightening how much influence the covens actually wielded: over the council, the enforcement agencies, and over the gods, who were still recovering from their fight against the demon hoard and the Void.

      Outside, night had fallen. Banner was gone, and the van waited to transport me home. The air was humid and thick, making each breath a chore. A business card was tucked under the wiper, Banner’s card for the Moon and Star Club, his mobile number scrawled on the back with a note asking me to call if I changed my mind about a date.

      Yeah, like that was ever going to happen.

      The van purred to life and I was off. I made it as far as the top of the promenade before the engine stalled and died.

      Fuck.

      Great.

      I pulled out my phone to call a cab and stared at the blank dead screen. Oh, man. Was it shit on Carmella day today or something? I could go back to the mansion and call a cab, or I could walk. It was probably fifteen minutes using the side roads. Asking snooty witches for the use of their phone or walking?

      Walking it was.

      Thank goodness for sneakers, because my legs felt all wobbly. I was definitely coming down with something. Damn Urvashi and Brenda, damn them all with their germs. Urgh. I needed my bed. The car headlights on the road made my head hurt, and then I was cutting down the side street which would bring me out behind the bakery and deliver me home. Something whizzed past me, black, sleek, and low—a cat in a rush.

      The world lit up with a crack
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