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RUNNING FROM THE DEVIL

BOOK ONE

BENEATH
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An escaped demon and a snarky cat face off against the seven deadly sins.

Escaping from Hell was just the beginning of Phoebe’s problems.  In Hell, she had a position of legend. A marquis of torture. But on the human plane, she is just another New York City destitute.

Before she has a chance to get her bearings on the unforgiving streets, Fate steps in and offers her a chance at redemption, but it doesn’t come cheap.

She must bring in the demons that escaped alongside her while making sure no humans are harmed in the process. In order to do that, she needs to learn to live in the human world with the help of another one of Fate’s parolees, a snarky cat named Smoke.

If it means never seeing the halls of Hell again, Phoebe will do anything, even battle the seven deadly sins single-handed.
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The scrape of metal against stone set Phenex’s teeth on edge. She repeated the motion, honing her blade while a poor soul lay blubbering on the table behind her.

Where have all the strong, defiant souls gone?

Being a Marquis of Hell used to be fun. Breaking the strongest of souls was a thrilling challenge that distracted her from the reality of being thrust into the job without consent. She’d come to embrace it over the millennia. Better to be the one wielding the knife than endure the sharpness of its edge.

At least that used to be the case. Humans had grown weak in recent years, having no tolerance for strife. They fell apart at the first sight of her weapons, ruining what had once been the most thrilling aspect of her job. And this soul was no different.

The burn of hellfire licked her skin, but it was not the sting that had her hissing as she turned toward the disappointing soul laid bare for her on the table. His horrified scream filled the room, competing with the sulfurous sting of brimstone. It left her mouth sour like she had taken a bite of spoiled meat.

And she hadn’t even touched him yet.

At least if blood had been flowing, she could have understood his raw terror.

The door opened, and Furcas poked his head in. His dark complexion offset by the stark whiteness of his hair always amused her. She didn’t understand why he chose to let himself look old, especially since all of the demons in higher stations had a choice of their form when promoted to the position.

“What do you want now?” Phenex growled at his untimely interruption. He always chose the worst possible moment to stick his nose in her business. No doubt on purpose.

Soft as souls had become recently, torture had lost its appeal. It was hard enough for Phenex to find the laser-like focus necessary to work. She missed the good old days, when victims were more resilient, and Lucifer handed her challenge after challenge to test her resolve and loyalty. At least then she had purpose. Now, all she had were quotas, and annoying micro-managing demons like Furcas spying on her.

“I was just checking in on how far you’ve gotten today.”

Her jaw clenched, and she glanced at the ceiling, reining in the desire to launch her knife at him. Outside the torture chambers, he was mildly annoying, but these continuous interruptions set her teeth on edge. Since Lucifer had pulled his latest disappearing act, Furcas had gotten worse. It was as if he didn’t believe she would continue to do her job.

“I would get through my quota a lot faster with less interruptions,” she growled at him and then turned on the poor blubbering slob on the slab in front of her.

It wasn’t as if she had been among the demons who slacked off when Lucifer went on his last topside adventure. She was one of the very few who continued doing as she was ordered, despite his disappearance. But it wasn’t out of enjoyment. She had a goal. One that would get her out of this station and into a true leadership role if she didn’t slack off. Since her bubble about going to Heaven after a thousand years in this torture chamber had burst long ago, she strived for the next best thing dangled in front of her by the dark prince.

Unfortunately, she was the best at what she was tasked to do, and everyone, including Furcas, knew it. The ledger that he kept held proof that she outshined all the other demons in the same position, and had for thousands of years.

She drove her blade into her victim’s belly, with all the force of her frustration behind it. The poor soul wailed, but even as the intensity of his anguish matched her own, she felt nothing except a seething need to shut him up.

The shift change bell rang, saving the man, at least for the moment, from her wrath. She glanced at the last victim on her table as she wiped her blade and returned it to the sheathe on her thigh. The cleanup crew would bring this one back to his cell where he would piece together like a salamander whose tail had regenerated, and then he would be ready for her again tomorrow.

She left the torture chambers behind for the day. It was the first time since she’d started that she didn’t reach her quota.  She didn’t want to hear it from Furcas, or anyone else for that matter. If Lucifer had been in Hell, she would have had to explain herself to him, but since he was topside, she didn’t feel the need to pile up the excuses in her head.

“Phenex!”

Furcas’s growling voice reached her ears, but she ignored him. It wasn’t until his hand grasped her arm and spun her towards him that she paid attention. He waved the shift sheet in front of her.

“I had an off day,” she said before he could berate her.

He lowered the paper and met her gaze. “You never have an off day.”

He was right. She closed her eyes and wiped her face. She didn’t have a valid excuse, and all she did was shrug.

“You’re the one who interrupted me at least a dozen times today.” She pointed at him, but it was more than that. She was losing her edge.

“That never stopped you before.” His hands found his hips as he glowered at her.

“You give everyone else a break if they don’t hit their numbers,” she said.

“True. But they aren’t you.”

“I’m allowed an off day considering I have never had one before.”

He inhaled and glanced around, and then he studied the ground. She waited for him to speak, restraining herself from saying anything more. Any other excuse would put her on the next available table. It was the nature of the position. If a demon failed to hit their quota without a valid excuse, they were put back in rotation, facing the same knives they failed to properly employ as punishment.

Phenex had never slipped, not since she was given the choice to get off the table and take on the torturer role. Although she had a sneaking suspicion that Furcas would love to carve her up almost as much as he wanted to make alliances with her.

“Fine, but tomorrow I expect more than quota to make up for today.” He pointed at her, his crooked finger as clear a threat as the tone of his voice.

She nodded. “Just as long as you keep the interruptions to a minimum.”

“Deal,” he said and turned back toward the chambers.

Phenex resumed her gait, moving swiftly through the aisle of torture suites, to her quarters. The moment she was inside and all twelve locks were engaged on her door, she stripped free of the black leather outfit Lucifer insisted all the torture employees wore.

After a shower and a change of clothing, Phenex dropped on her bed and pulled her covers to her chin, wishing for a restful night’s sleep she knew would not come. She’d need every ounce of energy the next day if she hoped to reach the new quota Furcas had added to her ledger.

“Damn,” she whispered.

The moment she closed her eyes the screams of her victims filled her mind. Hell’s lullaby. The nightmares would follow, just as they had every night since she’d come to this place. No one was spared punishment for their deeds, even in Hell where it was their duty to perform them. 
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Another day. Another series of interruptions from Furcas. Phenex could set her watch to him and his incessant compulsion to keep his ledger updated. He didn’t seem to understand, or care about her need to focus and not be distracted from her work, especially with the higher quota he’d assigned her the previous day.

It was as if he were plotting her failure.

She clenched her teeth and shot him one of her deadliest glares. Pompous as he was, that usually sent him scurrying out the door, but this time it didn’t have the same effect.

He met her threatening gaze head-on. “You need to see this.”

The intense and almost crazed look on his face revved her curiosity. “You know how I hate to be bothered when I’m working. If this is another one of your atheist roastings, I swear I’ll lay you out on this table and dissect you both. And I’ll do it slowly so I can relish the duet of your suffering screams.” She pointed her knife at Furcas.

Her latest crybaby, whose screeches had been particularly grating, stared up at her with more shock than he’d shown during their entire session, even after she’d stuffed a dirty gym sock in his mouth. His eyes widened impossibly large, as if he feared further riling her and risk being subject to dual torture.

Furcas, however, didn’t look the least bit worried. “Trust me. This is worth it.”

“I never trust a man who tells me I have to trust him. It’s always a lie.”

“I promise. You can strap me to your table for the next thousand years if you think I’ve wasted your time. But for the love of all that is hellfire, get your ass moving, now, before it's gone.”

The urgency in Furcas’s tone, convinced her far better than the words spewing from his mouth.

Phenex sheathed her blades in her belt. “I’ll be back for you,” she whispered to the man lying on her table, as she followed Furcas out of the room.

The hallway was bathed in light, forcing her to shield her eyes as she and Furcas walked closer to its source. A swirling vortex of blinding white light, the likes of which she had never seen before, had appeared in the pit. Where its light touched, flames shrank almost to the point of extinguishing.

They weren’t the only demons to have discovered it. Some brave or perhaps stupid ones were testing the boundaries of the brilliant vortex. Phenex spotted a few blinking out of existence as they stepped into the brightest point of the blinding light.

“What the hell is that thing?” Phenex asked, unable to look directly at it for more than a moment. It was not made of flame, but every time she tried to stare, even for a moment, it felt as if her eyes were on fire. 

“Don’t pretend you don’t know,” Furcas snapped at her as if she was the dumbest demon in Hell. 

“I’m not.” She shielded her eyes as the vortex’s light grew brighter with yet another insane demon disappearing into it. The only thing that she’d ever seen looking remotely similar was the portal to the other side in Lucifer’s private court. Not many saw the inside of that room, and that had been closed down years ago. 

“This is our ticket out.” Furcas licked his lips. Possibilities sparkled in his eyes.

For such a weasel hell-bent on following protocol, this was a new side to him she had never experienced, but then again, if this was like the portal in Lucifer’s court, it did present an exciting opportunity.

“You want me to go through that?” She pointed at the thing and raised her eyebrows. Her heart clanged at the thought.

“You want out of here, right?”

“Look. I might not exactly be the happiest at my job, but you’re asking me to become a deserter... Even I’m not stupid enough to piss off the big guy by doing that.” She knew better than most, having been tasked with punishing escapees more than a few times in the last millennium. Lucifer ordered the most painful of tortures for those idiotic enough to try it. The thought of it sent a shiver down her spine.

“Word is Lucifer might not be coming back this time,” Furcas said with a sly smile. “He has bigger problems than looking for a few missing souls.”

“We’re not souls.” She glanced at the vortex. Was this a trick? Was it a true way out of her miserable existence as one of Hell’s best torturers?

Furcas’s face pinched in frustration. “Fine. Stay here. Rot in Hell forever. You’re never going to be given your freedom. Hell owns you.”

“The alternative is to burn for all eternity in the pit.” Fear of the unknown kept her feet in place.

“What do you think you’re doing now?”

He had a point, much as she hated to admit it. His words broke through the terror freezing her where she stood. But she’d been duped before by demons much smarter than Furcas. It wasn’t until he launched himself towards the portal that she realized he wasn’t setting her up.

Phenex stared, teetering on her toes, as Furcas disappeared through the blinding light. She never broke the rules, holding to the slim chance of hope that her hard work might someday earn redemption, but this was the kind of decision she might never get to make again. Then again, this could be another test of her character, with the wrong choice being the thing that ultimately destroyed her.

She turned and looked back at the never-ending hallway, the eternal torture chambers. That was her life, punishing those who were sent to her, the worst of the worst. She’d lost count of how long she’d been doing it, and never dared to think of how much longer she’d be forced to continue doing it.

What if Furcas was right? Would she ever be released if she stayed? Deep in her heart, she knew the answer. This was her only chance to break free of an eternity slicing and dicing souls.

What do I have to lose?

That thought brought forth a growl as another group of demons passed through the portal.

What do I have to gain? 

Her heart jumped in her chest, pounding out a beat she couldn’t deny. Freedom. Sweet freedom. Yes. Even just a taste of it was worth whatever punishment she’d endure if Lucifer did drag her back down into the depths of Hell.

She had everything to gain and took off in a sprint toward the blinding light.

The moment she entered it, everything went dark. Her feet landed on hard ground. Blackness combined with a new stench rivaled the brimstone she was used to. And cold. The kind of chill that penetrated all the way to the bone. She welcomed the shiver that ran down her spine as she let her eyes have a moment to adjust to the lack of light.

Two women stood on the other side of what she assumed was a cave. One with fiery red hair had her palm aimed like a weapon at a group of demons that had crossed through the portal before her. They ran into a tunnel to her left.

“I’ve got that one.” The second woman called out. She had already broken into a sprint heading directly for Phenex.

It took Phenex a second to figure out that it wasn’t a friendly greeting. Her sense of self-preservation kicked in, and she took off down the tunnel to her right, away from the rest of the group. Better to go it alone anyway, especially if Lucifer was looking for escapees. She wouldn’t be caught up with the rest of them.

She pushed her legs as hard as she could, sprinting away from the strange woman. The tunnel seemed to go on forever, and the woman chasing her had the endurance of Hell spawn.

Despite the cold air, Phenex’s lungs burned, a strange sensation she couldn’t remember ever feeling before. Her insides felt as if they would incinerate. Was this her punishment? A trick of Lucifer? All that time in the pit surrounded by flames and never once had she felt their true heat. She wanted to stop. Catch her breath. Let in the cold that licked her skin, but she couldn’t risk it with the stranger hot on her heels.

A light appeared ahead of her. Metal rails running through the darkened tunnel began to hum. Something was happening. The light grew brighter attached to a great metal beast, heading straight toward her.

Phenex threw herself against the wall seconds before the beast overtook her. Wind whipped at her face, threatening to pick her up and take her right along with the beast. Phenex clawed at the stones in the wall, holding on for dear life as she waited for the beast to pass.

When it finally did, she collapsed to the ground.

The woman who had been pursuing her had gone too. Had the great metal beast swallowed her up? Small victories if it had. Phenex didn’t have time to wait around. She needed to find her way out of this labyrinth and see if she had truly escaped Hell and not ended up in some realm of purgatory.

A memory of her time on Earth thousands of years ago surfaced.

The stars. If she saw the stars, she would know.
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Phenex stumbled through the tunnels, avoiding the metal beasts whenever they reared their head. This was far worse than the labyrinths in Hell. At least in the pit, she knew how to navigate those twisting paths. These tunnels were no more than an endless, complicated maze.

Any time she saw a light, hope flared in her chest, but the rumble in the ground always stole her fleeting optimism and replaced it with raw terror. Her body ached as if she had been on the racks in the torture chamber, and her midsection cramped, almost sending her to her knees. The dryness in her mouth had her eyeing small puddles in the middle of the rails, but she didn’t dare traverse the tracks for fear of the beasts that regularly ran along them. Those monstrosities rose quickly from the darkness like a phoenix from the ashes. For all she knew, the water was a trap to distract its prey. The moment she went for it, she’d be plowed over. 

What would happen to her if she was killed in this world? Would I be sent back to Hell? She shivered at the thought. That was not something on her to-do list, even with the cravings wracking her body.

She made her way around a blind corner and stopped at the magnificence before her. This did not belong in the barren tunnels, and yet it was there. Streams of colored light painted the walls an almost bronze color, and she climbed up on the platform. The light filtered in from the stairwell, and she glanced around at the abandoned expanse of tile and concrete.

The surreal scene did not belong in Hell. It certainly didn’t match her limited recollection of Earth which had predated construction of this type. When last she had experienced humanity, they were still building huts with mud and sticks, so a structure like this wouldn’t have even been a fleeting thought in mankind’s mind. Symbols were marked over the doorways and on pillars holding up the ceiling. She stared, trying to figure out what they might mean. Unlike Hell, where everything was automatically translated into the ancient language she knew, she had nothing to help her decipher the symbols she saw now.

The more she stared, the more frustrated she became. She tilted her head, and all of a sudden she recognized an A followed by two Ls. But the rest of what she assumed to be letters were nothing more than strange shapes and slashes.

Phenex climbed the stairs under the strange letters, leaving the dark tunnel behind. The closer to the top of the stairs she got, the more the chill in the air bit at any bare skin it could find. She wrapped her arms tightly across her chest, trying to keep what little heat remained from fleeing.

At the top of the ornate stairwell, a bar crossed over the break in the space, and she pushed on it. The wall moved and she tumbled onto a frigid outer floor. She climbed to her feet and inspected the dark little hut where she now found herself standing. The click of the door closing behind her sent Phenex spinning around. Her hand moved to the handle of her dagger, ready to pull.

Wind howled into the little space, wrapping around Phenex in an unwanted caress that was colder than Lucifer’s touch. She shivered and looked for the exit back into the protected stairwell, but it had disappeared from view.

Her teeth chattered, and for the first time, Phenex wished for the warmth of hellfire.
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“You don’t belong here,” a young voice called out to her.

She turned, searching for the owner of that voice and met with shimmering light in the small hut. Blinded by its brilliance, she couldn’t make out the face behind, but the longer she stared, the more features revealed themselves. Golden curls framed the youthful face of a teenager.

“Who are you?” Phenex forced her eyes to remain open despite the burn of staring into light she thought to be heavenly.

Wind spun around the girl and then settled. So did the light. She held a ledger along with an old-fashioned pen poised over the page. “I think you have a general idea of who I am.”

“I’m not going back. I don’t care if Heaven doesn’t want me anymore. I’ve done my time, and I’d rather face annihilation than return to Hell.” Strong words she hoped would send that agent of Heaven, whoever she was, away.

“You’re brave enough, no doubt about that. And honestly, given your position, I’d probably choose to simply not exist rather than face any more time down below.” The blonde pointed a finger at the ground while fanning herself. “Too damn hot, and it’s not like they offer a competitive retirement package.”

“Was that a joke? We’re being funny now?” Phenex crossed her arms and adopted a stance that reeked of attitude. She looked around the small shelter for any means of escape. The only one was blocked by the entity standing before her.

“Kill them with kindness.” The perky little blonde smirked and squared her feet as if she knew Phenex was looking for a way out.

“Wow. You know, at first I thought you were from upstairs, but after hearing that horrible joke...” Phenex took a closer look at the girl, sizing her up. There was something dangerous just under the surface, like the girl could smite her with a snap of her fingers. But Phenex wasn’t about to show any sign of weakness.

The girl’s brown eyes narrowed. “Careful now. I like you... Well...I like what I have seen in your file...but I won’t tolerate rudeness.”

“How about we just cut the crap and you tell me what you plan to do?” Phenex asked, resigned to not escaping this uncomfortable conversation.

“You’ve got an interesting file. Not originally from Hell, were you?”

Phenex rolled her eyes. 

“Maybe not originally, but you’ve certainly gone native.” The blonde sighed. “How about your fall from grace? Want to enlighten me, or should I just go with what I read in the file?”

“I have no clue what my”—she air quoted—“‘file’ says. I made a mistake. I got punished.”

“Let’s see...” The little blond read from a paper in her hand. “Traded your soul at the dawn of Hell. To spare the man you loved. According to my records, that deal went south.”

“I don’t want to talk about that,” Phenex grumbled, having paid dearly for that misguided mistake. 

“I wouldn’t, either, given the circumstances.” The girl continued to read from her paper. “Moving on. Since you weren’t one of the demons Lucifer created, your punishment was to become a slave in hell,” she hissed. “Bad luck there. But...bright side, it looks like you were able to make the best of that bad situation.  Learned useful enough skills to rise up and become one of Lucifer’s chief torment officers. A Marquis of Hell. Impressive. But I doubt you’ve enjoyed all the years of torturing evil souls entering his kingdom, am I right?”

“I do what I have to do.”

“Check, check, and check.” She made little check marks in the air as she spoke.

“Glad to see they kept their paperwork straight up there.”

“If they wanted to punish you, they should have just put you in the file room. Just between you and me, Hell was a bit of an extreme measure, but those decisions were made long before my time.” She sighed and shifted her stance, tapping the pen on the ledger.

“We’re back to jokes again.” Phenex raised an eyebrow, not sure who this girl was or whether she was friend or foe.

“I’m Fate. Since you asked and still seem clueless,” she said.

Phenex shivered and couldn’t help but think maybe this girl could see into her mind. “That explains a lot. Why is Fate concerned with a little escaped demon like me?”

“You’re hardly little. And not truly a demon, which is exactly why I’m here.”

“I’m not going back.” She hadn’t even had a chance to see the stars to know if she was truly topside, and she was curious to see how Earth had progressed. If it was anything like Hell, it would be interesting to see what advances the humans had made. She wouldn’t be dragged back down there. Not now. Not when she was so close to the surface. 

“Not yet, at least.” Fate’s word carried a deceptively dangerous undertone.

“Kill me now. It’s not happening.”

“I’m trying to save you, but I swear if you tell me to kill you one more time, I’ll throw you back down on the tracks below and make sure a train crushes you into a puddle of demon goo. Understood?” Fate glowed brighter, the wind picking up around her reminded Phenex of the vortex.

Her light burned Phenex’s eyes, but she held her ground despite the pain. But even with Fate’s hard stare, there seemed to be something honorable about her. Fate might not be here to send her back to Hell. But could she be trusted?

“If you’re trying to save me, why not open with that first?” she asked when Fate’s words finally settled under her skin. 

“I need to know you’re truly worth saving first.”

The cold air in the small hut seemed to go deeper into Phenex’s bones. She clenched her jaw so her teeth wouldn’t click like the slow progress of the metal beasts below as they pulled out of the station. She didn’t want to show any sign of weakness in front of Fate.

“And?” Phenex asked, despite the knowledge that all her true sins had started the day she became Lucifer’s favorite soul torturer.

“The jury’s still out.”

Her words only made Phenex’s chill that much worse. “What are my alternatives?”

“Go back to Hell, business as usual, and you will never again have the chance for freedom, assuming you aren’t punished for escaping.”

“The demon tasked with keeping tabs on me made a run for it when I did.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder and jutted her chin out, still desperately trying to not show that the cold or the conversation was getting the best of her.

“For someone who just said they’d rather die than go back to Hell, you seem pretty blasé about that as your first choice.”

“Just tempering your eagerness to send me there as a punishment.” Phenex smiled innocently.

“Fine. Option two. Die here... soulless.” Fate cocked her eyebrow at Phenex.

“I fade into nothing?” she asked with a hopeful lilt in her voice.

“No. See, that’s where you’re wrong. You still technically have a soul. It is... How do I put this delicately? Owned by Hell.”

“So, if I die here without ownership of my soul...” She rolled her hand for Fate to finish her sentence.

“One-way ticket to Hell, as one of the damned. An eternity of... well... what exactly was your position down there?” Fate asked even though it was all there in the file she’d just read off a moment earlier.

“I held the record for disemboweling.” Phenex shifted her feet and dropped her gaze to the ground. Heat filled her cheeks, blooming with shame. All her internal excuses in Hell for what she’d done daily didn’t seem to matter now that she was topside.

“Yeah. That. Only you’d be the one being sliced and diced for all eternity without the possibility of getting off the rack like before.”

Phenex suppressed a shiver. There were plenty of demons who would like to have her chained to a rack. She shook the morbid image from her head.

“What’s option three, then?” she asked.

Fate smiled, flashing the whitest teeth Phenex had seen in a long time. “If you can prove to me you’re worth saving, I have the authority to release your soul.”

Phenex’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. If this little glowing girl was right, she might finally find true freedom. But she’d been duped before. Both sides had their players. The war between them was endless. That’s exactly how she’d become the fallen in the first place. She’d been made an offer she couldn’t refuse, and had been paying for it ever since.

“I’ll take it by your silence that you’re considering what I’ve told you. You understand that this is a one-time offer.”

If something sounded too good to be true, it probably was. “What do I have to do to prove myself? What’s the catch?”

“You must atone.”

Atone? Her mind shifted to what she would have to do to satisfy the meaning behind that single word, and she shuddered. “That’s a very ominous word.”

“It should be.” Fate chuckled in a way that scared the hell out of Phenex. Then she cleared her throat and became all business again. “If you agree to my deal, you work for me. I will come to you with seven specific missions. Each one completed will prove your commitment to the greater good and wipe the stain of your misdeeds from my records.”

Had she just heard her right? It would only take seven missions to wipe her slate clean? That didn’t seem right. “Only seven?”

“Don’t act all smug. These will not be simple tasks.” The growl of authority returned to Fate’s voice.

Phenex splayed her hands in the universal calm down gesture. “Just verifying the number is all. What’s my first task?”

“Not so soon. First, you need to sign a contract binding you to these tasks. If you fail, you already know the consequences. If you complete them all, without harming a human soul in the process, then you will earn your freedom.” She pulled a paper from her ledger and handed it to Phenex, along with her pen.

On closer inspection, the tip was as sharp as her dagger.

Fate nodded. “I’m afraid so. It must be sealed in blood for the contract to be binding.”

The innocent tilt of her head made Phenex want to smack her. The strange letters resembled the ones hanging over the entrance, and Phenex clenched her free fist. “I’m not signing what I can’t read.”

Fate reached out and ran her fingers over the top of the page.

The letters rearranged into the language Phenex was familiar with. She wondered if the effect would last after Fate disappeared. Might make things a little easier while she remained topside. Phenex refocused on the contract in her hand and read every unnerving word. The fine print was worse. She looked up, narrow eyes assessing Fate’s expression as she asked the big question. “I have to complete the tasks to your satisfaction?”

“It’s a better deal than any of the contracts I inherited.” She winked at Phenex. “This one has a limited number of specific tasks already outlined.” She tapped the number seven on the sheet. “If I were in your shoes, I would take this deal.”

Phenex growled. “But you can have me do your bidding at any time, for any reason between the core tasks?” Essentially there could be unlimited tasks with that clause, and it ruffled Phenex.

“Yes. Those are reserved for true emergencies, which I rarely call in. Unfortunately, they don’t count towards the seven listed in your contract.”

Of course not. “And if I refuse?”

Fate nodded towards the contract. “It’s all spelled out in the agreement.”

She read the document twice more and sent a glare at Fate. “If you double cross me...”

A shadow passed over Fate’s eyes, leaving them as frigid as the little alcove they stood in. “I’m not like the bitch that held this position before. I would never dream of welshing on my end of the bargain if you do your job.”

Her sharp tone sent Phenex shuffling back a step. She looked at the contract and sighed, stabbing her finger with the pen before she changed her mind. With a swipe on the paper, she committed to being Fate’s newest bounty hunter.

Phenex handed over the signed agreement. “When do I start?”

“How long has it been...?” She shuffled through her journal and raised an eyebrow. “Well, since you haven’t been up here since the early days of civilization, I think you need to get acclimated...and perhaps bathe before we begin with your first task.” She snapped the journal closed, and it blinked out of view.

“Great idea. Where do I go?”

“You’re a smart, capable demon. Figure it out.” Fate smiled and tilted her head. The gleam in her eyes was not friendly.

“I’m not a demon.”

“Make me believe it.” She crossed her arms and cocked an eyebrow.

Phenex growled in frustration. “How?”

“I’ve got another little pet project similar to you on the path to redemption. His name is Smoke, and he likes to hang out around the dumpsters in Chinatown. Seek him out and tell him I sent you. Between the two of you, you should be able to obtain the basics: food, clothing, and shelter. Once you’ve accomplished that, then I will find you for your first task.”

The glowing girl faded in a whirlwind before Phenex could utter another word.
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She’d wandered the streets for what felt like a lifetime. Fate was cruel, tempting her with the offer of assistance but not actually telling her where she could find it. How was she supposed to know what Chinatown was, or where for that matter, when she didn’t even know where she was?

Signs all around were written in a language she’d never learned, and without the benefit of Fate’s touch or Hell’s magic to rearrange letters into something legible, she’d never be able to understand them. The magic Fate conjured for her to read the contract had disappeared with her. At least some letters looked familiar, but their combinations might as well have been gibberish for all the sense she could make of them.

The one time she dared ask a human for help, they ran screaming from her. Admittedly the smell of brimstone probably had something to do with that, or maybe it was her blood-soaked clothes. Either way, no assistance came.

Wandering humans on the streets had noticeably thinned as the night grew darker. Those who remained in these late hours looked to be vagabonds taking shelter in whatever corner they could find to sleep. At least she had seen a few faded stars in the night sky, although most of them didn’t shine the way she remembered.

Street after street began to look alike. Phenex searched one dark alley after another. Somewhere in the distance, a cat yowled and hissed. Footsteps pounded closer to her, and she turned to see the commotion.

A group of humans were running in her direction. She stopped dead in her tracks and reached for her blades, ready for a fight, but the look in their eyes was not aggression. It was fear.

She sidestepped and pressed her back against the building as they blew past her as if she did not exist. Behind them the cat’s yowling began to resemble something like language. She blinked and turned towards the dark alley where they had run from.

“Try that again, you bastards!” Out of the darkness, a gray and white tabby emerged.

Phenex looked at the little furball still yowling threats as he came to a stop.

He looked at her, too. “Get out of here!”

“I’m not with them,” she replied, feeling awkward to be having a conversation with a cat. Then again, she’d dealt with demons much smaller than this mangy furball in Hell, this wasn’t much different.

“You heard me?” He twisted his head sideways, and peered up at her with eerily bright green eyes, as only cats can do. She swore his little eyebrows rose in surprise as well.

“From three streets away, yes. You’re kind of hard to ignore.” She stepped away from the wall towards the middle of the passage. Maybe this fur ball could help me.

The cat huffed and turned around. “Then you have no excuse. You’ve been warned. Get out of here. This is my home.”

Maybe not. She crossed her arms and studied her surroundings closer. The stench of rotten food prevailed, and she couldn’t understand his affection for this little piece of land. There had to be something more here that made him so territorial.

“Maybe I want to make this my home instead.”

He strolled back into the shadows, tail high in the air. “Many bigger than you have tried and failed.”

She followed him, curious as to what he was. Certainly not a normal cat, at least not from her memories of the critters that walked the Earth when she had. “Who are you? I haven’t been here long, but I don’t remember hearing of talking cats before. So, I’m going to guess you’re either an escapee or something else entirely.”

“I don’t do small talk.”

“Well, you’re the first person I’ve talked to since arriving here that hasn’t run away screaming.” And she wasn’t about to let him run off without trying to pry some information from him.

“I don’t do charity cases either.”

Charity case? She wasn’t a damn charity case. She was the premier Marquis of Hell, and this cat was walking away from her again.

“Scratch that. Actually the second. That Fate girl was definitely a talker.”

“Wait...” The cat stopped and faced Phenex again. “You talked to Fate?”

Phenex nodded and her heart beat faster. He knew who Fate was, even if only by reputation. Maybe she could use that to get the cat to help her. 

His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What did she look like?”

She hoped like hell that Fate didn’t have a fetish for changing what she looked like when she appeared. She reminded Phenex of those spoiled cheerleaders who were assigned to her table in Hell with uniforms soaked with the blood of those they’d stepped on to get to their station in life. “Little blonde thing. Probably was a cheerleader at one time or another. She sent me on a mission to find some guy named Smoke.”

The cat let out a hiss. “Of course she did.”

His reaction was on par with hers where Fate was concerned. “So...you know her?”

“She is far better than the original Fate, but yes. Unfortunately, I do know her.” He still had his teeth bared at her like she was causing him actual pain. 

She pressed on despite his obvious agitation. “Then maybe you can help me find this Smoke guy.”

“I don’t want to go back to Hell. I don’t want to go back to Hell,” the cat mumbled under his breath as he wound through her feet.

“What?” She tried to dance away from his weavings.

“This better be it!” the cat shouted at the sky. “I’m done with these stupid tests, you hear me?”

“Are you okay?” she asked as he hissed at the buildings with his teeth still bared.

“I’m Smoke. Dammit. Another one of Fate’s cruel jokes.” Smoke turned his green eyes on her.

“She turned you into a cat?” Phenex asked, blinking at the horrifying thought.

“No. I chose this form. Quite like it actually. No one bothers a cat. Well, they usually don’t. You’re just a special case, I guess.”

His tone was condescending enough for her to take a step back. She composed herself and said, “I’m Phenex.”

“You’re definitely not from around here with a name like that.” Smoke’s tail curled at the end.

She rolled her eyes at him. “I’m trying to get back upstairs, if you catch my meaning.”

“Aren’t we all, sweetheart?” He laughed. “But if you’re planning on dealing with the humans around here, maybe drop the Biblical names. They’re a bit hard rolling off the tongue.”

“What is a good human name?” She’d never really bothered to ask the souls of the damned their names when they were lying on her table. It had always been easier referring to them by the number they represented in her daily quota. 

“What did you say you were called? Phenex? Hmmm.” Smoke wandered around in circles for a moment. “P. P names. Oh, there’s this lady with an apartment on the third floor two buildings over who always leaves her window cracked enough for me to sneak in when it’s too cold. Pricillia.”

Phenex scrunched her face in disgust.

“Patty? Petunia? Patricia? Phoebe?”

“That one. Phoebe.” She liked the way that one sounded. Friendly but not too far from the way her name sounded. She could get used to being called that. “I like that. Yes. Call me Phoebe from now on.”

“Whatever,” Smoke sighed and started walking away. “You do you.”

“Hey, Fate said you could help me.” Phoebe followed the cat farther down the alley.

He kept his back to her. “I just did.” 

“I need food and shelter from the cold. Can you help me locate these?” She glanced down the length of the alley. Certainly this grungy passage wasn’t what Fate had in mind for her.

“Look around, sweetheart. Earth’s bounty is ripe for the taking.” Smoke’s eyes widened with sincerity as his tail swayed back and forth.

Phoebe blinked and her mouth dropped open. This alley was not the place she wanted to freeze to death in. She probably wouldn’t be found for months, and the idea left her shivering from more than just the cold wind. “You have got to be kidding.”

“There’s a restaurant dumpster in the next alley. You wouldn’t believe the stuff these humans toss out.” A toothy grin stretched across his face.

The thought turned her stomach. Even in Hell her dining choices were significantly above dumpster diving. “I’m not eating out of the garbage.”

“Suit yourself. More for me. Beggars can’t be choosers.” He jumped up on a closed dumpster and perched on the edge, staring at her.

“Easy for you to say. You're a cat!” Phoebe said.

“I choose to be whatever I wish. I've tried the human thing. Highly overrated if you ask me.” Smoke licked his paws and began the ritual of bathing himself lazily.

“Must be nice to choose.”

“We make do with the gifts we're given.”

“You call being a fluffy cat a gift?” Phoebe groaned. Fate had to choose him as her companion. Of all the souls on earth, he was the one she was supposed to seek for help.

“How exactly did you manage to survive in Hell with an attitude like that?” Smoke snickered.

“Didn't have to worry about food down there. Or being cold.” She rubbed her arms to get the blood moving.

“One would assume, given your prestigious position, you'd have just taken what you wanted?”

Phoebe narrowed her gaze at him. “How did you know I was in a prestigious position down there?”

The cat chuckled. “Black leather and the smell of a thousand souls worth of blood soaked into that hide. If that wasn’t a dead giveaway, the blades are. They reek of brimstone.” He circled around her. “Only those in the higher realms have blades like that.” He bared his teeth at her and stepped away.

“Why the hell did Fate send me to you?” He had been down in the pit. His knowledge of the different realms was as dead a giveaway as her ethereal blades.

“Because you apparently need a babysitter.”

Her skin flushed with aggravation. “How long have you been waiting for redemption?” Phoebe snapped.

Smoke shrugged and continued grooming. “I have all I could possibly want here. That’s redemption enough for me.”

“If you enjoy eating rats, I guess.”

“Don't knock ‘em till you've tried ‘em. These rats are fatted on the never-ending glut of the city. Right now, they're eating better than you.” Smoke let out a purring self-satisfied laugh.

Despite her revulsion at being forced to eat rats, Phoebe’s stomach rumbled again. Her body felt hollow and her dry throat burned for drink.

“I'm not eating rats, but if I don't find something else soon, I'm going to lose control.” Above the stench of garbage rolled the smell of Chinese food, leaving her stomach fighting between disgust and hunger.

“Oh, please do.” Smoke’s head perked up. “I want to see what a true hellspawn is capable of.”

“I'm not a spawn of Hell!” She let her shoulders slump. “I'm not even sure how I ended up there.”

“No one just ends up in Hell.”

“Well, I did. And I don't want to talk about it. Especially with you.”

“Is this you losing control? I was hoping for a little more hellfire or brimstone. Frankly you sound like a disgruntled teenager.” Smoke yawned and returned to his grooming.

This had to be a test. Fate had sent her to this jerk for a reason. Whatever it was, she couldn't let him goad her. She needed food, shelter, and maybe some clothes that didn't smell like death. But where the hell could she get these things? Better yet, how?
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“Fate better be watching.” Smoke sent his threatening words skyward as he sat his fluffy butt down on the sidewalk outside of the New York City Rescue Mission. “You want a shower and something to eat. This is where you go.”

Phoebe took one look at the shabby brick building. Windows barred. A light on the front stoop threatened to go out, blinking out some form of code as it struggled to cling to life. Probably a warning for anyone smart enough to understand it to stay away.

“Not much better than the dumpster you showed me.” She scoffed, and her stomach gurgled, threatening to eat itself if she didn’t give it something of substance soon.

“Beggars can’t be choosers, sweetheart.” Smoke turned his piercing eyes on the dilapidated brick building. “Don’t judge a book by its cover. It might look like hell out here, but the people who run it are trying to do good for the less fortunate.”

“Did my ears deceive me, or did you just pay a compliment to the people running this place?”

“Shhhh.” His tail whipped around like a snake behind him, revealing his annoyance even as he tried to keep his voice neutral. “Don’t go ruining my reputation talking nice or whatever.”

“It makes sense now.” He had to know more than he was letting on. She wondered if he might have been one of those people, before choosing to go cat.

“What?”

“Why Fate hasn’t given up on you.”

Smoke hissed and swatted before turning to give her his backside.

“Oh, go on, you big softy.” Phoebe giggled. Hot headed as he was, getting under his skin and coaxing out his temperamental attitude was delightfully easy.

She turned to face the brick building. An elderly man, hunched over, wearing three jackets and Bermuda shorts hobbled up the stairs to the stoop. He pressed a button next to the door. It buzzed and the elderly man ambled his way inside.

“What are you waiting for?” Smoke asked. “Just go inside and get your food. And if you see Fate, you make sure you tell her I did my good deed.”

“You’re not coming with me?” Phoebe asked. She couldn’t reason why, but the idea of going in there alone made her feel vulnerable. Not that she had a reason to. She didn’t really know Smoke. It wasn’t like they were friends or even acquaintances. They’d only just met, but even so, he was the only person—if you could call him that—she knew in this strange land.

“I’ll check in on you when I can.” Smoke scampered up the steps and pawed at the door. “Get moving.”

What choice did she have? Her stomach growled again, making the decision for her. Phoebe took the steps one at a time to the top. She pressed the button at the door, once, twice, and by the third, a voice came over a loudspeaker built into the brickwork. “Wait for me to buzz you in, please.”

She jumped back and a moment later the door buzzed, and the lock unlatched.

“Good luck,” Smoke taunted, and jumped down and disappeared into the shadows before she could ask him what he’d meant by that.

Her senses were assaulted by the entire bouquet of human aromas—bile, feces, urine, and sweat—the moment she stepped inside. On top of all that, a chemically enhanced lemon scent tried, and failed miserably, to overpower all the others.

At the other end of the small crowded room was a door that lead further into the building. Next to it sat a reception desk shielded by a thick pane of reinforced glass. The elderly man who’d come in moments before her stood in the waiting queue of people. Chairs in the room had all been abandoned as people waited for their turn to be checked in at the reception desk before being buzzed in through that second ominous doorway.

A television mounted in the upper corner of the wall provided entertainment to pass the time, in what appeared to be local news.

Phoebe took her place in line, slowly shuffling forward toward the receptionist. The doorway opened with each buzz to let another lost soul through. She wondered if she’d somehow been transported back to Hell. This certainly felt like one of the never-ending lines. Endless waiting and checking in, anxious to know what was through the next door. The truth was beyond each door, there was only another line. That was the joke of it. Waiting forever, until it was your time on the rack.

She shivered and glanced at the picture box on the wall. That was the only indication that she wasn’t back in the pit. A bubbly female on the screen caught her attention. She seemed to be overly excited about a death.

Strange as it was, it didn’t seem like anything to get all uppity about. Another lottery winner had died of a heart attack. The third in as many drawings. Was the lottery cursed? The woman’s eyes were about as wide as Phoebe’s last victim’s had been.

Phoebe had punished plenty of former lottery winners in her time. Everyone always expected it to be the best thing in the world. Truth was, all it ever did was ruin lives and twist souls into something unrecognizable by the end of it.

The love of money truly was the root of all evil. Not that humans would ever recognize that.

Another buzz, another shuffle forward, rinse and repeat until Phoebe had finally reached the glass barrier.

“Welcome to the New York City Rescue Mission. You have a name or any form of ID?” The very official-looking lady stared straight up at Phoebe as she asked the questions. She smiled, patiently waiting for an answer. A small thing. Not something many would notice. But after spending so much time with people averting their eyes when speaking to her or trying to use their glare as a form of dominance, this little gesture of active listening touched her in a way she had no words to describe.

“Phen...er...Phoebe. No. I’m a...lost soul,” she answered honestly.

“It’s okay, dear. We’ll help you find your way.” She gave Phoebe a cursory look.

Phoebe caught the hint of shock in the woman’s eyes, but it disappeared as quickly as it came.

“Is that blood? Are you hurt?”

Phoebe hadn’t really had time to assess her appearance, but there was a good chance that more than just blood was on her clothes. “I...escaped...” Oh hell, what could she really say here?

“Hold up there. We don’t do weapons in this facility.” The woman’s friendly tone soured.

“I have to protect myself from...”

“Storage locker, right there.” She whipped a finger at the wall lined with boxes, and some had little orange keys sticking out of them. “We don’t judge here. But we also don’t condone violence or allow weapons of any kind. You want to stay here, you lock those up. Otherwise you turn yourself right around and go back through the door you came.”

“Understood.” Phoebe knew cooperation was the only way to get what she needed.

“Just so you’re aware...” The woman continued to speak as Phoebe stowed her daggers in the locker. “Part of our intake here will be to photograph you and do a full medical eval. NYPD gets all of our records. Not saying you are or have been involved in criminal activity. We don’t judge here. Just be aware that if you have any warrants, you’ll be getting a visit by our city’s finest.”

“I’m not in trouble. Just hungry,” Phoebe answered and pulled out the little orange key.

The official lady scribbled some notes on a paper and tore it off her notepad. She slid the little paper into a metal box embedded in the desk and pushed it forward.

Phoebe jumped as the box came through a slot she hadn’t noticed in the wall and then opened it to reveal the paper.

“We’ll keep the key up here at reception. You keep this as your claim tag, and when you head out, you can exchange it for your key.”

Phoebe exchanged the little orange key for the paper in the metal box, and the receptionist pulled it back in behind her glass barrier.

“First time in the shelter? You can call me Sandy, by the way. I’ll take you around and get you familiar with the place.” The door buzzed.

Phoebe politely thanked Sandy, opened the door, and stepped through to the rest of the building. As promised, Sandy met her on the other side brandishing a clipboard and pen.

“Once we have you cleaned and fed, you can get a bunk for the night. In the morning, we’ll have our intake coordinators come by and help you with the next steps.”

“Shower first, then food?” Phoebe asked as she looked at her paper. More words she couldn’t read. If she had to guess, it was some kind of list. Rules perhaps.

“You got it.” Sandy smiled genuinely. “Women’s dorms are on the second floor. There are showers and toiletries at your disposal there. You need to have that page initialed by the sanitary steward before you’ll be allowed a bed or the cafeteria. We have to keep a special level of cleanliness around here, you understand.”

Phoebe’s stomach growled again. She winced as hunger gnawed her from the inside.

“Come on.” Sandy guided Phoebe up a set of wooden stairs to a large open dormitory filled with metal bunk beds. At the end of the row of bunks she could see a communal bathroom.

Even with her stomach cramping with hunger, Phoebe had to admit the shower felt good. After handing over her paper to be initialed, she was given a garment bag to store her dirty clothing in and offered what appeared to be a freshly laundered set of pajamas. Finally, she was deemed presentable enough to make her way into the cafeteria where the wafting temptation of hot potato soup and crusty bread had her drooling before she could even step foot into the room.

Just like in the dorm above the cafeteria, there was a wide expanse of linoleum tiled floor, and instead of bunks there were rows of folding tables. At various points around the room, there were televisions mounted to the walls, each playing something different to entertain people sitting and eating their dinner.

Phoebe queued in yet another slow-moving line as she made her way toward the food that had her stomach growling so loud it was a wonder the whole room didn’t hear it. 

“How long has it been since you’ve eaten?” Sandy asked.

“Can’t remember the last time,” Phoebe answered honestly.

“You fill up your tray. Don’t be shy.” She looked down at her clipboard again. “I have to ask, but you don’t have to answer right now. Do you have any family we can contact?”

Phoebe shook her head.

“No ID at all? Driver’s license? Passport? Green card?”

She shook her head, shuffling forward a few steps closer to the food.

“Where are you from?”

“Hell...” Phoebe slapped her hand over her mouth, shocked that she’d let that truth slip out.

Sandy’s lips fell into a deep frown. “Oh, honey.” She placed a hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry. I should have had more tact. You said you escaped earlier. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to make you relive whatever pain you’ve been put through. No one is going to hurt you here. Okay? You’re safe.” She nudged Phoebe forward as the line moved closer to the food.

They shuffled past another television. More news. More talk about the lottery, but this time it was another winner found dead in their apartment, lying in a bed of hundred-dollar bills, his face twisted in a maniacal smile even in death.

Sandy clicked her tongue. “Money don’t solve everything. Those that have it, can’t handle it. And those that don’t...” She sighed and turned her gaze out to the room.

She was more on target than she knew. Phoebe regretted her initial revulsion at seeing this place. Smoke had been right—they were doing good here. Phoebe had seen the worst of society. Those who needed to be punished. All throughout her career in Hell, she’d had the privilege of punishing the wicked. Those so rich they put themselves above their fellow man. Those too selfish to share with the less fortunate. Those who took advantage of others for personal gain. Those willing to end lives to better their own. But here, as she looked around, she saw people with no means of their own, sharing their one morsel of bread. All walks of life. Young, old, crippled, some struggling with addictions. People who needed help and had the bravery to seek it out. If not for a rescue like this, what would become of them?

She focused on Sandy, clearly a person who didn’t need to live in a place like this to survive. Someone with her own life and needs. She chose to work here to help the less fortunate. She met Phoebe’s eyes with genuine kindness rather than revulsion. One of the good ones for sure.

She reached the front of the line and filled her tray, a bowl of steaming potato soup, two rolls, a bottle of water, and a package of cookies. Sandy guided her to the tables and sat down.

“Soon as dinner finishes, they’ll fold up all the tables, and this room becomes a dorm. Women have the option of staying on the second floor. Show your intake paper to the dorm coordinator up there, and they’ll do their best to find you room. That might be more comfortable for you...considering.” Sandy offered a sympathetic smile.

“Thank you. Yes.” Sleep wasn’t really something she thought she’d get with so many people in one room, but a chance to rest might be nice. Who knew when Fate would come back with her first assignment?

“In the morning, we’ll have to finish your intake. That is, if you plan on staying and letting us help you.” Sandy took a hold of Phoebe’s hand and squeezed. Another gesture that felt so foreign and so comforting at the same time.

“I think I do. Thank you,” she said between spoonfuls of creamed potato. It burned her tongue, but she didn’t care. It was food. Glorious food!
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She wasn’t sure how she managed to fall asleep, packed tight like sardines, mattresses butted up against each other. At one point, someone had tried to spoon with her, and she had to push them away. But fatigue won out in the end, and when Phoebe woke the following morning, she felt as if she’d slept like the dead. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she’d been at peace. No crying souls of the damned singing her to sleep. No visions of the atrocities she’d been forced to commit replaying in an endless loop haunting her dreams. She couldn’t even remember if she’d had a dream that night. All she knew was as the sunlight of a new day woke her, she felt truly refreshed for the first time. Ready to take on another day.

The sea of mattresses that had covered the floor were beginning to split apart as others stripped them of their sheets and walked them back to the dorm coordinator in exchange for a slip of paper.

Phoebe followed their lead, and when she turned in her mattress, she was handed a ticket for breakfast and told her meeting time with the intake coordinator.

Breakfast drew the crowd downstairs like a siren, using the heavenly scent of bacon and sausage. Phoebe’s stomach let out a demanding growl, and she, too, succumbed to the pull of cooked meats and scrambled eggs.

Plate piled as high as she could stack it, she took her meal and sat in the farthest corner of the cafeteria. Windows had been opened, allowing the sunlight and fresh air in, while bars kept everything else outside. She’d spent so much time in Hell, where the air was heavy with the smell of brimstone and thick clouds of smoke choked out everything else, that even the lingering scent of urine wafting in on the breeze had an almost sweet quality to it. She dove into her pile of watery eggs, a bit on the salty side, but better than anything she’d had down below.

A dark shadow snuck behind her. Phoebe turned to see who could possibly be there. The shadow disappeared in a flash, but she caught it in the corner of her eye just before it pounced on the table next to her.

“I see you found food.” Smoke purred, sniffing at a strip of bacon.

A growl she’d not intended worked its way up her throat. That was her food.

Smoke lifted his head and sat back on his haunches. “I did help you find this place after all. It’s the least you can do.”

“How did you get in here?” she asked, reluctantly tossing him the strip of bacon he’d been after.

“There are benefits to being a small furry creature. Haven’t I already said that?”

“Well, don’t let them see you in here. They’re likely to toss you in the pot for dinner.”

“They do have quite a few mouths to feed, but even they have standards.” Smoke wolfed down the strip of bacon and licked the grease from his lips.

“So, this is you checking on me?” Phoebe asked.

“Fate would want me to. I mean she did send you to me after all. That makes me your...”

“Pain in the ass?” She stuffed another fork full of eggs into her mouth.

“Sure, if you want to get technical.” Smoke lifted his paw and licked it, then stroked his face. By all appearances, he was one hundred percent cat, even though she knew better.

“Speaking of the heavenly taskmaster. Seen her yet?”

“Oh, now you’re interested in a conversation with me?”

“You want that second piece of bacon?”

He dove for it before she could retract her offer, slurping it up in an instant. “Bacon? I see no bacon here.”

“Smart ass.” She chuckled. Good on him though. Down below it was every demon for themselves. An underling would have never tried that with her. She’d have crushed them. But those with the stones to make such a move generally had the might to back it up. She respected that.

“Fate did put a bug in my ear early this morning. We’re to meet her in Central Park by the skating rink at noon today.”

“Did she say why?” Phoebe asked.

“Do I look like a secretary? I’m a fluffing cat!”

“Was that supposed to be a joke?”

“Not funny, huh?”

Phoebe didn’t justify that with an answer. She shoveled the last of her eggs into her mouth and chugged down a bottle of water.

“As is her way, information is on a need-to-know basis, so if she didn’t say, we don’t need to know. Although she did say you should be acclimating yourself and watching the news. Why, I have no idea. It’s all an advertisement for Hell these days anyway. Aren’t you trying to get away from there?” Smoke asked.

“You too, right?” Phoebe chuckled. “Watch the news? What an odd thing to suggest. Maybe she realizes I can’t read, and that's an easy way for me to understand how this society works?”

“Just watch reality TV. At least then you can be entertained. News is all about showcasing the horrors of what’s happening. With the occasional segment on cute animals.” He fluffed his tail and pranced around her plate, probably looking for more scraps.

“Why watch that when I have you?” She was playing into his ego trip. If for nothing else to keep him from trying to be funny again.

“Cat!” a woman shrieked from across the room. She came running towards Phoebe.

“You better get moving. I’ll meet you outside later,” Phoebe warned.

Smoke pounced on the windowsill. “It will take us a bit to get to Central Park. Be outside no later than ten.”

The angry woman flapped her arms, shooing Smoke until he’d squeezed all the way through the small gap in the window and the last of his bushy tail reached the outside. “We don’t allow animals in the building. I hope you weren’t feeding the mangy thing.”

Phoebe smiled innocently. “Starving as I was, he didn’t have a chance at my plate.”

The woman looked down her nose, clearly unconvinced by the lie. “Name?”

“Phoebe.”

She looked down a list on her clipboard. “You were supposed to come see me ten minutes ago to finish your intake assessment. If you plan to stay in our facility, you’ll need to play by the rules. Understand?”

Phoebe attempted to look appropriately sorry. “I’m ready now. What do we need to do?”

“Clean up your plate and follow me.” She turned and made a beeline toward the dish racks and trash cans. “Just a quick medical evaluation, height, weight, drug test. Shouldn’t take too long. Then we can talk about your future.”

“I have an... uh... appointment. Supposed to meet someone at ten.”

“What for?”

“Possible work.”

The woman looked at her watch. “We can have you out of here in an hour. If you’re planning to stay here, I’ll need information on your potential employer.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“You’ll do what is required. You’re young, capable, and I see no reason why you can’t put the effort in to get back on your feet. There are many here who are in need. Don’t waste our good efforts on helping you by abusing the system.”

Phoebe really didn’t know what to say, but she understood that woman’s no-nonsense tone, and wasn’t about to risk losing her chance at a bed and warm food. Anything was better than returning to Hell. Whatever she had to do, it was worth it.

She looked up at the clock. One hour to meet Smoke and then find Central Park. Then, she’d probably eat her words. Fate would assign her something truly horrible, all in the name of redemption.
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Smoke led her down the sidewalk, weaving in and out of people’s feet. Twice he disappeared from view, and panic bit at Phoebe’s skin almost as hard as the unrelenting wind. Just when she thought she’d been abandoned, she would catch sight of him looking back at her.

His annoyed stare caught hers, and then he would turn to lead the way again. It took over an hour to get to the park and then another twenty minutes to find the skating rink.

Phoebe stared at the mass of people moving on the ice. They all had shoes with little blades on the bottoms. It fascinated her. So much so, that she never saw the wind swirl by her side, or the little blonde appear out of thin air.

“Well, you smell better. That’s an improvement,” Fate teased.

Phoebe turned away from the skaters and met Fate’s gaze. “You could have told me that Smoke was a cat.”

Fate shrugged. “He’s not supposed to be. Maybe you’ll be a good influence on him.”

“Is that my mission?”

Fate laughed. “Hardly. Have you been paying attention to the news?” She cocked her head, waiting for Phoebe to answer.

“What exactly do you think I’ve been doing?” She didn’t want to play this game anymore. She just wanted to know what her damn assignment was so she could get one step closer to redemption.

“If it’s not what I asked you to do, I really don’t care. You’re here so long as you satisfactorily hold up your end of the bargain.”

“That’s how we’re playing this. And I thought you were trying to be my guardian angel.”

“You think I’m an angel? How cute.” Fate turned towards the skating rink, and the muscle in her jaw twitched like she was grinding her teeth.

“I was being nice. You’re much closer to a...”

“Watch it, demon,” Fate warned with a glare.

“Not a demon.” She pointed to her chest.

“Not an angel.” Fate pointed to herself. “But I am in direct connection with upstairs, and they are not really keen on the deal I made with you. They would have preferred me giving you a one-way express ticket back downstairs. So, if you want to get back in their good graces, do as you’re told. Without complaints. Understood?”

Phoebe didn’t like taking orders from a teenager, but her choices were limited. Especially since she agreed to this role, and from that little tidbit along with the bitter tone it was delivered with, she guessed Fate may have put her neck farther on the line than she had anticipated.

“What is it I’m supposed to be learning from the news?” Phoebe grumbled.

“That’s a better question. There have been a series of mysteriously linked deaths in the last few weeks.” Her voice softened.

“People die every day,” Phoebe said and crossed her arms.

“Lottery winners.”

“Coincidence?” she asked, although those particular words rang a bell. She remembered catching them multiple times as she queued in lines at the shelter. 

“There are no coincidences, only causes,” Fate said and pulled out an electronic pad from her pocket. “And when they aren’t on my list, it causes concern.” She turned the pad towards Phoebe, showing her a list of the soon-to-be departed before pocketing the thing.

“So, who is causing them?” Phoebe asked, her curiosity piqued by both Fate’s words and her little electronic day planner of doom.

Fate pointed at Phoebe. “That’s what you need to figure out.”

“I’m a punisher, not a private eye,” Phoebe said.

“Your contract says otherwise. While you’re under my charge, you’re whatever I say you are, and right now, I need you to figure out who is doing this.”

“You love this, don’t you? Being in charge. Ordering me around. It excites you, doesn’t it?” Phoebe inched closer, smiling devilishly.

“Don’t,” Fate warned, and the darkness that Phoebe had spotted the day before returned to her gaze. “You’re about to cross a line there is no coming back from.”

“As you wish, boss lady.” Phoebe held up her hands in surrender. “So, rich dead people. Shouldn’t be too hard, I guess.”

The memory came back to her, a man dead in his bed surrounded by money. It was on the television screens in both the lobby and the cafeteria. No doubt it would be on again. Smoke had told her that was what news was all about—displaying the worst of humanity. She made a note to watch as soon as she returned to the shelter.

“Just so we are on the same page here. You’re telling me these weren’t...normal deaths?” She eyed Fate, hoping for an answer.

Fate nodded and the edge of her lips upticked like she was trying to suppress a smile. “Their deaths were not in my ledger, which means none of them were meant to die. So, no, I’m sure it wasn’t a normal death.” She tapped her pocket as she spoke and then leveled her hard gaze at Phoebe. “Ever faced off against a Djinn?”

“Wish granters?”

“Soul eaters.”

“Never dealt with them downstairs. Not really my department. Acquisitions took them in, and we got what was assigned to us. Say what you want about Lucifer. He might be king of the underworld, but he was not an absentee boss. He could micromanage with the worst of ‘em.” She hadn’t been to the lower realm of Hell where the more egregious monsters were kept, and a tag like soul eater belonged there.

“Oh, we know more than enough about Lucifer. Like how he liked to torture his underlings as much as the condemned.” Fate laughed. “Djinn have the power to grant whatever a person wants. But all magic comes at a price. That price is generally ownership of some or all of a person’s soul. The bigger the wish, the more of the soul.”

“Do the wishers know this?” Phoebe asked. She had seen her fair share of power-hungry bastards in Hell, most of them tied to her table, but she had seen just as many greed-stricken demons running the place too.

Fate shrugged. “I’m not really sure. Some people are so driven by greed that they don’t care what the cost is.”

Phoebe nodded. She had tortured many a soul that had been bound to Hell by greed.  “So they grant the wish, take the soul, kill the host?”

“I don’t know enough about Djinn to answer that. But I do know they can’t take a human soul as long as it is anchored, and the Djinn can’t kill their master. That would nullify their magic.”

“So how are the wishers all dying?” If the Djinn wasn’t killing the host, who was?

“Human, Phenex. They are humans. Start using that word. You’re going to be around them for a while.”

The wind picked up around them, and Phoebe wasn’t sure if Fate was the cause. “And here I was hoping you’d make this a quick task list so I can go on about my business.” She brushed a piece of fly-away hair away from her face.

“I never said this would be easy. You want your own soul back, you have to earn it.”

“Maybe I should go speak to the Djinn. Seems they might have a few lying around,” Phoebe said, testing the boundaries of this new and volatile relationship.

“Don’t be smart.”

“You want to rethink that statement?” Phoebe laughed. “If I weren’t smart I would be of no use to you as a bounty hunter. That is what I signed on for, isn’t it?”

Fate looked as if she were ready to strike Phoebe down. She ground her teeth as she glared, then blew out a breath. “You’re going to make me regret giving you this deal.”

“You already do. But here’s the thing. None of us are happy in this arrangement. So why don’t we start fresh. You stop holier-than-thou-ing me and I’ll relax a bit on the attitude, too. Live by the golden rule and all... Treat each other like we wish to be treated?” Phoebe held out her hand.

Fate stared down at the peace offering. She took another breath and accepted. “Maybe we did get off on the wrong foot. I want to believe you are good, despite your record. Please don’t make me regret this.”

“I will try my damnedest,” Phoebe said, choosing her words purposefully. It had the right effect. Fate wasn’t able to suppress her good-natured smirk fast enough. “So, what do I need to know about this Djinn?”

“They eat souls. Generally, only when their own lives are fading. It’s the key to their immortality. But this one seems to be feeding at gluttonous levels. Drawing attention from above and below. Because of his obvious recklessness, we don’t know how long it will be until the humans catch on. We need to know what he is up to, and why.”

“And beyond finding out his rationale, I’m assuming you want me to end him or her?” Phoebe asked.

Fate licked her lips and glanced at the skaters for a minute before turning back to Phoebe. “One step at a time. But most likely. Yes. We cannot have someone feeding so conspicuously.” 

“And when it comes to that, do you know how to kill a Djinn?”

Fate shook her head. “Sorry. I’m more versed in sirens than I am with Djinn.”

“Okay. Any other good news?” Phoebe asked.

“You might not like Smoke, but he’s pretty knowledgeable if you can get him to open up. He’s the best resource you have.”

“Speaking of...” Phoebe looked around. “Where is he?”

“That’s the problem with him. He’s a spook. He’s around somewhere, but he doesn’t like being told where to go and what to do. I inherited him when I took over this job. I can’t let him fail.” She sighed. “Even if he wants to.”

Fate actually sounded sincere, almost as if she liked that mangy critter. “He did say something about the last Fate.”

“My predecessor was a royal bitch. And her contracts... Her contracts were ludicrous.” Fate shook her head slowly. “They were written in such a way to bind the signatory to her whims forever, essentially making whoever signed her slave. I’ve only managed to find a loophole in one of them so far.” She met Phoebe’s gaze. “And Smoke, well, he’s a special case. I can’t really say more. Just know he’s valuable. And he really needs friends. Don’t let the attitude fool you.”

Phoebe digested her words. Each time she met with Fate, she felt conflicted. She didn’t know if the girl was sincere or just knew enough to push the right buttons to start a strain of loyalty in her subjects.

“What was he in trouble for?” Phoebe asked, focusing back on Smoke.

“That’s not for me to divulge, Phenex. Don’t push it.”

“Phoebe is the name I’m going by here. Smoke says it sounds human.”

Fate opened her mouth as if to speak, but paused before the words left her lips. Her eyebrow arched thoughtfully, and approval flashed across her face. “It does. I like it.”

“So...” Phoebe suddenly felt awkward with Fate smiling so brightly at her. She was much better at dealing with authority figures who she could lob insults at when out of earshot. “Locate a Djinn and dispatch it before it kills again?”

“Don’t forget to find out why,” Fate added with a wink.

“And how about some help with some basic necessities?” Phoebe asked, hoping to play on this new cooperation angle they were forging.

Fate gave her a quick once-over, her approving gaze quickly fading. “You seem to have new clothes, and you smell better. I can only assume with your survival skills, you’ve also found a place to stay too.”

And just like that the awkward warm fuzzy feeling she’d gotten from Fate turned lukewarm. Right where it should be.

“That’s a no,” Phoebe said sarcastically. “Got it.”

Fate sighed. Her shoulders sagged, and the look that crossed her face was one Phoebe knew well. “I have no power here. And by power, I mean money,” Fate said apologetically.

“Neither do I,” Phoebe replied.

“You’ve survived Hell. You can survive New York. I have faith in you.”

Phoebe laughed as she turned to walk back the same way she’d came. Fate wanted the impossible. Admittedly she knew it was impossible, but she’d asked it all the same. Phoebe would pray for a miracle if she thought anyone upstairs would listen. Short of that, she’d have to rely on her wits, which was about the only thing she had in this godforsaken city.
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Phoebe traced her steps back the way she had come. It wasn’t until she reached the place Smoke had previously called Times Square that she got confused on which path to take to the south. She didn’t know whether to take the fork to her right or the one to her left. She stood on the edge of the street, frozen with indecision.

Left or right?

Her heart hammered against her chest. If she didn’t make a choice, she was likely to be run over by the crowds shuffling by her. The lights commanding the vehicles to move changed from red to green, and a wave of vehicles washed down one side of the street. A box lit up with a white humanoid figure accompanied by that strange foreign lettering she had yet to decipher. Like the lights ruling over the cars, this one directed people. Her decision was made by the rushing tide of humans that crashed into her, forcing her to ride the wave or be dragged down by the undertow. She kept pace with the flow of people across the concrete expanse and let the current take her where it willed.

All the while, she kept her eyes peeled for something that looked familiar. Some sign, or building. The mission she’d slept at the night before had said their doors closed at ten. If she didn’t find her way before that, she’d be on the street, and even worse—her belly growled—hungry.

“Should I get you a map?” Smoke’s taunting voice was music to her ears.

“Where the hell have you been?” She found the little furball tightrope walking along the iron railing of a fire escape.

“My orders were to make sure you got to Fate, not to be part of girl time.” He hopped down two stairs at a time and weaved in between her legs. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought him a real cat. He played the part to perfection. “I figured you’d be heading back this way eventually. Probably lost. Probably needing a friendly face to guide you back home.”

“Out of the goodness of your heart, right?”

“Well.” He swished his tail. “I wouldn’t go that far but seeing as it paints me in a good light, sure.”

“Your stomach says otherwise.” She laughed. “It’s growling more than mine.”

“I’m not going to turn down food, if you’re offering.”

“I thought you liked the dumpsters in... What did you call it? China City?”

“Chinatown has its perks, don’t get me wrong. But fresh is always better than already-been-eaten buffet.” He gazed up, employing the full width of his cat-eyes.

Phoebe understood why humans liked these little furry creatures. Their small stature and curious eyes gave them an endearing sort of appeal. Of course, this one was playing her. But she needed him. “Where are we exactly? Why is everything so bright here? I’ve never seen so many assaulting colors and ridiculously large screens.”

“If a place could embody the qualities of a person, this,”—Smoke spun around, sending his gaze to the skyscrapers above, before returning his eyes to her—“Times Square, would be the beating heart of the city. Everything flows through these crowded streets.”

“Everything?” She perked up hearing him say that. Fate had told her to keep an eye on human media.

“You name it.”

“Where do I find news?” She turned toward the largest of the screens, trying to decipher the letters.

“What kind are you looking for?”

“Lottery winners dying,” she mumbled, reaching into her memory to pull up the information Fate had given her. “A Djinn is involved. That’s my mission.”

Smoke scurried down the sidewalk away from her.

“Hey!” She reached out but was too far away to catch him. “Get back here, you furry little...”

“Follow me.” Smoke called as he led her away from the bustling street filled with wandering crowds of people. 

Phoebe had no choice but to follow the feisty furball into what appeared to be an empty alley. She felt for her daggers, making sure she had them ready to pull should she need them.

“Okay. Rule number one.” Smoke stopped and looked around, as if worried someone else might be lurking. “Let’s not talk openly about otherworldly creatures where people can hear.”

“I thought you said they didn’t understand you?”

“I said everything flows through these streets. Humans aren’t the only ones with ears. But they are the first to get all crazy when hearing about things they don’t know or understand.”

“I’ve been on the earthly plane for all of twenty-four hours.” She slammed her hands on her hips in exasperation. “You can’t expect me to be an expert here.”

“Which is why Fate thought it would be funny to pair us up, I’m sure,” Smoke groused.

She’d never seen a cat roll its eyes before. Not that she had much experience with cats, but that human expression completely destroyed the facade of his animal disguise. “She thinks you want to fail.”

“My business is my own. Don’t go trying to get all buddy-buddy with me. I’m not your friend. Get that straight.”

“Never said I wanted you as a friend.” She shrugged. “But we are partners of a sort, so let’s do what we can, or maybe I decide not to let you have some of my dinner tonight.”

“Have fun getting to the mission without me.” Smoke turned, giving her the business end of his tail, and slowly strolled farther down the alley.

Bastard. She wasn’t about to let him claim victory.

“Enjoy dumpster diving. I’ve survived Hell, remember? This is nothing.” Phoebe hoped he’d take the bait.

“Hell is Hell, not a walk in the park by any stretch of the imagination for sure. But this”—Smoke turned and sat on his haunches—“is New York. You’re wandering around soulless. I’d be willing to bet you’re mortal now while on the earthly plane too. Which means something as benign as a cut could fester and turn into an infection. That could kill you and send your soulless ass back to Hell. And if that happens, you’re not arriving through the employee entrance.” His tail swished wildly behind his back. A wicked smile flashed across his cat face. “You want to play tough with me, you’re going to have to up your game significantly, sweetheart. I’ve been living these mean streets for longer than you could probably comprehend. Fate might be angry with me if you die, but you’re not part of my redemption, so don’t think you can get the upper hand with the offer of a hot meal.”

He had her there. The strong-arm approach wasn’t going to work with him. She’d have to call on her training to figure out his weakness. Everyone had one. Torture, as much as she enjoyed the bits with the pointy parts, wasn’t always something that required bloodletting. The really interesting cases involved no small amount of emotional manipulation. Getting inside their head. Seeing what made them tick. Learning their motivations and fears. Making someone reveal and relive their worst memories in order to extract the most pain from their transgressions. Not that she needed to extract a confession from Smoke, but she did need to learn what made him tick so she could bend him to her will. If for nothing else, to stop him from trying to exert dominance all the damn time. She’d had her fill of that in Hell.

She stared at him quietly, analyzing all she had learned about him in the last twenty-four hours. He seemed the type who liked to feel important. He liked to be owed favors rather than be on the other end of transactions. How could she make him feel he was going to have the upper hand and still be willing to help her? What was his vulnerability?

“You really don’t like Fate, do you?” Phoebe softened her tone. “Bit bossy, isn’t she?”

“Nope. Not doing the whole shared hatred bonding thing either. Keep trying hell spawn.”

“I’m not a damn demon, for the last fucking time! I was tricked. And all I have been trying to do since then is to keep my head down and profile low so I don’t lose my goddamn soul, okay?”

“That...” Smoke looked her square in the face. “I believe.”

She hadn’t intended to blow up like that, but he responded to it better than her original attempt. And now she knew the key. Vulnerability. The big tough guy was hiding a soft spot. Too easy.

“From one overlord to another, I’m always under someone’s damn thumb. I’m not my own person anymore. It's infuriating.” She leaned hard into her frustration, letting it all out for him to lap up.  “And to top it all off, I’m stuck here. On fucking Earth. Cold. Hungry. Itchy... What the hell are these clothes?” She tugged at the sleeve of her shirt that had been riding into her armpit since she’d put it on. “Everything clings, or pinches, or...” She adjusted her pants, tugging them down, hoping to pull the underwear out of her butt crack. “Ugh. I don’t like it here. Hell was much more comfortable, and that is saying something. Not that I want to go back. But I need to at least get my soul so I can live my life for me. So yeah, I’m pissy. Everyone is expecting me to know things and do things, and I have no freaking clue where to start.”

The more she ranted, the closer he inched toward her. It was working. And as a bonus, it was all true. Funny how useful the truth was when trying to make alliances.

She closed the gap between them and knelt down to his level. “Look. I need help, and whether you like it or not, you, Smoke, are my only hope. At least with you, I know everything is on the level. Everyone else is just employing subterfuge to keep me in their pockets and do their bidding.”

“We should get back before dinner.” Smoke turned and pranced away, waving his tail like a flag for her to follow. “And I need assurances of seconds.”

“Fine,” she groaned. “Just help me get out of your hair. Can we at least agree on that?”

“Walk and talk. We’re still about forty-five minutes away.”

“Is there no faster transportation here?”

“You have money?”

“No. I was supposed to be... Work. Shit. I need some proof of trying to work for the mission. They won’t let me stay if I don’t show I’m trying to get a... What did they call it?”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got some things back at my place that might help you with your cover story there. Humans like to have cards with pictures that say who they are. You’ll need one if you want a job.”

“Job, that’s it!”

“What kind of job are you supposed to get?” Smoke asked. “What did you tell them you were doing?”

“I didn’t really. I said I was going to meet someone. What kind of job should I have?”

“You’re going to need something that requires no experience.” Smoke laughed. He continued walking and weaving through alleyways rather than using the main trafficked streets.

“I have experience.”

“Not on paper you don’t, and that’s what counts here on Earth.”

“But I do have a job. Fate ordered me to find the Djinn,” Phoebe argued.

“Fate isn’t going to pay you in earthly money. We need to figure that part out before the homeless mission kicks you out.”

“But how do I get an Earth job and deal with the Djinn?” she asked as she tried to make mental notes of the side streets they used. Away from the bright lights of the main street, there were no unique landmarks available for her to remember.

“We will figure out the job thing. Just don’t call it an Earth job. You need to start speaking like you’re from around here.”

“Sorry. What do I say, then?”

“Forgetaboutit.” Smoke laughed and took a turn down another random alley. “As for your other problem. First rule about the Djinn is you never deal with the Djinn.”

She sighed. This was going to be a long mission if he kept teasing her like that. “Except I have to, so let’s skip rule number one.”

“If you have to deal with a Djinn, watch what you say. I mean it. Any show of desire. Wishing, wanting, praying, hoping, etc....”

“I get it,” Phoebe said. Fate had been right about him. Smoke was revealing himself to be a real wealth of knowledge. 

“Seriously. They are tricksters. They will take your word as a verbal contract, and if they deliver on it, they own your soul.”

“What if you’re soulless?” Was that the reason Fate had chosen her for this particular mission?

The alley opened up to a small street with fewer people walking around.

Smoke looked both ways before answering. “Bit of a gray area there. I still wouldn’t risk it. Be direct. Never let there be a question in your word or intention when speaking to them.” He scurried across the middle of the street, dodging cars as he headed toward the mouth of another alley.

“How about killing them?” Phoebe said louder than she’d intended as she stepped out into the street.

A car honked as it blew past her. Phoebe stood in the center of the street and glared at the driver before continuing on after Smoke. 

“Try not to get run over. You don’t want to return to Hell before your mission has been finished.” He scoffed at her and continued on his path.

Phoebe hadn’t realized that was a possibility. Being hit by a car. She made a mental note to check the street next time she crossed it, and resumed following the little furball. “Whatever. Back on point. How do we kill the Djinn?”

“That’s a bit harder. They are the more indestructible of immortal creatures out there. No one but the almighty is truly immortal. The rest of the special creatures that use Earth as their playground, for lack of a better term, are sturdy. But the Djinn do have a weakness. Their talisman.”

“Like a lamp?”

“This isn’t a children’s story, sweetheart. But yes, there will be some object that each Djinn is bound to. It is the source of their power and the conduit through which they convert the souls they consume into fuel.”

“They literally eat souls. Fun.” Phoebe scoffed.

“In a manner of speaking, yep.”

“What if one were to overindulge?” 

Smoke stopped and turned. “Is that what Fate thinks is happening?”

“Yeah. Too many unscheduled deaths tied to windfalls, I think is what she said. Not on her little day planner of death. Is that something special or important?”

“I’ve heard rumors of Djinn in the past trying to separate themselves from their talisman. One method being absorbing enough power to sort of overload their talisman and break the magical bond. But it’s just a rumor. Another more concerning rumor involves bartering the collected power of converted souls with the ethereal plane to sever the bond. I doubt anyone above would make that deal. It would have to be from below. Lucifer perhaps.”

If she hadn’t already known Lucifer was operating outside of Hell, she might have brushed off that comment, but his absence was very much outside of normal operations, and last she’d heard, he was somewhere on Earth. She hoped that this wasn’t one of his plans. She couldn’t go up against the master. Nor could she let him know she’d escaped her post.

“Either way...” She gulped. “It all comes down to their talisman. That’s where the power is. Destroy the power source, destroy the enemy.”

“Sure.” Smoke didn’t sound convinced at all.

“How do you know what their talisman is?”

“You’re from the other. Just as you can hear me speak where humans cannot, you should be able to see the power amassing around the item, whatever it is. And it will not be far from the Djinn. They have to keep it close, as it is their lifeline.”

“That’s at least something to go on.” Thank goodness for small miracles. They continued to wind their way through the city until Phoebe smelled something familiar. A pungent but not entirely unpleasant odor that had her stomach growling.

“Chinatown,” Smoke answered her stomach.

She looked around, trying to get her bearings, but every alley way looked the same. “I thought we were going back to the mission.”

“You need proof you’re trying to work, yes?” he asked and disappeared through a crack in an old wooden door. “Open it.”

She reached out and turned the handle, expecting it to be locked. It opened with a loud creak that sounded as if the door was splitting in two. The handle wobbled in her hand, and bits of wood chips rained down from ever widening gap around the metal knob.

Inside the dark space, Smoke rustled around. “Give me a minute. I know they are around here somewhere.”

She stood still, not wanting to enter for fear the building might come down on top of her, and unable to see into the darkness beyond. Phoebe wondered how long it had been since the building had been used. By the looks of the trash of human inhabitants, it had served as a shelter for homeless once it had outlived its usefulness as a business.

Smoke appeared dragging a dusty leather satchel and dropped it at her feet proudly. “Take a peek in there and see if any of these will suit you.”

She opened up the bag filled with hundreds of plastic cards. Each had pictures and strange letters on them. “What are these?”

“ID cards. Most of them fake, but passable for your purposes. At least until we can establish you a real identity.”

Each of the little plastic cards had symbols, words perhaps, but she couldn’t read them. Some were colorful while others looked flat and monotone. All of them had human faces on them.

“Where did you get these?”

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.” He pawed at the bag, dumping more plastic cards on the pavement.

“I have to know. This is weird even by my standards.” She picked up a small plastic bag that had fallen out with the cards. It was filled with what looked like grass, and smelled of excrement. “Why would you keep this?”

“If you must know, I liberated this collection off of a drug dealer. You name it, he dealt it. He also had a healthy trade in forged documents,” Smoke said.

“What did he do to piss you off?” she asked with a laugh.

Smoke bristled. “He messed with kids.”

She nodded. Some lines you never cross. “Won’t be doing that again, will he?”

“He won’t be doing anything again.” Smoke licked his paw and rubbed his head, starting the ritual of his frequent cat baths.

“Pictures are cool, but I can’t read any of this. How do I know what to pick?” she asked.

“Find a female picture, something that looks like you, and we’ll see what we can do about the rest. Did you give the shelter a name?”

“Phoebe, like you said.”

“Okay, that makes things more difficult.” He stopped his bath to paw through the stacks of cards. “Hold on. This is perfect. Olivia Phoebe Szarka. You can pull off being from Hungary.” He slid over a card with a greenish band across the top and a square picture of a dark-haired woman. “Slender nose, dark hair. Late twenties. Yes, this might work.”

“Okay, what do I do with this?”

“It’s called a green card. It’s what people from other countries use to prove they are allowed to be and work here. Exactly what you need to keep up appearances until you get more settled. When someone asks for ID, give them this. And remember the name.”
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