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      Title: Black Tied

      Genre: Paranormal Romantic Comedy

      Series: Love Charmed Romance

      

      When ordinary you and the Son of the Kitchen God are all that stand between a playboy apocalypse and innocent hearts yearning for love.

      Sapphire Sing is in desperate need of her grandmother’s matchmaking skills. She’s stuck on a not-so-merry-go-round of secondhand men while wedding bells ring for her snooty half-sisters.

      Sapphire sets out to discover her grandmother’s secrets but runs afoul of Johnny Wok, the Kitchen God’s son. When Sapphire’s friends steal the magic wok, one reputed to cast love spells, she is hurled into an ancient conflict between love and evil.

      What’s a girl to do when a playboy demon and a seriously hunky demigod both want your heart … and your wok?
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        * * *

      

      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you get tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance. (The books do not have to be read in order.)

      —

      Black Tied: Sapphire When ordinary you and the Son of the Kitchen God stand up to a playboy apocalypse. Audiobook link.

      Red Hexed: Ruby A burn victim, Ruby Rush, strives to regain her beauty by helping a Viking demigod recover his berserker sword.

      Blue Mooned: Diamond Treasure hunter, Diamond Dionne, trades her soul for trinkets until she meets the devil’s repoman, Prince Renaud.
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      I invite you to explore my world of over eighty romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/
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        * * *

      

      Don’t forget to download my Free Books:

      Find them at my website: https://rachelleayala.net/free-books
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        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      http://smarturl.it/RachAyala

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVE CHARMED ROMANCE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      What if legendary gods and goddesses walk among us on the streets of San Francisco? What if they drop in on you unawares, and what if you fall in love with one?

      Sapphire Sing encounters the son of the Kitchen God while Ruby Rush comes across a berserker Norse warrior who doesn’t want to fight. What’s in store for the rest of the Gem Girls?

      Love Charmed Romances are a flirtatious frolic through world mythology where ordinary you get tangled up with delectable demigods in an otherworldly romance.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ Sapphire ~

      

      

      There’s nothing more disgusting than watching a grown man eat a banana. Especially a long, thick, wrinkled banana with a spotted yellow peel.

      “The way I see it,” Dick Dong says, chewing with his mouth full. “We need to take a break.”

      He smacks his lips and slurps, biting off the tip with a watery lick of his tongue, as his mouth encircles the light-yellow shaft.

      I cringe.

      Is he breaking up with me?

      While sucking on a banana inside a dive bar in the middle of so-called happy hour?

      “What?” Dick’s mouth withdraws, leaving the banana limp, hanging by half a peel. “Don’t look at me like someone died.”

      Only the once proud and erect banana.

      “I agree to the break.” I muster enough voice to retain a shred of dignity. It isn’t as if I’m in love with Dirty Dick or anything, but he served as a regular stand-in date for dinners with my extended family, and most importantly, he diverted my grandmother’s matchmaking attentions onto my cousins and half-sisters.

      Dick’s tongue swishes moistly as he masticates the squishy mass between his lips. A slimy speck dangles on his overhanging mustache hair which, I’m now noticing for the first time, continues unbroken from his silky black nostril hairs.

      He takes a swig from the frosted beer glass at his side and wipes his hairy banana-encrusted upper lip with the back of his hand.

      What did I ever see in a man with a pervy mustache in the first place? Yuk.

      “Thanks for the drink. I have to go.” I push away from the tiny bar table and grab my clutch, standing. “See you, never.”

      “But, Sapphire.” He throws the castrated fruit onto the floor. “You didn’t let me finish. We can still go on dates, but I will not be cajoled into visiting your grandmother.”

      In other words, he’ll try to pry himself into my panties, but he doesn’t want to pay respect to my oldest living ancestor—the venerable and all-seeing Lao-Lao.

      “Earth to Dick.” I gape at him with mock horror. “The only reason I went out with you was so you could visit Lao-Lao with me.”

      Now, it’s his turn to bug out his eyes—not an easy feat when his thin, narrow eyes have him looking like he’s half-asleep all the time.

      “You’re upset. You’ll get over it,” he bleats, seeing his investment in bar tabs and oily dim sum slip through his banana-slime fingers.

      “I’m over you already. No visits to my grandmother means no putting up with your banana sucking.” I stab his direction with my perfectly manicured fingernail, and now, he winces. “You’re not the only grandmother sucker-upper in California.”

      With that brilliant, if not Academy Award winning line, I swivel on my tottering heels and swish my slinky black-dressed body to weave my way out of the Deep Dive Bar full of lowlife, secondhand men, and leftover takeout boxes.

      “Wait, Sapphire.” Dick takes a step after me and slips on the banana peel trap he laid for himself. His arms windmill, and he knocks a tray of drinks from a waitress’s arm.

      Drinks, Dick, and waitress splish-splash into a heap of fruity cocktails, frothy beer, and shot glasses.

      Yes! There is justice up in the heavenly courts after all. I give myself a mental pat on the back and head for the exit as fast as my too-high heels can march.

      Despite my outward calm, I’m furious. Dick and I had concocted the perfect Chinese-American love story for Lao-Lao, and we had my venerable living ancestor eating out of our hands. Why, she even accepted a banana split topped with red bean pudding from his grubby paws.

      With my half-sisters’ double wedding coming up, I had better show up with a grandmother-approved man or I’ll be the butt of jokes in a family dominated by the magical arts of matchmaking—filled with happy, romantic couples and blissful peace and harmony when it comes to dating and mating.

      All except for the black sheep, or as they say in China, the black tie of the family—me and my mother, as evidenced by her divorce from my father when I was a mere bad-luck baby, and his subsequent blissful and happy marriage to my stepmother.

      I’m the only one of my grandmother’s grandchildren to come from a broken home and not finish college. My prospects aren’t bright, either in love or business. Stuck at a dead-end job greeting customers at a bank, I dream of bigger things than getting dumped by a man who promised me benefits—that of wooing my grandmother and letting me lift my head in front of my relatives as the only person in my generation who didn’t need a matchmaker to get a date.

      Now, I’m going to lose face when I show up at the wedding without Dick the Dong, who I had bragged on and changed his career from bird cage janitor at a parrot store to professor of avian biology with an upcoming book on parrot behavior. I should have known he was a loser when all he was interested in was mating behavior and dressing up as a woodpecker for Halloween.

      I’m almost out of the pathetic dive bar, Dick’s favorite hangout, when two out of three of my BFFs, Ruby and Diamond, materialize out of nowhere.

      “Let me guess,” Ruby, my former college roommate says, slinging her long blond hair over her shoulder. “Dick got donged. Did you see him wiping himself all over that poor waitress?”

      “I’m going to need eye bleach. Ugh.” Diamond shields me from looking back at the disaster left in my wake. “Let’s get you a drink.”

      Diamond and I go all the way back to skinned knees and elementary school when the comfort drinks were cherry Kool-Aid with a spike of club soda. While Ruby is fair-skinned and has hair the color of light straw, a farm girl from Nebraska, Diamond’s family hails from Louisiana, and she has a beautiful dark caramel complexion and pale green eyes. She brags on her mix of Creole and Cajun heritage, is an awesome cook, and has the hips to prove it.

      Me? I’m your typical petite Asian with small bones, small eyes, small lips, and small nose, and right now, I’m being shot down by a guy who isn’t even that hot, with a name that could pass for a screen name for a porno actor.

      “Sure, I’ll take a double shot of tequila.” I order from the bar, not at all too proud for liquid comfort, or in my case numbness.

      I can tell myself I don’t care, because I’m used to being dumped after the third date—the so-called magical number when things are supposed to take a horizontal tilt.

      It’s not fair. Really. Not when my traditional family expects me to hold onto a steady date without the benefits of twenty-first century casual sex. I don’t get how I’m supposed to go from first date to second date, skip over all the messy in-betweens, and emerge a blushing bride, ready for the marriage altar.

      You’d think having a grandmother who is the most astute and successful matchmaker in all of California, I’d get a little help in the matrimony department—or at least getting over the third date hump. But no, because I’m in the line of the black sheep—the black hat, bandana, tie—of the family, I don’t get that privilege, unlike my two half-sisters, who became her granddaughters when she adopted my father as her “dry son.” Dry meaning she didn’t nurse him at her breasts because she didn’t give birth to him, and she’s closer to him than to my mother who’s her wet daughter.

      Let’s just say the two of them are estranged, which is a snooty word for “hates each other’s guts.”

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Ruby says, watching me down the mind-numbing liquid. “If all you’re looking for is a date to your sisters’ weddings, then you can hire an escort.”

      “He’d never pass the Lao-Lao approval test. She can smell a fake a mile away.”

      “Unless he’s covered with eau-de-banana,” Diamond remarks with a twist of her smirking lips.

      “I’m so over him already.” I take the second shot glass I ordered and tip it back. The tequila burns to the back of my throat, and I slap the shot glass on the bar top. “There. I’m ready to go home and hit up Match.com.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re resorting to online dating.” Diamond’s bright green eyes gleam like a wildcat eyeing a rabbit. “Your grandmother’s a freaking matchmaker. Can’t she help you find a steady date?”

      “She refuses, because my mother screwed up.” I cross my arms, suddenly chilled.

      My mother divorcing my father goes down as a black letter date in my grandmother’s calendar, and she’s never let anyone forget what a hit she took on her business when people spread rumors that she couldn’t even help her own daughter find the perfect match.

      “That’s unfair,” Ruby says. “It’s on your mom, not you.”

      “We’re bad luck. She says the magic runs away from bad luck, so I’m on my own.” I can feel the heat from the alcohol work its way from my belly to my cheeks. “I don’t need her help to find a date. I’d rather figure out what the magic is. Maybe then, I can hang out my own shingle and take on paying customers.”

      “That would be awesome,” Ruby says. “You can help me and Diamond land husbands. Dependable, sexy, devoted, and hot.”

      “Has she picked a successor to pass her magic on to?” Diamond asks. “If you can finagle the deal, you can get out of that bank job you hate so much.”

      I roll my eyes and lift my chin, imitating my grandmother. “The magic chooses the one who most deserves it. One day, when I turn eighty, the magic will choose a worthy one.”

      “Sounds like hoodoo to me,” Diamond says, stirring her drink. “I say there’s no magic. Your grandmother must be very intuitive. Either that or she brainwashes everyone she brings together into believing they’re in love.”

      “For forty plus years?” I think back on my many aunts and uncles and their loving spouses. “I swear, they’re so sickeningly romantic, it’s embarrassing.”

      “Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise that you have to find your own life partner.” Ruby widens her blue eyes meaningfully. “Either that, or you sneak into her place and find out her secrets. You say she does magic, right? Is it a spell? A wand? Crystals? Tea leaves? Love potions? She’s got to have some kind of physical object to channel the energies from the magical world into our world.”

      Ruby’s comments start the gears turning in my mind. I’ve never watched my grandmother give matchmaking consultations before. I assumed she gathered applications, sorted through them and then called prospective couples together. Through either intuition or persuasiveness, or perhaps by the fact they paid so much money to her, she somehow made the couple not only believe they were made for one another, but kept the delusion going throughout their natural lives.

      “It has to be powerful magic to last through so many golden and diamond anniversaries,” I find myself thinking out loud.

      “Right, and if she won’t share it with you, then you should take matters into your own hands and figure out what she does and how.” Ruby lifts her chin, proud of her brilliant idea. “I’ll pose as a potential client.”

      “Me, too.” Diamond raises her drink to her lips. “I’m ready for the real thing.”

      “She’s expensive, though,” I warn my friends.

      “But isn’t fifty or sixty years of romance worth it?” Ruby asks. “You can’t put a price on that. If you can move in with her and help her out around the house, you’ll find her secrets, while we make ourselves difficult clients and drag out the process.”

      Ruby raises her hand to Diamond’s and they slap each other, giggling.

      I join in with my raised hand and we clasp it in a three-way shake, my hand to Diamond’s wrist, hers to Ruby’s wrist, and so on. Us gem girls need to stick together. It’s funny, but wherever I go, I gravitate to the other girls who were given gem names.

      “Let’s do it,” I agree.

      Especially since Lao-Lao’s eightieth birthday is right around the corner—Chinese New Year’s Eve.

      
        
        ~ Johnny ~

      

      

      The four-gong alarm clanged and shook both of Johnny Wok’s eardrums and jiggled the mushy gray matter in between, jolting him out of a tantalizing dream populated by spring rolls, shrimp dumplings, and long life noodles.

      Dang it! Every time he lowered the volume, his mother was sure to raise it after he fell asleep.

      Bang. Bang. Bang. The gong alarm clashed like giant brass cymbals, shaking his bed and forcing him to jump to his feet.

      As the only son of the Kitchen Gods, he was always on duty. No vacation. No holiday. No sleeping in late.

      He smashed the snooze button and raced to the computer monitor.

      A red dot pulsated on the map, and a mechanical voice reported, “Kitchen fire at the Golden Peking Restaurant. Three-wok alert. Cook trapped behind wall of grease. Situation urgent.”

      Johnny yanked on his pants, boots, and gear and positioned himself in front of the antique clay stove where offerings were received by his parents, the venerable and petty Kitchen Gods.

      While they looked after kitchens, stoves, and the arts of cooking, receiving sweet bribes and getting a taste of all good things, he, their only son was charged with putting out the inevitable fires.

      He lit the fire underneath the clay stove and put his hands together in a prayerful position. As soon as the flames shot up in the stove, Johnny bent his head down and leaped with a forward flip right into the fire.

      Heat seared and singed his skin, stretching and crackling it as he teleported from the Celestial Realm of the gods to the Earthly Realm of mortals.

      Black, greasy smoke smothered his nostrils, and he landed in the middle of chaos and pandemonium.

      A raging grease fire threw black smoke and embers over the entire kitchen. Screams and shouts punctuated the smoke-filled room, and fire alarms shrieked overhead.

      Johnny whipped out a fire-lasso and swung it around, roping the flames. A tongue of fire leaped through the lasso and licked his hand, searing the spot where he’d been burned long ago.

      Pushing through the pain, he pulled the bulk of the fire into a giant ball, then fought it with his bare hands, pushing and pulling it like hot dough. He made circles with his arms and bent his body forward and backwards, molding and kneading the flames into a tiny fiery ball. He blew on the fire until it became a tiny flicker and set it in the bronze urn on the Kitchen God’s altar where it consumed the offerings the restaurant’s owners made to ensure prosperity, safety, and emergency firefighting calls.

      Taking off his belt, he twirled it around the kitchen, throwing healing salt and dissipating the smoke and soot. With a wave of his open palm, the burnt beams glazed over, the smoke alarms turned off, and the charred meats and vegetables inside the woks returned to their crisp and sizzling state.

      It looked like mu-shu pork, magic chili chicken, and kung-pao shrimp.

      Once the air cleared, the cowering restaurant workers returned to their stations.

      “Thank you, oh Son of the Kitchen God,” the head chef said, bowing low, while his assistants finished the stir-fries and scooped them out of the woks with large perforated ladles.

      “What happened here?” Johnny asked, taking out a notebook where he had to fill in his report.

      The chef hooked a thumb at one of his assistants. “Grace put three woks on at the same time, and I got a phone call.”

      “So, you turned your back on the woks?”

      “We’re short-handed.” The chef wrung his hands. “And like I said, Grace …”

      “Is this your kitchen? Your restaurant?” Johnny drilled the chef. This wasn’t the first time he had to jump through the clay stove to put out a fire at the Golden Peking.

      “Y-yes,” the chef stammered, wiping sweat from his shiny forehead.

      “Three fires in six months.” Johnny scribbled figures in his notebook. “I’m sorry, but your premiums just went through the roof.”

      “Kung pao shrimp, fresh off the stove,” Grace said. “Hurry before the wok hei goes away.”

      Hei, pronounced like hay, was a Chinese word for breath, also known as chi or qi, and wok hei was that magical spirit or breath of the wok that was prized by all connoisseurs of Chinese cooking.

      Johnny inhaled the fragrant spirit of the wok, a magical seared, lightly-smoked essence that made his mouth water.

      Grace quickly filled a bowl with steaming rice and dragged Johnny to a rickety card table at the back of the kitchen. She placed the stir-fried food among a sampling of steamed dishes and offered them to Johnny.

      “Many thanks, Honorable Son of the Kitchen God, peace and good fortune to you.” All the chefs bowed low.

      “Carry on.” Johnny picked up the rice bowl and a pair of chopsticks.

      Sometimes, there were benefits to being the Son of the Kitchen God—many tasty morsels of benefits.

      Johnny rubbed the phoenix-shaped scar on his left hand and gave thanks. Then he chowed down, savoring every bite. Even though the wok hei was excellent, it wasn’t superb, a bit too charred from the fire.

      There was only one wok in existence which was rumored to possess the most powerful spirit of all—the Wok of Ages, and as far as Johnny was aware, that wok had gone missing many, many ages ago.
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        ~ Sapphire ~

      

      

      My grandmother, or Lao-Lao, lived in Chinatown when she first arrived in America but had long ago moved to San Francisco’s suburbs, the foggy Inner Sunset District just south of Golden Gate Park. It had been the domain of Irish immigrants in the twentieth century, only to be Asianfied in the last fifteen to twenty years.

      I, the black necktie of the family, have an outstanding invitation to live with her, unlike my more fortunate cousins and half-sisters who enjoy their two-parent families and live in privileged neighborhoods like Los Altos, Orinda, Woodside, and Mill Valley.

      Funnily, I never wanted to live under Lao-Lao’s nose because my mother, Clara the computer nerd, told me horror stories of wandering into the kitchen and encountering clay pots filled with spider bellies and scorpion tails, spewing the bitter and pungent odors of the medicine Lao-Lao brewed for my dear departed grandfather.

      I never met him, because he’d ungratefully put a clothespin on his nose and died rather than be cured by the poisonous scorpion tails and spider venom the Chinese doctor prescribed for fighting cancer cells.

      Of course, now that I want to suss out her secrets, living in this house full of potential magical objects is exactly the right thing to do.

      “At least this hill isn’t as steep as the one you’re moving from.” Ruby wipes sweat from her forehead as she balances my birdcage on the sloping driveway.

      Inside, Precious, my lutino cockatiel, screeches and flaps, upset at any change in surroundings. For her sake, I sure hope there isn’t a medicinal purpose calling for fried cockatiel feet.

      “It’s closer here than parking in the garage and going up four flights of stairs instead of three,” I explain why my car is perched precariously on the median between two houses. I made sure to pull it off the street to allow us to move my things without blocking traffic.

      Ruby looks up three floors to the small garret where my room’s located and blows out an exhausted breath. “At least you’ll get lots of exercise coming and going.”

      Diamond, meanwhile, steps back and snaps a picture of my grandmother’s row house. Unlike the other neatly trimmed houses, done in mute beiges, grays, and browns, my grandmother painted her house jade-green with bright red trim on the eaves and gables.

      Red is the lucky color, and of course, green is the color of money. Oh, and in China, both black and white are colors for death—very unlucky.

      Two large foo dog statues guard the gate on top of the stoop, their golden paint flaking off to reveal the gray weathered stone they’re made of.

      When I was a little girl, my mother told me the two lion dog statues were real spirits who guarded Lao-Lao’s matchmaking business. The statue on the right is supposed to be the female and the one on the left, the male. Sure enough, there is a tiny upside down puppy under the left foot of the female, whereas the male only has a ball to play with.

      They stare at me with ferocious glares, looking more like lions. I wonder what I’d do if they were to come alive and jump me, knowing my thieving intentions.

      “Is your grandmother going to be here to meet us?” Emerald, my best friend from high school, shields her freckled complexion from the sun as she looks up at the pagoda-shaped monstrosity. “I need to have my fortune told.”

      Emerald wasn’t at the bar with us the night before, because she had a date. A flaming redhead, she turned guys’ heads everywhere she went. Having Emerald as my best friend in high school meant I was quite popular with the guys, although not in the way I wanted. They flocked around me in hopes a good word from me would get them a date with her.

      “She’s not a fortune teller.” I bite my words with more asperity than they’re worth. “And no, she’s setting up a date for a client.”

      “Cool, then we can look around and see if we can find any magic.” Diamond rubs her hands. “I get nervous when she’s around, and I don’t get a chance to properly appreciate all her artifacts.”

      I’m sure Diamond would love to dig around Lao-Lao’s things, not that I can let her. She’s an antique picker and travels all over the world in search of unique pieces for her wealthy clients. Knowing Lao-Lao, she would be insulted if Diamond made an offer to buy one of her precious belongings—each with a history or story behind it.

      “Oh gosh, she does have the best collection of medicinal herbs and dried creatures.” Ruby shudders, even though as an aromatherapist she’s always on the lookout for unique combinations of material from dragon’s blood to passion flower.

      “I’m sure she didn’t leave anything important out in plain sight,” Emerald says. “Witches are very particular about where they place their tools.”

      Emerald sells wands, charms, and crystals and is an expert on the healing properties of wood and stone. I better keep my eyes open in case she decides one of Lao-Lao’s bamboo chopsticks is imbued with magic and can be turned into a wand.

      “She’s not a witch,” I mutter under my breath, as my friends and I drag my suitcases and boxes to the top of the stoop.

      In front of us are two vermillion lacquered doors, rumored to have come from my grandmother’s ancestral village. I’m not exactly sure how her father shipped the doors all the way from China while escaping the Communists in 1949, but Lao-Lao insists that all her things were authentically made in China.

      Then again, so are all my things—plastic hair clips, tennis shoes, and handheld electronics.

      The double doors swing open, and we yank the suitcases and my birdcage over the threshold and step into the foyer. My friends gasp at the interior filled with Ming vases, dark lacquered furniture, intricate wood and ivory carvings, and statues of various deities.

      Scrolls of Chinese landscape paintings festoon the walls, and a rack of weapons, swords, staves, and axes line the hallway. Life-sized statues of clay soldiers stand guard in front of her living room, and the bookshelves are full of china figurines, bowls, knickknacks, and books.

      “Where do we start?” Diamond examines the clay soldiers. “Did these come from that tomb in Xian?”

      “They look like they could be alive.” Ruby steps back and rubs her arms. “They give me the goosebumps.”

      “It might be the fans,” Emerald says, pointing at the fan collection spread out across the divider between the kitchen and dining room.

      “Or these bamboo water sculptures.” Diamond’s catlike eyes are gleaming at one of the many pieces I made as a child. “It’ll take us days to find the magic here.”

      “I’m betting the secrets are in the pantry,” Ruby says.

      “If there’s a wand, I’ll find it.” Emerald twirls around, pointing her finger randomly in all directions.

      “And I can catalog all the antiques,” Diamond volunteers.

      “What makes you think the magic is in tangible objects?” I wave my hands, slightly peeved that they’re more interested in my grandmother’s things than her methods. “Maybe it’s all marketing. She claims she has magic in her matchmaking and people believe it, so it comes true. Mere psychological suggestion or mass hypnotism.”

      Three sets of elbows jut at me as my personal divas adopt identical skeptical postures, tilting their heads and raising eyebrows.

      “You’re holding out on us,” Diamond says. “You wouldn’t have moved in if you didn’t think there’s something here.”

      “We’re only trying to help,” Emerald huffs. “You’re the one who needs a grandmother-approved date to Phoebe and Jillian’s double wedding.”

      “You’re going to need magic since you never have luck with the guys you pick,” Ruby explains as if I’m not so painfully aware of my bad luck.

      “I’m not after a date or a guy, but the whole matchmaking, love-inducing enchilada,” I retort, imagining that my new superpower would be delivering instant love to anyone I choose.

      “Right, and we’re here to help you find it,” my three best friends say in unison.

      I’m not so sure they’re any help. But I let them dig around my grandmother’s tchotchkes. If there’s any magic, it’s in the spirit world and has not a thing to do with crystals, stones, wands, or clay statues.
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        * * *

      

      The heavy front door slams, startling Precious. With a squawk, she helicopters from the back of the chair she was perching and pooping on and darts across the room, zipping and dodging around the dragon chandelier hanging over the heavy rosewood dining table.

      “Lao-Lao’s home,” I hiss to my friends, who are all caught red-handed. Diamond has her fingers between the beads of an ancient abacus, while Ruby is emptying out a packet of dried mushrooms.

      I grab a wipe and hastily dab at the bird poop, and Emerald tries to hook the fan she was playing with back onto the wall.

      “You’re back,” I exclaim as my grandmother steps into the dining room with a stern expression on her face.

      Plop. Precious lands on the top of her beehive hairdo.

      Don’t poop. Don’t poop, I whisper to myself as I stretch my hand out to take my bird off my grandmother’s head.

      Too late. A streak of white with a greenish center slides down my grandmother’s poufed-up hairdo, stopping right before it reaches the nape of her neck. Whew! Close call.

      “Step up,” I order my bird, but she’s overexcited and she takes off with an ear-splitting screech.

      “Sorry, Lao-Lao.” I dab her beehive with the used wipe. “We thought you were with a client.”

      “Canceled.” She swats at the tissue in my hand. “Don’t touch my hair. I just got it done today. Styled and sprayed.”

      My friends cringe at the sight of the bird poop speckled on her beehive, but no one says anything. Maybe with luck, her friends will think it’s a whitish gray streak in her dyed jet-black hair.

      Not satisfied with aerial bombing, Precious lands on a leather chair back. Before she can take another dump, I clamp my hand over her wings and grab her, then shove her back into her cage. No more being polite and asking her to step up. She’s clearly upset at the change in her environment, and it’s having an effect on her bowels.

      “Hi, Madame Wong,” Emerald addresses my grandmother by her professional name. “You have such an exquisite collection of fans.”

      Lao-Lao nods but doesn’t reply. Instead she zeroes in on Ruby. “What are you doing with my supernatural mushrooms?”

      “Making tea?” Ruby tries to look cute. “I can’t read Chinese. I thought these were the dragon tears tea.”

      Diamond, meanwhile, is in suspended animation, no doubt hoping Lao-Lao does not notice the abacus sitting on her lap. Its yellowed teeth-colored beads are made of ancient ivory, much too rare and precious to be fiddled and twiddled by mere mortals.

      Lao-Lao walks to her side and points to the empty display case. So much for frozen Diamond. With an apologetic shrug, she replaces the abacus while Lao-Lao glares at me, the responsible descendant.

      “Would you like me to cook dinner?” I ask, hoping to mollify her. We haven’t discussed the house rules yet, and I get the distinct impression I’m a pawn in her war against my mother whose nose was perennially in her laptop.

      “It’s not necessary,” Lao-Lao says. “I have dinner with a client. Just checking to see that you moved in all right.”

      “We’re good.” I nod too eagerly. “Are we allowed to use the kitchen? Everyone’s tired from moving all my stuff and I promised them a Chinese meal.”

      “And you can’t order takeout?” She lifts a thin penciled eyebrow.

      “I could, but now that I live here, I might as well help out around the house. We can save some for you, too.”

      “No need.” Her voice is curt. “Go ahead and use the kitchen, but stay out of the locked cupboard.”

      “Why?” Ruby wonders out loud, her curiosity with mysterious packets of spices, powders, and herbs clearly aroused.

      Lao-Lao shoots her a set of narrowed eyes. “Too dangerous.”

      In my family, we never question elders, especially the matriarch of the family. But my friends are not Chinese, and the fact that Lao-Lao says to stay away means it is all the more interesting.

      “You know what?” I cut in before Diamond or Emerald get any ideas. “We’ll go out to eat. But before we go, Diamond and Ruby would like to become clients.”

      “Oh? But you’re such beautiful young ladies,” Lao-Lao says, pasting on her ingratiating matchmaking persona. “Surely you have no need for my services.”

      “We do!” Diamond says. “It’s impossible out there to find a nice, traditional man who wants a family.”

      “All the guys I know are too metro,” Ruby chimes in. “I want a clean cut, wholesome guy. Blond, blue-eyed farm boy turned football player would float my boat.”

      “Oh, oh, me, me!” Emerald raises her hand. “I want a shy, brilliant professor type who works out with weights and looks sexy in tortoise-shell horn-rimmed glasses. Could you set me up with one?”

      Lao-Lao waves her hands and sighs loudly. “I’m a matchmaker, not a genie. I can only put you together with a man who actually exists in my network.”

      “Who knows? Maybe these men they want do exist,” I say. “I know you won’t make a match for me, but certainly I see no harm getting my best friends married. Maybe it’ll even make me interested in dating.”

      “What happened with Dick Dong?” Lao-Lao unpurses her lips to exclaim.

      “We broke it off,” I say lamely. “We’re not compatible. That’s why we need you to be our matchmaker.”

      “I already said no to helping you, Little Gem.” That’s my nickname, because she’s the one who named me Sapphire, after a blue stone with a white starburst, that she claims is the all-seeing eye of a god.

      “But it’s not fair.” I cross my arms and resort to whining. “You set Phoebe and Jillian up. They’re younger than me and they’re getting married. Everyone’s getting married. Why not me?”

      “Because you’re special.” Lao-Lao rubs the back of my neck—the first sign of affection since she caught us snooping in her things.

      There she goes again, always stonewalling me. I’m special. I’m meant for greater things. I need to make my own mistakes. I’m blah, blah, blah, the black necktie, bad luck baby, blah, blah, blah. Born with a black bandana around my neck—the universal Chinese sign of distress, much like an S.O.S. or the inverted flag, blah, blah, blah. Under a black cloud, blah, blah, blah. Black sheep.

      Why doesn’t she spill the truth? That I’m cursed and I’ll ruin her track record of successful and blissful marriages just like my mother did. It would be bad for business, wouldn’t it?

      “If I’m so special,” I hear myself retort and wonder where it’s coming from—certainly not from respectful family tradition. “Then why don’t you teach me how to make matches? Let me be your assistant.”

      She says nothing. She puts on her inscrutable, mysterious, ice-queen, aloof, non-caring face, the one she uses at the mah-jongg table to make sure no one knows what tiles she needs.

      All the while, my friends’ heads are ping-ponging back and forth from me to her and back.

      The silence drags until Precious starts barking. Yes, cockatiels do bark, in a high-pitched squeak. “Eek. Eeek. Eeeek!”

      Sure enough, the doorbell rings.

      Lao-Lao doesn’t move and neither do I.

      “Eeek. Eeek. Eeek!” Precious screams louder, imagining herself to be a ferocious dog scaring away hoodlums.

      “Are you going to answer the door?” Diamond asks, clearly looking for an escape route.

      Lao-Lao prefers to stare me down. She narrows her lips, her nostrils flare, and her eyes glint like the sharp edge of a sword.

      “All right then,” she finally says. “You can start your apprenticeship by polishing my cookware.”

      “But—”

      “No questions. Your friends can be your guinea pigs.” She waves her hand to dismiss us.

      The doorbell rings again, and because I’m now the lowly servant in the grand house, I sidle to the door and open it.

      It’s my two half-sisters, Phoebe and Jillian, and they’re both standing there, wiping tears from their eyes.

      “What happened to you two?” I exclaim. “Is it Dad? Is he all right?”

      “He’s fine,” Phoebe says. “But we’re not.”

      “No, we’re definitely not,” Jillian cries. “We need Lao-Lao.”

      “What’s going on, granddaughters?” Lao-Lao’s voice oozes with concern. “Come in, come in. Sapphire will pour tea for you.”

      She gives my three friends a glare, signifying they should leave because they’re not family.

      “We’ll catch you later,” Ruby says, sliding by me. I notice she still has the packet of supernatural mushrooms, but I don’t say anything.

      “Yeah, girlfriend, don’t be a stranger.” Diamond envelopes me in a warm hug, and I wonder what artifact she’s pickpocketed.

      “We want all the deets,” Emerald whispers as she gives me a kiss on the cheek.

      I bade them goodbye, then turn around, shutting the door, just in time to hear Phoebe say, “We got dumped,” while Jillian shrieks. “Ewww, is that bird poop you have on your hair?”
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        ~ Sapphire ~

      

      

      I gape with dismay at the rusty woks, large and small, stacked inside the garage. I escaped with Precious as soon as my half-sisters started screaming about the bird poop in Lao-Lao’s newly styled and sprayed beehive hairdo.

      We get a lot of fog in San Francisco, and fog is basically water vapor, damp and cold. Water resting on cast iron makes rust. I survey the big wok with two ear-like handles under the work lamp while Precious practices her bird barks.

      “I can’t believe Lao-Lao let this get so bad,” I mutter to myself as I pick at the thick layer of rust. “How the heck am I supposed to polish this?”

      A crust of rust flakes off along with a chipped fingernail. There goes my manicure for the week.

      “Eeep! Eeeep! Eeeep!” Precious is a bird with a one-word vocabulary. Actually two words. She says, “Rawrrr” to complain about something, like being put back in her cage or given food she doesn’t like.

      Sometimes, I think she’s reincarnated from a dog.

      She’s so brave and foolhardy, she’ll definitely keep me safe from any bandits with overly sensitive ears—not that I have to worry about anyone trying to steal these old buckets of rust.

      Having no idea how to polish a wok that’s more rust than metal, I rely on my trusty smartphone. I ask, and it tells me to scour the wok in water with a scouring pad, and then sand with wet/dry sandpaper. Thankfully, I’m a little bit handy since I used to make bamboo water sculptures when I was in high school.

      I locate the scouring pads and sandpaper in my grandfather’s toolshed, and take the woks into the small side yard where the garden hose is attached.

      There are five total, ranging from a small twelve-inch wok with a long handle to a large and heavy wok that measures thirty-six inches in diameter. This giant is the rustiest one of all.

      Why did I get myself into this? Lao-Lao is upstairs comforting Phoebe and Jillian, and I’m in the side yard scrubbing rust off a bunch of old pots and pans?

      As half-sisters go, they’re not that bad. Sure, they get all the attention, and my stepmother favors them, but since I lived with my mother growing up, it didn’t really bother me that they got new dresses and I’d get their hand-me-ups. Though I’m the oldest, I’m also the smallest, and whenever they outgrew something, my stepmother would send the clothes over to my mother’s place. My mother would turn around and donate the clothes, always remarking how good things come in small packages and that they’re jealous of me because I’m the prettiest one of my father’s three daughters.

      I secretly agree, but in front of my family, I have to feign modesty. I’ve been gifted by a good genetic combination with the more desirable traits for female beauty: large slanted eyes, a heart-shaped face, small upturned nose, and pouty lips.

      Meanwhile, Phoebe has a round moon-shaped face, a flat wide nose, big doughy cheeks, and sad sack eyebrows that droop down toward her ears. She’s on the stout side and is always on a diet. Jillian, one year younger, has a long face with a long nose. Her eyebrows arch up sharply, like she’s always surprised. Her overbite and receding chin give her a rat-like appearance.

      Lao-Lao must take pity on them, hence their free consultations and getting first dibs on new prospective male clients.

      Ouch. I break a fingernail and decide I need to either go all in with the wok cleaning or give up. Since they’re ruined anyway, I pick off the hanging nail and decide to make her proud of me with the amount of elbow grease I put into the old relics.

      Maybe Diamond will tell me that one of these is an antique and worth a mint.

      The next step is to go into the kitchen and heat up the woks. The way the Chinese restaurants do it, they put oil in the woks and fry up chives, garlics, and onions. I check the YouTube videos to verify the process before dragging the scrubbed out woks upstairs.

      My mother always tells me it’s the Chinese way—that drudge work is given to would-be apprentices to test them and see if they’re worthy of enlightenment. Even the Monkey King had to sweep floors for seven years before he learned his first trick.

      Therefore, if Lao-Lao wants these woks polished and seasoned, then I’ll fire up her restaurant-grade stove and get them all done before my half-sisters leave. Then I’ll guilt her into imparting her precious secrets to me. It’s about time I claim my fair share of mating happiness—although judging from my sisters’ smudged makeup and tears, their poor little beady hearts aren’t faring well in that department either. Maybe the Sing curse has ensnared them too, the little precious China dolls I used to pinch in their bassinets when my stepmom wasn’t looking.

      “Okay, we got this,” I say to my Precious, parking her in her cage on the kitchen table. She’s busy preening her feathers and fluffing herself after getting wet from the spray of water bouncing off the woks, and she answers me with a mouthful of fluff. “Eerrppuh.”

      I check the video one more time. Everyone says high temperatures are needed to open up the pores of the wok, as if it’s some kind of metallic skin. The oil is supposed to polymerize, like the lacquers I used on my bamboo tubes, and all this chemistry results in a naturally nonstick surface.

      After placing wok rings on each gas burner, large and small, I fire everything up and put the woks on top to dry. While the woks heat, I quickly chop up aromatics, onions, leeks, and ginger.

      Once the woks are dry, I pour oil into them and throw in the leeks, onions, and ginger. The reflected heat is so hot, I have to wear heatproof gloves.

      Smoke dances over all of the woks, and I check my phone to see how long I need to keep everything on high. Most videos say to wait until the leeks, onions, and ginger pieces are burned to a black crisp.

      The centers of the woks turn dark, and I’m mesmerized by all of the smoke coming off the sides. Is it my imagination or do I see figures hovering over the largest one? A man and a woman hold hands and dance in the swirling smoke. Who are they? There’s no way to get closer because of the intense heat blaring from all five angrily sizzling woks.

      I fan my face and pour myself a glass of water. Precious flaps her wings and shakes herself, sneezing and I realize I forgot to turn on the exhaust hood.
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