
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	Although my name is Rebecca, you can call me Becs.

	My life is pretty much like that of any other twenty-something, except that the people I hang with aren’t human. Years ago, I got my gift (my curse)—the Kiss—which allows me to summon . . . things, including demons.

	But no more. I quit, because stupid me summoned a high-level demon on behalf of a client and things went south. I fixed it, but it cost me, and now I owe that demon a favor. And I don’t know when he’s going to call it in, what he’ll want . . .

	. . . or what he’ll do if I refuse.
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Chapter 1

	“I WAS FAT-SHAMED by a fortune cookie.”

	“Did you eat it and show it who’s boss?”

	I checked my rearview mirror. The black sedan slipped one lane left of mine, but it was still on my tail.

	“Rebecca Naomi Greenblatt, are you even listening to me?”

	Ah. All three names. Mickey only used them when she was angry, like our mother. My sister often droned on about her latest fad diet or workout, and when she did, I tuned her out, so it was a fair question. Also, she was on speaker, so I raised the volume to hear her better over the traffic.

	“Yes, Mikayla,” I said, stressing her first name, teasing her as only an older sister could. “What did the fortune cookie say?”

	I sped up and swerved around the red Jetta in front of me, earning a honk and a middle finger, but the black car still followed. Damn. They weren’t even pretending to stay hidden now. Who were these people?

	“The damn slip of paper said, ‘No one looks good in skinny jeans.’” Mickey sniffed to express her displeasure. “And I was wearing skinny jeans at the time!”

	“That’s not even a fortune.”

	“Right? My point exactly.”

	“Maybe try another restaurant next time?” I took a sharp right into a parking garage and zoomed up a down ramp, fish-tailed around the curve, narrowly missing an oncoming dark-green Ford Escape, and circled to the left, heading toward the exit ramp on the far side of the garage. The black car followed but didn’t make it, slamming into the Escape. The crunch of metal on metal and loud cursing echoed through the concrete lot.

	“Becs? What was that? Were you in an accident? Are you in trouble? It’s that damn job of yours, isn’t it?”

	I touched my neck where my locket used to be, wishing I still had it. Mickey wore a duplicate. “I stopped doing that job, Micks. I work at a bar now.”

	“You say that, but for some inexplicable reason I can’t visit you at this bar. You’re still summoning, aren’t you? Becs, you almost got killed six months ago.”

	“I’m not summoning, and things happen to people in all kinds of jobs.”

	“It’s the kind of people you work with, Becs, and you know it. The scum of the earth.”

	“Worked with, past tense, and they were desperate. They needed help, and I provided it. I’m sorta the only one who can do it, and you know that.”

	“You don’t help. You hand them a shovel so they can dig a deeper hole.” Her voice was hot and angry, and I knew nothing I said would make a difference. We’d had this argument a million times.

	I sighed. “It wasn’t my fault they made bad deals.”

	Except that one time. That time it was my fault, and it was the reason I gave it up.

	My sister didn’t believe me, and I couldn’t blame her. It was true— she couldn’t visit me at my new job. I worked at a fae bar and she, like any other normal, couldn’t see the door or find the address.

	“Mickey . . . ?”

	“Ruthie got her first tooth.” After a pause, she said, “Your niece misses you. Even if she’s too little to say so.”

	“I know.” I missed her, too. All of them. Even my brother-in-law. “Text me a picture?”

	“I will. She’s so cute. It’s a bottom one.” Her mommy enthusiasm cut through the sadness, and I smiled.

	“Does she have any more hair?”

	“You would know if you ever came by to visit, Auntie Becs. When can we see you? Shabbat dinner Friday?”

	I squirmed in my car seat. Jonah, Mickey’s husband, wasn’t my biggest fan. He hid it from Mickey, but we’d had words in private. Mickey didn’t believe in the creatures I summoned, such as demons. She was aware some people did believe, but a literal Dante type of Hell with demons wasn’t in her personal belief system. She knew I summoned bad things, but that was it. Jonah, however, understood that whatever people believed in, I could manifest and summon, and he didn’t want my demon “stank” to come near his wife and daughter. I didn’t blame him because he was totally correct.

	I owed a powerful demon named Valefar a favor for fixing the mistake that made me walk away from summoning, and I didn’t know when he’d call it in. I lived on edge every minute, thinking he’d use the locket I’d given him to prick my soul, get my attention, and trade in his chit.

	Part of me hoped he’d never do it. Another part of me wanted him to do it and get it over with. All of me lived in terror of what he’d ask me to do.

	For the bazillionth time in my life, I glanced at the symbol on my inner left wrist. The sign of the Devil, some people called it. The protection of Satan, said others. The mark of Hell. Most people called it the Kiss. It did sort of look like lips. The top curved like an upper lip, although to me it looked like the outline of a seagull, and beneath it, a “v” shape. Call it by any name you want, it made me one of a handful of people on earth who could do what I could do. I was, or had been, a summoner. I was born a summoner, although I hadn’t known it until my thirteenth birthday when the Kiss appeared on my wrist. Mickey had been eleven. I was twenty-eight now, so I’d been living with it for a while.

	Mostly I summoned demons, but that’s only because I had a lot of New Testament-following, Dante-believing clients. In reality, I could summon anything from any theology, pantheon, or belief system. That was up to the client’s beliefs, not mine. Once, using an ancient pair of wakizashi swords as a focal point, I’d summoned a particularly unhappy ancestor in the form of a dragon. The Japanese couple had paid a steep price for the knowledge they’d gained, and they’d lost the swords too, because the swords had disappeared with the dragon.

	No one asked to summon beings without power, meaning it was all dangerous, so despite wanting to see Mickey and Ruthie more than anything, until I figured out who was following me, I said the only thing I could and hoped that one day soon I wouldn’t still be running from my past.

	“Rain check?”

	I heard my sister’s teeth grind together. “With you, it’s always a rain check. Ruthie won’t know you. You must make the time.”

	Making the time was easy, making sure of their safety was harder. Jonah had worried for a reason. I could summon a demon or entity without a circle, and while it could never take my soul, that didn’t protect anyone else.

	If others tried to summon a demon, and it got loose, well, there was literal Hell to pay. If I summoned a demon, all it could do was sit there, negotiate, and have a cup of tea. Until recently, I’d been fine with that, but I was beginning to see things Jonah’s way. In addition to Valefar showing up at any moment, some humans didn’t like me much either. Which made me wonder again, who the hell was tailing me?

	Mickey would never understand.

	“Hey, I hear you. In the meantime, thank the internet gods for texting. Can you send me a pic of our cutie-pie’s little face?”

	“I will.” Mickey sighed. “Speaking of the cutie-pie, she’s crying. I gotta go.”

	“Kiss her for me.”

	“I will. Love ya.”

	“Love ya, too.”

	Hanging up, I slammed the steering wheel with the butt of my hand, blinking to hold back the tears. It wouldn’t do to cry because I needed to see where I was going, so I swallowed the lump in my throat and continued. I couldn’t afford to be late. I’d stopped summoning six months ago, and that had been my only source of income. I’d blown through my savings despite being frugal and didn’t have a nickel to my name. I was damn lucky to have the job at the bar.

	I wiped my nose on my sleeve because who had money for tissues? I wondered about the people in the black car, who they were, and what they wanted. Maybe someone had heard I’d hung up my shingle and needed me to summon a power? I’d lost them for now, but I knew I wasn’t lucky enough to have gotten rid of them forever. I headed to Joey’s for my shift.

	Joey’s wasn’t the kind of place you walked into by chance. A fae bar, you’d only see it if you had magical energies. She enjoyed the company of other paranormal oddballs and the lost and lonely. I fit right in.

	I parked behind the bar, hoping the dumpster would hide my car from prying eyes. The only thing to steal was under the hood, and no one would know that by looking at it. If they wanted to break in, I’d rather they didn’t smash the window. On the outside, it looked like a red Prius. In reality, it was far older than that. On the inside, it purred like a Ferrari since I’d had Max, my magic mechanic, put a little woo-woo in the hoo-hoo.

	My phone dinged, and I checked the text. It was a photo of my sister and my niece. Ruthie smiled with a single tiny tooth in her bottom gum. She lay on her tummy wearing a darling outfit with hearts on it and a red sequined headband with a glamorous pink satin bow. She looked like a baby model in a magazine. My sister glowed with happiness. We looked nothing alike. I had dirty blond shoulder-length hair and green eyes while she had warm brown eyes, and rich, dark hair that reached her butt. I texted back, “gorgeous” with three kissy emojis and ran a finger across their beautiful faces before saving the photo. I held the phone to my heart before putting it away.

	I stepped out of the car into the humid air. Smokey Point, Ohio, positioned on Lake Erie, tended toward warm and muggy in the summer, although never too hot, even in mid-July. I’d grown up here and had never lived anywhere else.

	I took one step and splashed in a puddle of vomit. A little seeped through the hole in my boot’s sole and soaked my sock. As usual. I did my best to ignore it and opened the bar’s front door. I stopped to admire the layout of the dim room, full to the brim with customers. Red leather-topped stools lined the center counter, and tables circled the outside. The wood gleamed, lending a natural glow to the bar’s interior.

	Joey used copper on spouts and rivets, a metal the fae tolerated, gnomes more so than others, a little-known fact she’d once confessed to me after too many ales. I kept that knowledge in my back pocket, certain it was a secret.

	Runes covered the ceiling, and the collection of ceiling fans circled alternately clockwise or counterclockwise to dissipate magical energy. I saw demon energy clear as day, and when I summoned other powers, I could see their energy as well, but fae energy eluded me. Joey saw fae magic as smoky purple waves and was teaching me to identify it. She said the fans scattered the energy so it couldn’t concentrate into a useful spell, making Joey’s a safe space for her guests. We had several bars of this type in Smokey Point. Joey said the rough currents of Lake Erie thinned the barriers and made for an easy access point to get in and out of Faerie.

	Joey was only half-gnome, which had allowed her to reach the prodigious height of four feet. Her gnome father gave her hair, lots of it, all over. Long white hair trailed down her back, and dark hair covered her arms, back and chest, peeking out at the neck of her shirt. I had never met her mother but always wondered what kind of human fell in love with a gnome. She was almost a friend, but I didn’t have many friends. No one in my former line of work did or should.

	She greeted me with a cock of an eyebrow.

	“You’re late.”

	“I’m sorry. Had a little car trouble.”

	“Can’t afford car trouble your first week. Get behind the bar.”

	I did, storing my backpack in a secret hidey-hole behind a wall of liquor bottles so my high-powered, expensive binoculars wouldn’t get stolen. I grabbed my apron and served my first round of drinks to a couple of dwarves who gave me a gold coin in tip.

	“Joey, what do I do with this?” I showed her the gold coin.

	“Ah, that’s a good tip in Faerie. They’re generous today.”

	“Can’t use it in here in the real world.”

	Joey flicked her towel at me. “First of all, calling this the ‘real world’ is fae-ist. Faerie is as real as here.”

	“Okay, what do I call it?”

	“We call it the Slow World.”

	“Slow World? Why?”

	“Time moves differently here. Slower, but sometimes faster. You can never tell.”

	A pixie in her human height tapped the bar top. “A gimlet please.”

	I shoved the coin in my pocket and grabbed the mixology binder. “Sure thing. Hang on a minute.”

	I opened the file, skimming my hand down the page as I searched for the right drink. The pixie’s stare bore holes in the side of my head, and I tried not to look at her from the corner of my eye.

	Fuck. Gimlet. Something with gin. I remembered because they both started with a “g.” I flipped the pages with enough force to make me glad they were laminated.

	I looked up at the pixie. “How about I bring it out to you?”

	She pouted her pretty lips. “You suck as a bartender. It’s only got three ingredients.”

	I took a deep breath. “I’m new.” I’d promised Joey I’d keep my temper, but this bitch was pushing me.

	She flipped her hair over her shoulder and pointed at her table. “I’m over there, and you’re not getting a tip.” She flounced back to her stool.

	I measured out the gin when another patron called for a beer, and then two more wanted to see a menu, and someone else requested a whiskey drink, but I didn’t hear past whiskey so I didn’t know what kind. I handed the menu to the two waiting elves, poured the beers, and then got back to the gimlet.

	The pixie obviously couldn’t wait because she returned and smacked her palm on the bar. “Did you get that drink made?”

	“Yup,” I said, forcing a smile, dumping in the lime juice. “Here you go.” I handed her the glass and grabbed another for the whiskey drink.

	Gimlet Girl spit the drink out on the floor.

	“There’s no simple syrup in this drink!”

	I counted to ten in my head and then said, “I’m sorry. Here, let me fix that.” I knew we had a squeeze bottle for simple syrup somewhere.

	“Never mind.” Her pixie hit team of mean girls sidled up to surround her. It was like high school on steroids.

	“Listen, you human freak,” said the second-in-command. I recognized her. She was the Gimlet Girl’s top hanger-on. The one who secretly resented being the bridesmaid, never the bride, and would slice Gimlet Girl’s throat if she could get away with it. Yeah, I had her number.

	I stared past her shoulder, biting my cheek, not responding, but I was certain the tic at the corner of my eye gave me away.

	Gimlet Girl snapped her fingers. “Forget it. She’s not worth it. There are other bars. Sorry, Joey, but you need better help.” And just like that, with a swish of their tight derrieres and the eyes of every male—and some female—patrons, following them, the “It Squad” dropped the mic and left.

	Joey pulled me aside by my sleeve. “What is so hard about a gimlet?” she asked.

	“I’m sorry, Joey. I forgot the syrup.”

	“Three ingredients, Becs. Three. Can’t you count that high?”

	“I’ll do better.”

	“Please.” But she gave me an encouraging pat on the back.

	I hung my head and breathed in and out. Suck it up, Buttercup, I thought to myself. You made this bed of nails; now lie in it.

	 


Chapter 2

	NO SOONER HAD the pixies left than a big guy in a rumpled suit walked in, made a beeline for me, and snapped his fingers at me, as if he were keeping time to a jazz band.

	“Can I help you, sir?” I avoided his eyes. There was something about him that made my radar ping. I snagged a rag and wiped the bar top a second time.

	“Gregory Adamos sent me.”

	That made me pause and sent my tummy churning.

	I said nothing, but continued pouring a chardonnay for a dwarf, taking pains to get a perfect six ounces. Then I took a deep inhale and tried not to heave the bar nuts I’d eaten a few minutes ago.

	Rumpled Suit snapped at me again. Everyone was snapping their fingers at me today. “Did ya hear me, girly? Gregory Adamos sent me. He needs you to summon for him.”

	“I have no idea, why, of all people, Gregory Adamos would want me, but I’m not summoning any more demons. In fact, I’m not summoning, period.”

	“Because . . . ?” He drew out the word to make it a question. He seemed truly confused.

	The memory froze me in place. The acrid smell of smoke and fire. The demon Valefar’s haunting laugh. I swallowed and shook myself back to the present. “I gave it up for Lent.”

	Rumpled Suit protested, his voice a harsh rasp. “You don’t celebrate Lent, Rebecca Greenblatt.”

	“Was that a Jewish joke?” I looked around to make sure no one was paying attention and then leaned in close, getting angry. “I gave it up, meathead, that’s all you need to know. Tell your boss I said no. Gregory Adamos is the last person on Earth I’d ever work for again.”

	I backed away and passed the six-foot fairy with the droopy pink wings a thimble-full of honey mead. “Here, Pinky. Have at it.”

	“Thanks, Becs,” he said, low and sad, as always.

	An elf tapped the top of the bar. “Draft beer, human.”

	I poured and slid it to him, frowning at the sideways glance he cast at Pinky, irritated at the way other fae treated the fairy.

	Already off-kilter, I found it hard to keep my patience. I jerked my chin at the elf. “Hey, are you a Vulcan or something? I get my TV shows mixed up with my fae creatures. Anyway, here’s your beer. I didn’t even spit in it this time.”

	The elf huffed off.

	The suit ignored all of that, opening his arms wide in a magnanimous gesture. “Mr. Adamos says to tell you he forgives you. The past is the past. What matters is that you get results.” He sounded like a game show host. He pointed his finger at me. “He wants you and he’ll get you. Gregory always gets what he wants.”

	I pinched the bridge of my nose. Gregory always got what he wanted? Well, wasn’t that peachy for him? I wanted my damn locket back and to not owe a Duke of Hell a favor. But I didn’t say that. Gregory Adamos didn’t know the details of what I’d done to get his younger brother back, and I intended to keep it that way.

	“Tell him to summon the freakin’ demon himself. Tell him to hire a warlock to make an ironclad circle and he can negotiate to his heart’s content. There’s one in the area that’s been advertising.”

	“You’re the only one with the Kiss,” the paunchy rat said, stabbing his finger toward my left wrist, which I covered with a leather band two inches wide and engraved with protective symbols. “This is what you’re born to do.”

	I whirled around, reached across the bar, and grabbed his forearm, pulling him toward me. Joey, who was suddenly there when I needed her, leaned into his back, holding him in place. I couldn’t have secured him without her because he was unexpectedly strong.

	I inhaled, and one whiff explained his strength and how he’d found Joey’s fae-only bar in the first place. That, and with him this close, I could see his skin color. Slightly green.

	“Okay, you pissant troll.” Plains troll, if my nose didn’t deceive me. “I don’t know what you’re doing working for a cobra of a human like Gregory Adamos, but you should run—not walk, not shuffle—run away. My answer is still no. It will always be no and won’t change.”

	Before I’d traded in my locket for Nick Adamos, Nick had been in Hell under Valefar’s, ah . . . tutelage. Now, Nick was a grown man who slept with a nightlight and sucked his thumb. Since I’d fubar’d that complicated situation, I’d sworn off summoning, and I meant it.

	The troll yanked his arm out of my grasp, pushed Joey away, and stomped out.

	“Gregory’s an asshole, sending that guy in here for you,” Joey said, wrinkling her nose. “What a jerk.”

	“Thanks for your help.”

	“No problem. You did well keeping your temper with the pixies.”

	“Sorry about the elf.”

	“He deserved it. I don’t like when they’re mean to Pinky, either. Why don’t you take a break? Go sit on the other side and I’ll get you a beer. One drink. Relax, then you can get back to work.”

	“Why is everyone so mean to Pinky?”

	She never answered because a necromancer walked in.

	“What can I get you at . . . ?” Joey started, stunned. She glanced at the due-south corner of the inner part of the bar, checking the magical sundial that worked, although there was no natural light in the bar. “At eight p.m.?”

	Was this an odd time for a necromancer to be awake? I had no idea. I asked myself questions like this every night. Despite having one foot in the magical world, I was learning as I went. Working at the bar was an eye-opening experience.

	“Why do you smell like flop sweat and throw-up?” Pinky asked, his voice its usual monotone. I wondered what happened to Pinky to bring him down this way. He’d lost his Faerie-given sparkle. I hadn’t asked because it was none of my business and I was certain he would consider it rude, but in a room full of oddballs, he was an outsider. The other fae gave him a wide berth, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.

	“Yeah, you stink,” said Joey, handing me a foamy draft. I lifted it to my lips with a sigh of gratitude and gulped down a third of the pint. The gold liquid slipped down my throat, smooth with the right amount of bite and the welcome smell of hops.

	Pinky turned to face me. “You’ve got vomit on your right boot. You need new boots. Those brown ones are officially holey.”

	“Maybe when I get a paycheck.”

	Pinky ignored me and continued. “You’re wearing jeans that are worn through at the knees, and I have no idea what your hair is doing. It’s amber when you wash it, but now it’s some lank, sweat-soaked, limp, brownish dish-rag color. And you should trash that shirt you’re wearing. The sweat stains under the armpits will never wash out.”

	I slugged down the rest of the beer and put my forehead on the sticky bar. “I know, Pinky. I know.”

	He swung his feet back around to the bar, head low, and muttered, “Wasn’t criticizing. Just stating facts. Your eyes are green when you’re relaxed, and now they’re dilated and hazel. That’s a sign you are worried or upset.”

	Joey shot me a look. We’d had a talk about Pinky’s sensitivity. His feelings got hurt easily, but darn it if he didn’t remember every detail of everything he ever saw.

	“I’m sorry, Pinky.” I waited until he met my eyes, so I knew he accepted my apology. “I didn’t mean to jump down your throat. I am a sloppy mess. I got chased by some mystery men in a black car today, and I stepped in somebody’s vomit when I parked my car. And now that guy came in for Gregory Adamos.”

	“The baby troll’s,” Pinky said. “I can smell the vodka.”

	“You can tell whose vomit is on her shoe?” Joey asked, raising one wooly eyebrow.

	“My nose is unfortunately excellent,” said Pinky. “It’s one of the reasons I stay drunk.” He saluted us with his thimble of honey mead and downed it in one go.

	“Joey, why are you serving minors?” I asked.

	“You referring to the baby troll? Baby refers to its size. It was only, what, Pinky? Maybe six feet tall? And it was twenty-five years old. It just hadn’t hit its growth spurt yet, that’s all. Forest troll. It’ll be fifteen feet by the time it’s finished growing and it won’t be able to fit in here. Came in while it could still clear the fans without decapitation.”

	Joey nabbed a footstool and raised herself to higher than counter level. “You’re stalling. Tell us what happened with the men trailing you.”

	I told them about the car, leaving out my fortune cookie fat-shamed sister as that was personal and incidental to the story, and waited for them to tell me what they thought.

	“No one wants to kill you that you know about?” asked Pinky.

	“Not this year.”

	Joey held up one finger, telling me to wait a moment, and left to fill someone’s glass. The guy was asleep at the bar, but his glass was empty, so she charged him for a refill anyway and didn’t notice when someone else drank it. His problem. It seemed rude to me, but fae ways, fae bar.

	“Do you think Gregory Adamos sent the black car?”

	“I doubt it. Adamos sent his goon after me because he’s direct and to the point. This is somebody else. My guess? One of the people who called recently demanding my summoning services, who didn’t like it when I refused.”

	“How many potential clients have called?” asked Joey.

	I wrinkled my nose, mentally calculating. “Ten in the last month?”

	“Is that a lot?” asked Pinky.

	“Normal. I’m constantly shocked at how many people want to summon entities.”

	Pinky drained his thimble. “Any seemed particularly upset?”

	I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair, getting stuck as the beer and liquor combined to make my ends a sticky tangle. I yanked them out. “They’re all upset.”

	“Different subject,” Joey announced. She leaned in close and waggled her eyebrows—and that was a lot of eyebrow to waggle. “Tell us about the hot guy upstairs.”

	Pinky narrowed his eyes. “What hot guy?”

	I waved his question away. “The guy who lives in the apartment one floor up from me. The top floor. The only floor above me. Whatever. He’s cute, I guess.”

	Joey’s eyebrows travelled to her hair line. “Cute? When I stopped by to get you for work the other day, I got a good gander at the guy. By the stars and all that is true, that man is hawt.”

	I gave her a beady eye. “Where did you learn the term ‘hawt’?”

	“Kids these days. But that’s beside the point. The guy has curls you want to run your fingers through. Deep-brown eyes you could swim in. And what he wears? Those tight jeans. That white T-shirt. Muscles flexed underneath that, Becs. You’d have to be blind not to notice.” Joey propped her elbows on the bar and batted her eyelashes at me.

	I frowned. “Okay, so he’s good looking.” He was more than good looking, actually. I stopped breathing when he walked by, but I studiously ignored him. I didn’t need a man in my life.

	“He’s gorgeous! His mouth is a cupid’s bow.”

	Pinky stared at me as if he could see through me. I flicked my eyes at him. “What?”

	“What does he want with you?”

	“I steal his Wi-Fi. He probably wants me to stop doing that.”

	Pinky shook his head. “That’s not it. Has he talked to you?”

	“Just to say hi.” And once to ask me about my bird feeders. Boy, had I fucked that up. He’d asked me what kind of seed I put in the platform feeder. I tried to utter the words, “songbird seed,” to explain that it was important to have “specific feed for finches,” and it came out “pacific feed for pinches.” I ran away.

	“Why would a man that handsome live above a takeout place in the skeevy part of Chinatown?”

	Now it was my turn to lift an eyebrow. “Because he doesn’t have much money? That’s why I moved in. My last apartment was in a nicer part of town.”

	“A man that beautiful could live with a girlfriend, be a model, find a job as a receptionist on his looks alone. Anyone would hire him. So why’s he there, where you are?” Pinky scooted his stool too close to mine.

	I elbowed him. “Pinky, move back over an inch or two, will ya? Remember what we talked about? Personal space?”

	“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He moved but also kept studying me like a gnat, not giving up his train of thought, gnawing at his lower lip, and tapping his fingers on the table. He was like that. Once he got a bug in his brain, he kept puzzling it and working it like a dog with a bone.

	“What’s his name?”

	“Don’t know.”

	“Where does he go during the day?” Pinky asked. “What does he do? What’s his profession? What does he smell like?”

	“What does he smell like?” I repeated. “Pinky, why would I know that?”

	I did know that. He smelled like birthday cake and sex, but there was no way I was telling Pinky that.

	“Does he smell like gasoline and oil? Or like sweat? Or maybe like a train after a commute? Papers and coffee? If I smelled him, I could tell you.” Pinky nodded sagely. “You should introduce me to him.”

	“Not happening, Pinky. He’s not my friend. He’s a guy, upstairs, who so far hasn’t said a word about me stealing his Wi-Fi. He sometimes looks like he wants to say something, but he never does, so I’m ignoring him, hoping he never will. That’s it.”

	“What’s his password?”

	“Genesis.”

	Joey shoved a glass of chardonnay in front of a dwarf and said, “That’s weird.”

	“No. People use all sorts of things for passwords. What’s weird is he doesn’t protect it, which is the same thing as asking someone to steal it. He deserves what he gets.”

	 


Chapter 3

	I CLIMBED THE fire escape to my third-floor apartment and entered through my sliding glass door. I’d installed a key lock with Mr. and Mrs. Long’s permission, since the restaurant was usually closed by the time I got home. I didn’t want to have to wake them to come through the front.

	I stopped for a second to check the feeders for moisture. It hadn’t rained, but mold grew in even a little water. I’d check the hummingbird feeder in the morning when I could see better.

	I was blind tired, and all I’d gotten in tips was a gold Faerie coin I couldn’t use. I pulled the coin from my pocket and dropped it in my bag, letting it sink to the bottom with the gum wrappers, pennies, paper clips, and lint. I placed the backpack in the corner near the door where it always went.

	The sliding glass door opened directly into a dining room that I never used. The room housed a table with mismatched chairs and currently bore the weight of dozens of books. It opened directly into the sparsely furnished main living area, but I turned right into the kitchen, with its white Formica cabinets, its cracked sink, and coffee-stained mugs.

	I snagged my last clean glass and glugged a full eight ounces of tap water. I promised myself I’d clean the sink in the morning.

	No matter how tired I was, one thing that couldn’t wait was the trash. My apartment smelled more like soy sauce than usual. Living above a Chinese takeout restaurant tended to do that, but I ate a lot of Mrs. Long’s veggie lo mein as well, and the cardboard cartons overflowed my bin. As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t sleep with the odor. I knotted the bag, hoisted it over my shoulder, and walked through the main living area to the front door into the hall.

	And that is how I bumped smack into my foxy upstairs neighbor, and I mean bumped. I was five feet, ten inches, not short for a woman, but my face hit him in the chest. I bounced off those rock-hard muscles and rubbed my nose, blinking.

	“What are you doing up at two in the morning?” I asked, my tone more demanding than necessary, but I should have been able to take my garbage out at that hour in peace, and I looked a fright. This was not the time to run into McHottiepants for my first conversation.

	“Taking out my trash,” he said, gesturing to the double-ply bag on the ground next to his feet. “Sorry I scared you. Seems we think alike.” His voice was a bass rumble and steady, completely unlike my whiney one, and he smiled at me as if he’d woken from a restful midday nap in the sun. I ground my teeth at the unfairness and cursed my sticky hair.

	“What are the chances?” I said, turning my back to him to get to the stairs. The trash bin was on the side of the building. so we both hauled our bags down three flights and out the side door. He politely took my bag while I held the door, and he threw them into the dumpster.

	“Don’t you sleep?” I asked, rubbing my eyes, immediately regretting it since I got something slithery and vaguely sesame smelling on my cheek. I wiped that away too, muttering, “Ick.”

	He pulled me inside the door, closing it behind me, and touched my elbow to guide me up the stairs. For a moment, I wanted to lean in and let him, but then I remembered I didn’t even know this guy’s name and I wanted to avoid a Wi-Fi discussion. I jerked my arm from his grasp.

	“I’m Ash,” he said.

	“Who cares?” Thank the Lord my mother couldn’t hear me.

	“The full name is Asher, but my friends call me Ash.”

	We reached my floor, and, for reasons I never questioned before, he had to cross the third-floor hallway to get to the stairs for the fourth. Old buildings, I guess. Maybe the fourth floor was an add-on? We didn’t have an elevator.

	“I’m not your friend.” I yawned.

	That made him laugh, and I noticed he had perfect teeth.

	“Be careful, Rebecca. Good night.”

	“Good night, Asher.”

	I closed my door, locked it, and fell on my hand-me-down, poop- brown-colored couch. I’d sold all my good furniture. My last thought before I fell asleep was that I hadn’t told Asher my name, and I wondered how he knew it.

	I got up at eleven, showered, and did all the necessary things to make myself presentable. The hummingbird feeder needed filling, and I sipped jasmine green tea with honey while I watched who came to visit. I was a little high up for robins, although they strutted the grass beneath my apartment, where it bordered the gravel lot, but the blue jays dive- bombed the feeders and when they scattered, the smaller birds came by. I had a goldfinch, a house finch, and I even had the pleasure of seeing a rose-breasted grosbeak, surprising for July. I sliced an orange in half and scooped a quarter of a cup of natural grape jelly into a bowl and hoped for Baltimore orioles, but again, it was late in the season.

	Dressed in workout clothes, I stopped in the restaurant for my breakfast. Kenneth was there, as always. He had a crush on me, which I regretted, but I tried to be nice. At twenty-five he was only three years younger than I, but he seemed so innocent, it might as well have been a decade. I took a deep breath and remembered the manners that had escaped me last night.

	“Hey, Kenneth. Mom and Dad in the back?”

	Kenneth Long smiled at me and cracked two eggs into a bowl. “Of course. Getting ready for lunch rush.”

	“Like your T-shirt.”

	He flashed me another megawatt smile. Damn him. Why was he so perky?

	Today his shirt read, “I’m all that and dim sum.” He had a whole collection of foodie T-shirts, and I looked forward to reading them each morning, although I wouldn’t admit that out loud.

	I slung my backpack onto the seat of an empty chair and waited, rubbing my hands over my eyes. My mind turned to Valefar and when he’d claim his favor. As long as he held that necklace, he had a hold on me and could ask me to do something for him. I wanted to get it over with, but the thought of what he’d ask terrified me. Maybe I should move? What if he appeared in this restaurant? Or what if he wanted me to hurt Kenneth or Mr. and Mrs. Long? I couldn’t imagine why he would want that, but he could ask for anything to screw with me.

	I whispered a prayer. “God, I’d appreciate any help you can toss my way. I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I touched my leather cuff with its protective symbols.

	“Hey, Kenneth,” said a male voice.

	“Oh. Hey, Asher,” Kenneth responded, his voice unusually flat.

	Asher slid into the seat across from me. “Good morning, Becs. How are you feeling this morning? We both went to bed late.”

	Kenneth slid my vegetable egg foo young in front of me and dropped my utensils with a clatter. “Exactly how you like it, no green pepper. What’s this about you both going to bed late?” he asked, his eyes narrowed.

	“I got home late and ran into Asher taking out his garbage,” I said, waving my fork and breathing through a mouthful of egg foo young. “Thish is good, Kenneth. A little hhhott.” I inhaled cooler air into my mouth, but it was too late. I’d already burned my tongue.

	Kenneth grinned as he punched me lightly on the shoulder. “You do this at least once a week. How many times do I have to tell you? Give it a minute to cool.” He shook his spatula at me.

	Turning his back on Asher, he asked, “Did you know they opened a new drive-in movie theater near the Honda dealership? They’re having a monster movie marathon, and I was thinking of going to catch the original Godzilla. Maybe you’d like to go with me?”

	My stomach sank. He was such a sweetie, and the most sunshiny innocent person I’d ever met. I worried that exposing him to my world was akin to offering a demon a bag of potato chips and a Coke.

	“Kenneth, I’m sorry, but no, okay? I can’t.”

	He swallowed and rushed on. “Friday? Saturday? Whenever you have time? They’re running the marathon for several weeks. I could show you the schedule if there’s something else you’d like to see. We could go as friends, not a date or anything.”

	“Kenneth, I said no.”

	His face fell, and I looked away, the egg foo young threatening to come up. I hated hurting him, but I didn’t want to date him, and I’d never forgive myself if he became a demon appetizer.

	Embarrassed, I shot to my feet and dumped my uneaten food in the trash. I shouldered my bag and backpedaled toward the door. I tried for a quick, if awkward, exit. “Gotta go. Put that on my tab, Kenneth. Thank you again. It was delicious. Asher, hope you have a good day, doing . . . ah . . . whatever it is you do.”

	I looked Asher in the eye as I said that, surprised by the concern in his eyes.

	“Good luck, Rebecca. Be careful,” he said.

	“Why do you keep telling me to be careful?” I asked. Just as I did so, a customer entered and smashed the door into my lower back. I staggered forward with an oompf. Kenneth and Asher both ran forward to catch me, but I stopped my own fall by putting a hand on a chair. The man who hit me breezed by, not stopping.

	“Watch it, asshole,” I said.

	The guy turned. “Didn’t see you there. You shouldn’t stand so close to the door, chickee.”

	“You should be more careful!”

	The guy shrugged and turned away.

	Asher and Kenneth looked at me, silently asking with their eyes if they should intercede, but I shook my head. I didn’t want them to save me. Mrs. Long came out to take the man’s order but gave me a nod first. She called out to her husband using a Chinese phrase, a bèn dàn, that literally translated to “a big stupid egg” but was a way of calling a person an idiot and was their code for, “Add extra peppers; we’ve got a live one here.” I was certain this man would suffer later, but it killed me to be so helpless.

	I closed my eyes and counted to ten, pivoted on one foot, and left, ducking under the flashing neon “So Long Noodles” sign in both English and Mandarin. I sprinted to the back, revved up my car, and went to the only place where I could be more humiliated. Since I was a glutton for punishment, I went there at least once a week anyway.

	I walked in, stored my stuff in a locker as usual, and made my way to the floor.

	Oded, the owner of the Krav Maga studio, and my teacher, pointed to a spot on the floor. “Stand there.”

	Oded had let his hair grow out from its shaved military cut to a close mass of dark curls, which complemented his dark, deep-set eyes. I’d been training with him for five years, and I’d never seen him without his close-cut beard and mustache, but I noticed a little gray coming in on the sideburns. His Mediterranean complexion made it hard to guess his age. He never discussed his time in the Israeli and then American armed forces, but he carried a weight on his shoulders that he seemingly couldn’t put down. He kept his body strong and muscular but also lithe and fast. Skilled in hand-to-hand combat, he was also skilled in weapons. I’d once watched him disassemble and reassemble a Beretta M9 blindfolded in thirty seconds. I learned to watch his clavicles when we fought. He was so good at not projecting his movements that watching his feet or arms was useless, because he moved from the torso, so I watched his neck and shoulders. It gave me a tenth of a second of warning. About five feet, eleven inches, you would think he wouldn’t be intimidating, but if he wanted to, he’d make you stammer apologies for things you hadn’t done. Other times, he disappeared into the background and you’d forget he was there.

	He studied me silently, long enough to make me uncomfortable.

	I couldn’t take it. “What are you . . . ?”

	“Quiet.”

	Breathe in. Breathe out.

	“Why are you . . . ?”

	“Sheket.”

	He’d switched to Hebrew, but the message was the same, so I stayed silent.

	“What’s going on with you? Your concentration is shot lately,” he said, his arms crossed, head to the side. His heavy Israeli accent made his question sound funny, but his eyes, which had seen war and death, dug into my brain cells, dragging the information out.

	I cocked a hip and said, “Nothing.”

	“Fine.”

	Bam! He attacked my throat, and I parried, coming up inside his arms, pulling backwards at his wrist area to drag him forward while I simultaneously kicked at his groin. Krav Maga is all about defend and attack, then attack and attack until you’ve crushed your opponent or you’ve opened up enough of a gap to run.

	I opened a gap, but there was nowhere to run.

	Oded used his strength to his advantage and moved around to get me in a headlock and then a shoulder hold. I evaded each attempt and got a good elbow strike to his ribs and another to his jaw. We didn’t strike hard, and he had pads, but the exertion was real enough. We drew back, sucking in oxygen like we couldn’t get enough. The whole encounter took less than a minute.

	“Why can’t I learn to attack first, not solely defend?” I asked Oded.

	“Why would you need to?”

	I told him about my experience that morning with the guy and the door.

	“Were you seriously hurt?” he asked. “Were you able to walk away?”

	“I wasn’t injured at all. I left.”

	“Embarrassment is no reason to get into a physical altercation with a man bigger than you are. What if you attacked and, in self-defense, he’d injured you seriously and called the cops? It would be self-defense on his part, and you’d be hurt and arrested.”

	“I wanted to hurt him.” I paced, my anger forcing me to my feet. “I needed him to pay attention to me. To notice me and to recognize that he’d hurt me. For him to feel the humiliation I felt!”

	“Sit.” He pointed to a bench, then sat beside me. “You do not need that. You want it, but that is a negative emotion. Learn discipline. Self-control. Calm your emotions and your brain will take over. More power, more possibility.”

	“Fuck you, Yoda.”

	“That is the opposite of what I am talking about,” he said. “We need you out of your head. Zara!” He called to a female instructor. “Spar more with Rivka, please. Then bag work, a lot of it, and when that’s done, planks. Make her sweat. Get her so tired that she can’t think.”

	He was the only one allowed to call me by my Hebrew name, the bastard. I glared at him, but I followed Zara. I’d sparred with her many times before and we were gym friends, but today she had a hard glint in her eye. I knew that if I let my guard down, she’d kick for real.

	Smack! An overhead strike to my left arm got my attention.

	“I wasn’t ready!”

	She continued attacking, and I fought back, but I was sloppy, especially because my left arm tingled. “Right,” she scoffed. “Because the bad guys on the street are going to ask if you’re ready. Come on, you can do better.”

	“I don’t know how.” I huffed, squandering air. In real life, I’d lose this fight.

	“Act on instinct. Let your mind go. Whatever it is, Becs, you can’t let your inner demons let you lose focus.”

	“If I do the wrong thing, other people will get hurt.”

	She whipped around me, and I side-stepped enough to avoid an elbow to the ribs, but I missed the shove that sent me to the ground. I landed hard on my upper back, right between my shoulder blades.

	Zara stood over me. “You need to rely on your insight. You’ve got the training. The intelligence and ability. All that is necessary.” She squatted in front of me. “Trust yourself.”

	“I’m having some difficulty with that.”

	“Why?”

	“I don’t see a path forward. I’m waiting for something to happen.”

	“Have we taught you nothing? Standing still is death. Movement is survival.”

	I lay on my back, breathing hard, thinking that, at the moment, movement was pain.

	Oded came by with a broom. “What’s this big piece of dirt lounging on my mat?” he teased, brushing me with the bristles. “Go on, get going. Skip the planks.”

	I crawled to my feet and punched him in the shoulder. He winced for me, a complete act since I hadn’t hurt him at all. I appreciated the charade.

	I limped to the changing room and took a hot shower to relieve the tightness in my back muscles. I changed into black jeans, a black T-shirt, my brown scuffed, holey boots, and my brown leather jacket, which I wore despite the heat. I buckled my leather cuff on my wrist and smashed a faded blue Outer Banks ball cap left over from a summer vacation on my head and headed to the hottest joint in town.

	If standing still was death, then I had to move. Time to see a cat.

	 


Chapter 4

	I WALKED AROUND several homeless people hanging out on street corners—more than usual, I thought. Something about it niggled at me, and I stopped, studying the square, in front of a busker singing a passing version of Mr. Tambourine Man. A dark unease settled into my consciousness, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.

	I dropped five bucks into the busker’s guitar case. “There’s a lot more homeless folks up here than I’m used to seeing. More topside. Don’t people usually squat in the old subway tunnels?” Many homeless lived in the tunnels where it was cool in the summer and out of the snow in the winter.

	The busker strummed his guitar and hummed a few bars, then said, “The power pushed a lot of them out of UnderTown.”

	“What power?”

	The busker dipped his head to me. “Dark juju, man. That’s all I know.”

	I tried to ask another question, but he shook his head. He crouched, pocketed his money, put away his guitar, and strolled away. I stared at the street again, letting the bad feeling roll over me one more time. Unsure what to do about it, or if there was anything I could or should do about it, I tucked it away and moved on. Truth was, I had enough on my plate. I didn’t need to go looking for trouble.

	My mom’s voice reverberated in my head, “Oh, darling, trouble always finds you.”

	I continued walking until I got to my destination and one of my favorite places in the city. The library’s imposing entrance overlooked the main city square, called Third Central Plaza, named after Third Central Bank, which had originally owned all the land in that area. The bank still occupied a building on one side of the plaza but had long since sold the rest of the real estate to the city. I knew nothing about First and Second Central Banks and for the life of me hadn’t found anyone else who knew, either. It was a source of mild frustration.

	Made of red brick, it had an arched entrance flanked by statues— one of a dolphin, to represent curiosity, and one of a ram, for determination. I mocked them when I first heard of these animal guardians, thinking they weren’t nearly as noble as New York City’s public library lions, but they’d grown on me. The dolphin appeared to swim in the air, and its eyes shone with intelligence. Poised and ready to charge, the ram’s muscular shoulders were wider than the base, communicating persistence and strength. The local artist had long since died, but I wished I could tell him how much I admired his work.
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