
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	Rebecca. Becs. Rivka

	Sister. Daughter. Friend. Waitress. Lover.

	Summoner

	How can one person fail in so many ways?

	I rescued my father and teacher—the man who taught me what little I know about summoning—from imprisonment in Faerie . . . only for Valefar, a duke of Hell to steal him away to literal Hell—yes, with a capital H.

	Now, I need to gather the correct magical doodads, wrangle the town’s biggest mobster who has his own axe to grind in the underworld, and track down my guardian angel lover who has been MIA since I got back from Faerie. Then I’m breaking into Hell to get my father back.

	And God himself help anyone who stands in my way.
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Chapter 1

	I BOBBLED MY phone as I whirled around, flinging out a desperate hand to catch it before it fell to the ground and shattered. Wary, I studied the room and then put the phone back to my ear. My sister, oblivious to the near tragedy, kept jabbering on the other end of the line.

	I only half listened because something had just smacked me in the back of my head and I was supposed to be alone. No one else should have been in Madame Francesca’s magic store. Most people couldn’t see it, and it had been locked and closed until I got here.

	My sister Mickey fake-gagged in my ear. “Get this, Becs. A truck drove by with a sign on the side that said, ‘We haul milk on weekends.’”

	“Someone has to deliver milk.” I ducked low, behind the cash register and front glass case, for maximum defense. “So, what’s wrong with that?”

	“It was a septic truck.”

	“That’s disgusting.” I didn’t see anyone in the store, but I stayed alert, looking for my attacker.

	Mickey snorted. “I know, but it’s hilarious!”

	Who could be inside the store with me? No one. Did something fall from the ceiling? I looked up. The lights gleamed their normal fluorescent white, strung to what looked like intact, perfectly normal ceiling tiles.

	A sharp pain lanced my foot, right through the top of my shoe.

	“Ow!”

	“Becs, what happened? Are you hurt?”

	I was stabbed by an invisible knife? “I think I stepped on something.”

	“Better sweep the store well. And mop.” Through the phone, I heard something fall to the ground. Mickey exhaled a raw, exasperated breath. “Aw, Ruthie, didja have to knock that over?”

	“What did my perfect little niece do?” I put my sister on speaker and surveyed the shop with a gimlet eye.

	Wham! Another poke in the back of my head. I swiped at whatever it was, caught nothing but air, but heard a tinkle of laughter.

	Mickey sighed. “She pushed her bowl off the high chair. Now I have milk and cereal all over the floor.”

	“Maybe you should feed her something she likes, not that dry oat and wheat stuff. Kids like sugar.”

	“I added raisins.”

	“Raisins don’t count. Tell her Auntie Becs will bring her something sweet, yummy, and totally bad for her.”

	I reached behind me for the switch and dimmed the lights in the front of the store but kept the ones in the middle and back sections on full strength. A thin twig or stick or something that looked like wood zipped through the air, and, thanks to the backlighting, I finally saw it.

	Mickey cleared her throat. “Becs, I’d like to have you over for dinner again, but. . . .”

	Still watching for my invisible attacker, I finished Mickey’s sentence. “But Jonah won’t like it.”

	The store was new to me. It was formerly owned by the communing-with-the-dead medium, Madame Francesca, newly deceased and currently an inappropriate resident of Hell, all thanks to a demon who sucked down her soul at the time of her death. Her store, now mine, was stuffed to the brim with magical items, potions, spell books, amulets, dried herbs, and crystals.

	The twig hovered in the air in front of me, a tapering length of wood about a foot long.

	And at least one magic wand.

	I wagged my finger. “Don’t be like this,” I said to the stick.

	“Be like what?” asked Mickey. My sister’s voice grew defensive. “You can’t blame Jonah. Every time you pop back into our lives, weird stuff happens. Last time, you’d been blinded from attempting to summon a guardian angel.”

	I hadn’t been talking to her, but I rolled with it. “Asher was more than my guardian angel.”

	“Right. He was also your sorta boyfriend. I get it. But summoning him because he’d disappeared and hadn’t answered your texts was extreme.”

	I leapt for the wand, but it shimmied in the air and vanished.

	“Dammit!”

	“Hey, no need for swearing.”

	“Sorry, didn’t mean it.” I modulated my tone. “It’s just that it was more than that. Asher had been injured and despite knowing I’d worry, he left without saying goodbye. He quit his job, too and didn’t leave a forwarding address and wouldn’t answer his phone. I needed help, and he was the only one who could give it to me, so I tried using my powers to summon him. I’m not proud of it, but I was desperate.”

	Her voice had the placating modulation of a mother talking to an overtired toddler. “I can see how you felt that way.”

	It was a grudging acknowledgement, but I’d take it. Besides, I had to catch a wand on the loose.

	Madame Francesca would have known what to do. She’d been the expert. Her store came with everything a magic user could want.

	Including, apparently, a shifty magic wand.

	“I don’t blame Jonah. He loves you and wants to protect you. I just wish he’d accept that I love you, too.”

	Mickey grunted out a mommy swear word. It sounded like, “Dagnabbit.”

	“Uh? Micks?”

	“Getting up from the floor isn’t as easy as it used to be,” she said. “But never mind that. Let’s talk about what you’re going to do next.”

	Besides corral a magic wand?

	I couldn’t say that, and I couldn’t tell her I was going out of town. Waaaaay out of town. In fact, I was going to Hell to retrieve our father. He’d been kidnapped by the same demon who’d sucked down Francesca’s soul. She hadn’t deserved it, but wrong place, wrong time, and all that.

	I responded with a simple, “I’m thinking of taking a trip.”

	“Really? Some place fun? With white beaches and blue water?” She sounded wistful. The one time we’d traveled outside of Smokey Point, Ohio, we’d visited a beach in Michigan. It was the same gray-blue Lake Erie cold water and a lot of rocks.

	“Not so much. It’s sort of a work thing.” I carried the phone with me and walked the length of the store, scanning right and left. The store was narrow but deep, with a public restroom, storage areas, and a kitchenette in the back on the left and a private office with a fold-out couch and full bath on the right. Francesca must have lived here, at least part of the time.

	But all this space meant the wand could be hiding anywhere.

	“Work thing, huh?” Mickey hissed a sudden intake of breath. “That means it’s dangerous, doesn’t it?”

	“It could be. I’m not going to lie, but it’s related to the hunt for my trainer. Remember we talked about that?”

	“Yes, I recall the discussion about your trainer,” she said, her voice thin and high-pitched, the way it got when she was stressed.

	“I’d tell you all the details if I could.”

	She let out a mirthless laugh. “I don’t think I want to know them. Ignorance may be bliss in this instance. Be careful and call me when you get back.”

	“Love you, Mickey.”

	“Love you too, sis.”

	I hung up with a sense that I’d left important things unsaid . . . and that’s when the wand poked me in the ass.

	“Ack! You goosed me!”

	It flew to the ceiling where I couldn’t get it, pointed straight down, and released a stream of water at my head.

	“That’s hot! You got my scalp.” My head burned something fierce. The wand swung itself in a circle and unleased another spout of boiling water followed by motes of flickering light that stung my skin. The water rained down on a stack of spell books and potions.

	“That’s it. You’re going down.”

	It stood up in what could only be a wand’s approximation of a middle finger salute.

	This wasn’t good. I understood little about wands, but I did know that they had personalities, and this one was clearly a trickster. It needed a strong hand to control it. Francesca wouldn’t have let it roam free if she hadn’t had a way to make it behave.

	I searched and found a slim, rectangular wooden box. With the lid flipped up, I could see a narrow, wand-sized indentation. In any other store, I would have assumed it was a pen case. Luckily, an inscription stamped on the inside of the lid proved to be exactly what I was looking for.

	Wand to me is the mystic key.

	I’ve got you, now, I thought. I held the box aloft and said, “Wand to me!”

	It struggled—I had to give it that—but in the end, it tumbled end over end and landed in the box. I snapped the case shut and twisted the locking mechanism closed. I placed it in a cabinet, locked it, and breathed a sigh of relief.

	Francesca had placed a lime-green wingback chair in the waiting area. A complimentary blanket draped over the back in the same green mixed with browns and sea blue, making the chair quite comfy. The whole waiting area sat artfully arranged. My chair and another just like it angled around a coffee table with fancy coasters and a water bubbler in the corner. The other chair hosted a plump pillow in the same design as the blanket.

	This made me think. Francesca had decorated in soothing, thoughtful greens, browns, and deep blues. She hung an amulet so people who didn’t need the store couldn’t see it. She had a dozen keys on her key ring to ensure dangerous items remained locked up.

	Nothing had been left to accident.

	She wouldn’t have let a dodgy wand go free. And then, there was the fact that I’d heard laughter.

	Had the wand made that sound?

	Or something else?

	I sat still and listened.

	There it was. That laughter. This time, it sounded less like a cheery tinkle and more like a self-satisfied snicker. I rotated to find the source of the sound and instead of looking straight up, I perused the tops of the shelving.

	Still as a statue, a tiny red imp crouched on the top of the cabinet where I’d locked up the wand. It looked like artwork, not an actual imp. Approximately six inches tall and a deep red that was almost black, it sported spiraled horns, a pointed chin, two wings, and a long tail which it wrapped around itself like a Siamese cat.

	“I see you up there, you know.”

	It released its tail and rose on its hind legs. “And we’re watching you, Rebecca Naomi Greenblatt. Valefar sends his best.” I shuddered at its scratchy voice and the ominous message.

	I gritted my teeth. “How did you get in here?”

	“I live here. Francesca didn’t know what I was.”

	“A spy for Valefar?”

	“A loyal servant.”

	“Go back to your demon master. You do not belong on Earth or in this store.”

	It scratched its ear with a hind claw. “I can stay as long as I like.”

	“What makes you think that?”

	“The witch told me so.”

	I should have guessed. A witch had supplied Francesca with an amulet to help her stay young, as well as some suspect rosebushes I’d chopped down. The bushes had produced a type of addictive pollen that acted like meth for little winged pixies called Humbees. I’d never met this witch, but I already didn’t like her, and I suspected a reckoning was coming soon.

	“The witch was wrong.” I grabbed a piece of chalk, stalked down the shop’s long hallway, and exited out the back door into an alley. Kneeling, I drew a circle on the ground and closed it.

	“Imp of Valefar, imp of a witch, imp in my store, I summon you.”

	The imp materialized in my circle.

	“You forgot, imp. I’m a summoner.”

	It screeched. “You can’t send me back! The witch summoned Valefar, and he gave me to her. I’m her familiar!”

	“Well, you’re about to become unfamiliar. I got you on a technicality. If she’d summoned you, she would have to send you back. But she didn’t. She summoned a demon who handed you over.”

	“I’m staying.”

	“Sorry, dude.” I studied the circle to make sure it was perfect. “You’re banished back to Hell.”

	It stomped its little feet, bared its sharp, pointed teeth, and whipped its tail back and forth in agitation.

	“Valefar’s waiting for you, summoner. You’ll rue this day.”

	“I’m sure I won’t.” I placed my hand on the circle and pushed power into it. “I send you back to your master in Hell, imp.”

	“Noooooo—” he shrieked, but off he went in a puff of smoke.

	I smudged the chalk circle and went back inside, wondering what other nasty surprises the shop had in store. I made a cup of coffee in my little kitchen and sipped it, trying to ignore the anxiety threatening to overcome me.

	Valefar knew I was going to Hell to get my father.

	The urgency to leave in search of a hellmouth pressed against the insides of my brain, but with this new complication, I had to slow down and think.

	This whole thing started with a summoning gone wrong. I’d summoned Valefar, a duke of Hell, for Nick Adamos, little brother to Smokey Point, Ohio’s own Greek mobster, Gregory Adamos. The summoning had gone south, and I’d had to fix it. I rescued Nick but ended up owing Valefar a favor.

	What was that favor? I had to find information on Gregory’s deepest desire so Valefar could use it to tempt Gregory into relinquishing his soul. But he ran into a snag. Gregory’s deepest desire was true love, and that wasn’t something a demon could give. We’d had a showdown of sorts. Valefar lost, and his earthly assistant, a warlock named Derrick, died. Derrick’s soul went to Hell for his evil misdeeds, but not before he’d slapped me with a death curse, a “blight.” This was particularly aggravating because I’d gone to high school with Derrick. It was ignominious to be betrayed by someone who’d written “We’ll never forget the magic” in your yearbook.

	But, funny enough, I hadn’t become sick. Still, even though I didn’t believe the curse would amount to anything, it had been unsettling.

	Wanting to learn more about my summoning abilities, I’d done some digging and discovered that my father had been a summoner, too, and that he was imprisoned in Faerie because Queen Titania wanted to stop a prophecy from coming true. The prophecy, “the child of a changeling who isn’t a changeling will upset the balance,” referred to me. She believed it meant I’d give Hell what they wanted—a summoner to help them cross the DNA between the worlds so that they could travel from Hell to Faerie, conquer the fae, and use their powers to storm Heaven. It was a stupid plan, but they believed in it.

	Because the powers that be kept secrets, I didn’t have the full picture. But unwilling to leave my father a prisoner, I’d traveled to Faerie via a spindrift—a type of astral plane walking—to rescue him.

	We’d escaped, but at a high cost. The queen had attacked us, and we’d been forced to fight our way out. I’d shot a death arrow at the queen, and an elf friend of mine named Evans had jumped in front it. He’d died as a result, and the guilt weighed heavy on my heart.

	I’d brought Dad back to Earth, thinking we’d at least achieved his freedom, but that was not to be. Francesca had used my office to summon Valefar to get him to release any hold he’d had on her soul. She’d died when her summoning circle had weakened, Valefar had slipped out, and a startled Gregory Adamos had shot her. Asher had tried to help and had ended up severely injured.

	As Francesca’s soul broke free of her physical body, Valefar had sucked up her essence and had snatched my dad, to boot.

	My father had been back on Earth for barely five minutes when he was kidnapped by another powerful foe and taken to an even worse place than where he’d already spent a good chunk of both of our lives.

	I needed to rescue him, to bring him back, and block Hell’s plan to use a summoner to invade Faerie.

	But now I knew Valefar was expecting me.

	I stared across the street to where Joey’s bar should have been. I still couldn’t see it, which meant the geas against me held. It was excruciating to lose my fae friends, particularly my half-gnome boss, but after Evans’s death, I couldn’t help but feel that I deserved such punishment.

	There were a few other tiny problems needing attention.

	First was Laurel, a full-sized pixie running amok and unrestrained from Faerie’s normal rules because I’d given her Free Rein. I’d done it to free her from indentured servitude to the queen, but my plan had backfired. Because of me, she was free of all magical boundaries, including the one that kept her from drinking too much blood from humans. She’d gone on a bender, and people were getting hurt.

	Pinky, my six-foot-tall pink-winged fairy friend, seemed fine, but I worried Titania would eventually realize he’d helped me escape and she’d punish him.

	I also worried about the poor stone troll, Slate, who’d guarded my father’s prison in Faerie. There was no way our successful escape had put him in good stead with the queen.

	But if there was one worry that dominated my thoughts, it was that Asher had disappeared after being wounded. I didn’t know if angels could die, but if he hadn’t perished, where was he?

	The whole situation was, as we said in Yiddish, fakakta.

	And if you don’t speak Yiddish, say it out loud. It means what it sounds like.

	 


Chapter 2

	AFTER GREGORY killed Francesca, I’d forced him to buy her store for me, but as part of that agreement, I’d start paying rent in six months. This effectively made him my landlord, which gave me heartburn. I’d become the queen of “not gonna think about that now land” and had developed a sudden sympathy for Scarlett O’Hara.

	Since I’d “inherited” Madame Francesca’s store, I’d been doing inventory to discover what was on the shelves and in the back storeroom. I figured it couldn’t all be magical. There had to be some mundane items. After all, she’d had to make rent and keep the lights on.

	So far, I’d itemized the books, which ranged from The Easy Guide to Kitchen Witchery, Medikal Brews, Why Can’t I Be a Witch Like You, Mommy? and a pocket demon dictionary which made no sense to me. Who needed a pocket edition of demons? I planned on soaking that book in a bathtub of salt water the first chance I got. I didn’t want to serve a customer who wanted a handy-dandy, just-in-case-I-forget-their-names demon guide.

	While I’d gotten the books organized, I hadn’t touched the jewelry, the potions, the crystals, the amulets, the sculptures, or any of the other stuff she’d crammed into the space. She had an entire rack of shawls, for heaven’s sake, as well as a beautiful collection of vintage lamps scattered about.

	Many of the cabinets were glass, so customers could see what was inside. One such counter sat near the old-fashioned cash register that must have been decades old but still worked perfectly. Maybe it had magic gears inside. Or maybe Francesca had just taken good care of it and had applied liberal applications of lubricant.

	I wanted to get a handle on the inventory for two reasons. First, I didn’t want to sell something dangerous to anyone not prepared to use it safely—like, say, a petulant magic wand. And, second, I hoped there were items that could help me with my upcoming trip.

	Luckily, underneath a pile of clipboards and yellow legal pads, I found a handwritten inventory list. It went on for pages and pages, but at least everything was there, described, named, and priced. Francesca had done her best to group items by kind, which was helpful, but when she’d run out of space, she’d scribbled in the margins or started a new legal pad without numbering it or referencing the previous list.

	Staring at Francesca’s handwritten logs was a lesson in deciphering spidery cursive, written in blue pen, black pen, purple ink, and pencil. I squinted at the pages as I flipped through them, looking for something helpful. Reading glasses were on my shopping list.

	I decided to start with the potions. They worried me because several were labeled “Love Potions,” and if they were for real, they could be misused. Of course, they might simply be rose water. They certainly smelled like it. I put those in the back, out of sight. I didn’t need a love potion for Hell.

	I was just getting started when my first customer walked in and startled me.

	“Hello?” I took in the tall, handsome, dark-skinned man in the neat black slacks, black long-sleeved Cashmere sweater, black hat, and gray cape. “Can I help you?” I asked with some trepidation. The amulet that made the shop invisible was up and working, so anyone who walked in here was magical.

	He doffed his hat, revealing dark, glossy black hair worn in a neat, stylish cut. “Phineas Chandra, at your service.”

	“That’s an interesting name.”

	“That’s because I’m an interesting person.” He leaned on the counter between us and fluttered his thick lashes at me. They perfectly framed his deep-brown sloe eyes—very sexy, and he knew it.

	“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” I laughed.

	He laughed as well, and it was a good one, deep from his belly. He flipped off his cape and draped it over the back of a nearby chair. I couldn’t help but notice that his shirt stretched beautifully over broad shoulders and defined biceps. He caught me admiring him and winked.

	I swallowed to hide my discomfiture at having been caught ogling, but geez, he sure was pretty. I went back to studying the bottles and flasks.

	He propped himself on the counter again, and his necklace caught my eye. A long pendant on a black cord, it was a thin, sleek arrow, pointing down. I nodded at it.

	“Arrows have a lot of meanings. Why do you wear it?”

	He pulled back and fingered the pendant. “That’s highly personal.”

	I shrugged. “You wear it prominently, so I thought it was okay to ask.”

	He closed his eyes for a moment and said, “Just so.” He opened his eyes and met mine. “I wear it to remind me of the second arrow.”

	I sought my memory for that phrase, “second arrow.” Where had I heard it? Ah! A comparative religion text I’d borrowed from the public library.

	“You are Buddhist?”

	“I aspire to Buddhism.”

	I wiped my suddenly sweaty palms on my thighs. This man intrigued the hell out of me, but I had to face facts. I had a magical someone in the store, and I didn’t know if he was friend or foe. My gut said to move out from behind the counter to give me some room to fight if needed, but I forced myself to stay where I was. I was going to have to recalibrate my fight-or-flight instincts. They’d been overwhelmed lately, and I had trouble downshifting out of high alert.

	I slapped a smile on my face and hoped he didn’t notice me gripping the counter’s edge. “Well, Mr. Chandra, how can I help you today? I should warn you ahead of time that I’m just starting to learn what is in this store. I’m attempting to do an inventory.”

	“Please, call me Phineas.” He drummed his fingers on the counter and gazed around the shop. “What happened to Madame Francesca?”

	I hesitated but then answered simply. “She passed away unexpectedly. I’m sorry. Did you know her well?”

	“Not well, but I am a regular customer.”

	“My sympathies. I’ve recently come into ownership of the store and have yet to meet her regulars.” I organized the potions on the glass counter, shooing him back so he wouldn’t knock over anything and to put some space between us. “Why do you come here? For readings?”

	He shook his head. “No. I occasionally need supplies, and sometimes in the past I would make things for Francesca that her clients expressed an interest in.”

	“Such as?”

	Phineas eyed me. “What did you say your name is?”

	I gathered more potions, organizing them by color because I didn’t know any better.

	“I didn’t, but it’s Rebecca Greenblatt. You can call me Becs.”

	“The summoner?” he asked with a start of surprise.

	“Yup.” I continued color coordinating. Purple potions with lavender ones. Grass green with mint green. Yellow and everything else because there was only one yellow. Who wanted to drink something that looked like pee?

	“Fascinating.” He held out a hand. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

	I shook and then went back to compiling my potions, the glass bottles clinking together. “You’re the only one.”

	He nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard of your troubles with the fae. Word spreads fast in our world.”

	“What exactly is it you do?”

	“I’m a mage, a green one to be precise. And I disagree that I’m the only one interested in meeting you. From what I’ve heard, everyone wants a piece of Rebecca Greenblatt, summoner. The fae king, demons, elves. . . .”

	“You have a good source of information.”

	“You and I know a few people in common.”

	Great. Word of my failures had traveled to magic users I didn’t even know. My reputation was taking a hit. Not that it had ever been sterling, but I was literally persona non grata now.

	Fine, if that’s the way it was, then there was nothing I could do about it. I studied my new friend, the green mage. Green mages were alchemists and chemists. Potions masters. Maybe he could help me.

	“Do you know what each of these do?” I swept my hand across the counter to encompass the differently colored decanters.

	He clasped his hands, rotated them outward, and stretched. “I should. I made most of them, and it’s killing me watching you color coordinate.”

	“I don’t know what else to do because I don’t know what anything is.”

	He sighed and pointed. “Do you see the little tags where Madame Francesca handwrote the prices?”

	Small tags dangled from thin gold string threaded around the potions’ caps. I flicked one up so I could see it better. “Yes.”

	“Those are what you color code. Pink is for love potions. Blue and green are for various health ailments. Brown is for healing the earth. I’m sure she wrote this down.”

	“Oh, she wrote it down, all right.” I held up the sheaf of legal pads. “See how easy to read it is?”

	He peered at the yellow paper. “Hmmm. I see what you mean.” He snapped his fingers. “Hey, maybe I can advise you on what each potion does, and you can try to acquire something I need.”

	Suspicious, I tapped my forefinger on the glass counter. “Oooookay. Maybe. What is it you need?”

	Green mages were typically good magic users. They tended toward peaceful magic, so I wasn’t terribly worried about what he’d request, but you never knew.

	“A special brand of absinthe.”

	I shuddered at the mere mention of the drink. Absinthe, sometimes called the Green Fairy, was essentially a brandy, a distillation of any fruit, mixed with herbs. In most cases, absinthe included wormwood, fennel, and star anise. I hated the smell of it as much as the taste, but then again, I didn’t like anything licorice-flavored.

	“You can purchase absinthe in the United States. Why do you need me to get it?”

	“I prefer a French distillation that has a little more thujone in it, and that’s hard to get.”

	“Isn’t that what supposedly makes it hallucinogenic?”

	He wiggled his hand back and forth. “Yeah, but it doesn’t, really. What it does do is make it a much more effective medicinal component.”

	I leaned against the back wooden storage shelf and crossed my arms. “I thought that was an urban legend.”

	He picked up a statuette of a pregnant woman, and I whistled at him, flapping my hand at him to tell him to put it down. He replaced it.

	“With a few other ingredients and a little magic mojo, it creates an effective anti-viral syrup. I’ve got a few patients with chronic lung ailments, and I want to have this on hand during flu season.”

	That sounded reasonable.

	“I’ll look through Francesca’s records and see if I can identify a supplier.” I passed a legal pad to him with a pen. “Write down exactly what you want.”

	He did so, writing out the name in a neat, precise hand. Simple block letters, no script, and he included preferred bottling years as well. He added his phone number and email and slid the pen and paper across the countertop to me.

	I accepted the notepad. “Like I said, I’ll see what I can do. I can’t make any promises.”

	“I appreciate the effort.”

	My anxiety level rose a few notches as I thought about my more- pressing concerns and wondered if I’d ever get the chance to find this stuff for Phineas. Maybe I was over-promising?

	The mage pointed to a small black bottle about the size and shape of an egg. “In the meantime, be careful with that one. It’s hard to make.” It was the only one with a red label.

	I moved it to the center of the counter and peered at it. “What is it?”

	“It doesn’t have a name. It’s less of a potion and more of a spell in a bottle.”

	I lifted it and held it to the light. Vapors swirled inside with only a touch of liquid. “What does it do?”

	“Throw it down, and it sets what it touches on fire. Drink it, and it makes you fireproof but only for two to three minutes.”

	I held the bottle to my chest, my heart thumping a million miles an hour. Now, this was something I could use.

	“That’s . . . that’s very interesting. I will keep it safe.”

	“You do that.” Phineas swung his cape around his shoulders. “I’ll check back with you in a few days.”

	“I may be gone for a while. I have to. . . .” I hesitated. “Take a trip.”

	He stopped mid-stride and looked over his left shoulder at me. “Well then,” he said with a jerk of his chin toward the front cabinet. “You should take that compass with you. It will help you find your way.”

	“What compass?” I asked, but he was out the door.

	I walked to the front of the store. I was certain I’d examined everything in this cabinet because it was directly adjacent to the cash register, but I hadn’t seen a compass. I examined the contents again.

	And there it was. I’d missed it. A brass round compass nestled in a black jewelry box with a white silk lining. A thin metal circlet surrounded the compass’s body with notches indicating north, south, east, west, and points in between. Gold-stamped letters on the inner top read, Ball Bearing.

	A truly strange name for a compass, and while it was cool, it wouldn’t help me get to where I needed to go. I’d never heard any fable say, “To get to Hell, turn south at the fiery hillock and west at the burning tar pit.”

	This would be a deep, dark descent into madness, and my stomach dropped due south at the thought of it.

	 


Chapter 3

	NO SOONER HAD Phineas left than Gregory Adamos entered. I couldn’t get a moment’s peace. I mean, I was glad Phineas had stopped in because he’d proven useful, but Gregory was as welcome as a juicy pimple on my right butt cheek. I didn’t want him in the store.

	Except he technically owned it, so I couldn’t kick him out. And since he knew exactly where it was located, the amulet couldn’t hide it from him.

	We greeted each other as always.

	“Rebecca.”

	“Gregory.”

	The Greek mobster wore dark-brown dress slacks with a white buttoned-down shirt and a buttoned suit vest. The vest was the same color as the slacks but had a slight checkered pattern which complimented the dark-burgundy tie. He’d donned a long, camel-wool coat and worn his snakeskin loafers. The outfit looked good on his six-foot, barrel-chested frame. His dark hair, beard, and mustache had some gold highlights. Gregory liked to sail, and he’d probably gone somewhere to enjoy the sun. They gave him a worldly air, and the total look was trendy and professional at the same time. He removed his sunglasses and examined the shop. His lip curled in disapproval as he noted the chaos, but he didn’t comment.

	“What do you have there?” he asked, pointing to the compass.

	“One of the millions of zany trinkets Francesca kept in her store. I’m starting an inventory.”

	He reached out his hand. “Let me see it.”

	“Always ordering people around, Gregory. Try some manners.”

	He eyed me with disdain, his brilliant blue eyes flashing with displeasure. “Let me see it now. I own it and everything in this store.”

	I didn’t care. “Say please. You only own it because you killed its former proprietor.”

	He sucked in a breath, his face twisting like he was drinking straight lemon juice. “Please.”

	“Much better.” I handed him the compass in its case.

	Gregory frowned at it. “Why does it say, ‘Ball Bearing?’”

	“I don’t know. There are a lot of extraordinary things in this shop. Oddities. Notions and potions.”

	“Whatever.” Gregory put the compass down, took out his phone, and entered his code, bringing up all the little icons on the screen. “Let’s talk about Hell.”

	“Oooookay?”

	“You mean to do it, don’t you? Go get your father?”

	“Yeah. I mean to do it and soon. I’ve got to get him out of there for several reasons.” I ticked those reasons off on my fingers. “One, he’s my dad and I love him. Two, it’s my fault he’s there; three, he’s got to be suffering; and four, if Hell really can use him to invade Faerie, I have to stop them.”

	Gregory opened an app on his phone. “Okay, when are you going?”

	“Why?”

	He didn’t look at me but kept scrolling through his phone. “I’m penciling it in.”

	“That’s nice, but I’ll close the shop, hang the amulet, and put a note on the door for those who know to look for it. No one has to be here to mind the store.”

	“That’s not why I’m asking.”

	“Oh.” I placed the Ball Bearing back in the front glass cabinet and the fire potion in a shoebox I kept on a shelf underneath the cash register. I knew exactly where this conversation was going and hoped against hope that if I didn’t say another word about it, he’d drop it.

	Gregory replaced his phone in his pocket, removed his coat, and hung it on the coat rack in the entrance to the left of the door.

	“Don’t get comfortable,” I said. “I’ve got work to do. A shop to examine, a father to rescue, and you to frame for it. I’m swamped.”

	Gregory grasped the back of the lime-green wingback chair, turned it so it faced me, and sat in it, graceful and leonine. He clasped his hands in front of him, rubbing one thumb over the other. He smiled at me benevolently, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

	“Cut the crap, Rebecca. You know exactly why I’m asking you this.”

	Damn. The gig was up.

	I still pretended I didn’t know. “And why is that, Gregory?”

	“Because I’m going with you.”

	With a sigh, I flopped onto a rolling stool that sat behind the counter next to the cash register.

	“No way. Not in this lifetime. Not in the next. No. No. Never. Just no.”

	“We each only get one lifetime. That’s why I’m going with you.”

	I snorted. “What’s that? Some kind of protective streak? You’re going with me to keep me from being killed?”

	He examined his manicured nails. “I didn’t say that and didn’t imply it. I have my own reasons. You continuing to live would be convenient, mainly so I don’t have to find another tenant for this place, but your death would be acceptable as well.”

	I sat on my hands to keep from strangling him. “You’re a peach.”

	“As you like to remind me, I’m an unfeeling killing machine.”

	“I only say that because it is true. Let’s look at your recent spate of crimes. You pressured Perrick, your own personal body man, to give up home soil, which he can’t do by the way, and if he didn’t, you threatened to out his son as half troll and kill the kid’s basketball career. You murdered Madame Francesca by bringing a gun to my office, and on top of that, you’ve openly admitted to me that you use warlocks to do your dirty magic work, unless you need straight muscle, and then you use Perrick.”

	“Or others like him, yes. Baseball bats are cheaper than guns.”

	“You run an illegal empire of racing venues, commercial real estate, and heaven-knows-what-else, and now you want to go to Hell with me for personal reasons? You’re going to wind up there at some point. What’s the rush?”

	Gregory crossed his legs and wrapped his hands around his knee. “As I understand it, Hell borders on Hades.”

	Hades did border Hell, but I had no idea where. Valefar had revealed that all underworlds touch and that if you gain entrance to one, you can slip over to another. If you knew where you were, where you were going, and had an entrance point, maybe, just maybe you might find your way from one underworld to another. But this wasn’t guaranteed. The universes weren’t meant to interact, so it wasn’t like walking from the men’s department to ladies’ fashions. Their similar purpose, however, meant that if Lucifer really, truly wanted to talk to Hades, he had a doorway to do so.

	I surmised that this happened rarely. Too many egos involved.

	“You want to see your mother.” I stated it as fact, not a question. There was only one reason Gregory Adamos wished to risk his life and travel to Hades, and that was Mimi Adamos.

	Marianna “Mimi” Adamos was a cruel mob queen who’d ruled the midwestern part of the United States from her seat in Smokey Point, Ohio with a firm hand and a heart that didn’t beat. She’d raised her sons, Gregory and Nick, the same way, and while Nick inherited some of his father’s softness, his brother manifested none.

	Gregory flicked his tongue out to touch his top lip and nodded. “I’ve been thinking about her predicament.”

	Mimi’s soul resided in Tartarus, the lowest portion of Hades which was reserved for the greatest sinners. She currently dripped black goo from her entire body. Hades took the “black mark against you” concept to a new level, and Gregory’s mom was chained inside a writhing black crust that she couldn’t escape. I didn’t know what Gregory thought he could do for her, but whatever it was, I didn’t want any part of it. First, it would sidetrack me from my goal, and, second, Mimi had earned her spot and should remain where she was.

	A petite woman opened the door and peeked inside. “Is Madame Francesca here?” she asked in a tinny voice. She wore a wig in an unflattering shade of red with a long black skirt, a white shirt with three-quarter-length sleeves, tights, and sneakers. Her oversized handbag hung from the crook of her elbow. Her lipstick was two shades brighter than her hair. There was something awkward, old world, and delicate about her that made me instantly want to protect her.

	I walked around the counter and reached out a hand, grasping her fragile one. “I’m so sorry, but Madame Francesca passed away suddenly. She is no longer with us.”

	“Oh no!” The elderly woman pressed her other hand to her heart. “Whatever shall I do? She was the only one who could reach Edgar.”

	“Was Edgar your husband?” I asked, taking a guess.

	She nodded. “We talked once a week.”

	“I’m terribly sorry.”

	“You’re not a medium?”

	“No,” I said, giving her hand another squeeze. “I’m not. I’m so sorry. I’ll try to find someone else for you.” I handed her a pen and paper. “Here. Please write down your name and number.”

	She did so in a scrawling hand, but fortunately I could read it. Alice Fogelman. I reiterated my promise and walked her to her car. She could barely see over the steering wheel.

	When I returned, Gregory was looking out the window. “I wonder,” he mused, “if Francesca really spoke to her husband’s ghost or if she made it up to give this woman something to hang on to?”

	I reclaimed my place on my stool and considered the question. “From what I knew of Francesca, she was the real deal.”

	“Still. . . .”

	“Whatever she did, she gave that woman comfort. I’ll have to find a replacement for her, which can’t be easy. I mean, how does one advertise for a medium?”

	Gregory barked out an unexpected laugh. “I couldn’t guess.” He checked his phone and typed a few words with his thumbs. “How would someone advertise for a summoner?”

	I frowned. “Ask around, I suppose. But you’d have to know the right people.”

	He continued typing without looking up. “Right. You know the right people, so ask around.”

	“Smart ass.”

	“Look who’s talking.” He gathered his coat and gave me a bland smile. “Rebecca, don’t think about leaving without me.”

	“I’ll do what I think is best, Gregory.”

	“You don’t get to decide if my going is a good thing or a bad thing. It’s just what’s happening.”

	“You are such a cocky, conceited asshole.” I leaned forward and shook a finger at him. “What are you going to do if I leave without you? Chase me?”

	He smiled, but once again, it didn’t reach his eyes. They were as cold as ice. “I’ll sic the health department on the Longs’ restaurant.”

	I jumped to my feet. “You wouldn’t dare.” The Longs were my landlords and friends. They owned a restaurant called “So Long Noodles,” and I lived in one of the apartments above it.

	His grin widened, and his teeth gleamed in the sunlight. “Oh, try me, summoner. Just try me.”

	And with that cheery warning, he left.

	Two could play at this game. I dialed Nick.

	“Nick here.”

	I didn’t bother to introduce myself. “Your brother is a scumbag. A mold-ingesting pig dog butthole, and I hate him with the passion of a thousand suns.”

	“Colorful.” Nick let out a big sigh. “What’s he done this time?”

	I told him everything.

	Nick was quiet for a moment.

	“Nick?”

	“He wants to go to Hell? Voluntarily?”

	“In order to get to Hades, where your mom is.”

	“That’s insane.”

	“I know it, and you know it. Tell him this isn’t a pleasure cruise and he’s got to change his mind. Remind him that you know first-hand.”

	Nick had traveled to Hell on his own, due to that major summoning mishap between me, him, and Valefar before I’d gotten him back and promised Valefar a favor. I’d rescued him, but he came back a twitterpated mess who slept with a nightlight and couldn’t make complete sentences. It had taken an angelic intervention to pull him back from the brink.

	“I will.” Nick sounded agitated, and I felt bad about that, but it was the only play I had to stop Gregory from making a big mistake. I didn’t want to be responsible for him. Also, he could wind up down there permanently before his time. His accompanying me was a monumentally bad idea.

	“And can you tell him to stop blackmailing me? Instead of explaining how he expects to make this work or trying to appeal to my good side, he went straight to extortion.”

	“He did learn from the best. Mom was a piece of work.”

	“And that’s why she deserves to be where she is.”

	A loud clatter told me that Nick dropped the phone. I waited it out. Nick didn’t want to hear that his mother deserved to be in Tartarus. I gave him a moment to recoup.

	He recovered well. “Sorry, Becs. Was switching hands.” He blew his nose and continued. “Look, Gregory and I were both traumatized when we learned what had happened to our mother in the afterlife. He’s trying to help.”

	“He’s trying to make my life difficult.”

	“Maybe. He does enjoy vexing you. But he also wants to help our mother.”

	“He needs a new approach, or he’ll wind up where she is.”

	Nick spoke softly. “I think he knows that.”

	“Well, then, tell him. Play on his emotions. Remind him of what you went through.”

	“I’ve forgotten a lot of it. The therapist says it’s because I don’t want to remember. She thinks I was kidnapped.” Nick’s voice caught in his throat. “I don’t want anyone to go there, not him, and not you.”

	“I’m sorry, Nick. I have to go for my father.” I rubbed my forehead. “Look, just get Gregory to stay home and it will be okay. Once my dad is back, this whole nightmare will be over.”

	Nick’s voice was low and sad. “I hope so, Becs, but I think this story is far from done.”

	“What makes you say that?”

	“Before you came back from Faerie with your dad, Asher explained what was going on to Gregory, who told me.”

	“While he was fighting Valefar?”

	“Shouting was involved.” He took a deep breath. “So, Hell’s been planning this for eons. Valefar will lead you through trips and traps like a rat chasing cheese through a maze, and in the meantime, he’ll be working hard to break your dad down so he can use his powers to invade Faerie.”

	“I don’t even understand how they can use his powers to cross into Faerie. Yeah, my father can go there, but how will they follow?”

	“They obviously think they can. Like I said, they’ve had a lot of time to scheme.”

	I thumped my palm on the glass case. “Guess I’ll have to spring all the traps and show them what human ingenuity looks like. Human free will is the wild card. Asher once told me so.”

	“But, Becs, you could die!”

	I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Nick, sometimes you have to risk everything to save what’s most important. My life is one tiny cog in a wheel. What Hell could do to Faerie and Heaven, and how they would use my father’s abilities to do it? That’s what matters.”

	“What if they kill your father and use you instead?” Nick asked.

	I swallowed. Hard. “I’ll have to make sure that doesn’t happen. Somehow.”

	And at that, I hung up the phone.

	I hadn’t thought of it before, but what if Nick was right? What if the plan within the plan was to get me down there, tire me out, further weaken my father, and then in the end, kill him and use my abilities to cross into Faerie instead? What if that was how I was supposed to upset the balance?

	What if this was a giant shell game and I was nothing more than the tiny, manipulated marble?

	 


Chapter 4

	AS I LOCKED UP for the day, I caught a glimpse of Joey across the street. I yearned to call out to her, to talk to her, to make any kind of contact, but I didn’t. Between Titania’s ban against me and my grief at causing Evans’s death, I couldn’t face my friend. She stood on the sidewalk, near what I knew to be the bar’s doorway, looking out into the street as if she was watching for somebody. I entertained a small hope that she was looking for me, but her eyes passed over the shop’s entrance. She waited another moment, and then—blink—she disappeared.

	I missed her and the bar so much.

	I sighed, threw my beaten-up backpack over my shoulder, and walked to my car. There was nothing I could do about that situation now.

	I drove home in my red Prius, a simple car that had more vroom- vroom in the boom-boom than a regular vehicle, thanks to my magic mechanic, Max. I didn’t use the extra speed now, though. I’d already had a couple of tickets and didn’t want to get pulled over. The tickets had been legitimate, but Gregory had decided to make things worse by nudging a law firm to sue me on behalf of the man I’d rear-ended. He’d claimed extreme personal injury and inability to work. Stunning, given that he could play racquetball and tennis, no problem. Easily disproven but a giant pain in my patoot.

	I arrived at my apartment building in a decent amount of time, parked in the back, and jogged up the fire escape to my back door.
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