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As always this book is dedicated to my wonderful family. Kisses and hugs.
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The Guicai Talisman

The Lycan Job

Once A Thief, Always A Thief

It’s Not Me, It’s You

The God Killer

Babylonia Delilah Jones, P.I. or Baby as her friends call her, has solved cases for the most powerful Vampire in the Undercity and for the Lycan Alpha, proving her worth as a PI. Despite being a half-breed and unclassed, work should be rolling in...

Yet it isn’t, and she doesn’t know why. And as if that wasn’t stressful enough, Baby’s mom is starting to act so weird that it makes Baby suspicious. Friends say she’s just starting to live a little—maybe even, ugh, found a boyfriend—but Baby isn’t sure. So what’s a PI to do? Investigate, of course. Baby’s mother has taken care of Baby her entire life. Now it’s up to Baby to make sure that her mom is okay.

What Baby discovers is so outrageous it leaves her reeling, but she doesn’t care if once a thief, always a thief, there are some things too precious to be stolen. Baby will do whatever’s necessary to make things right, even walk away from everything she’s achieved—and the Undercity itself.

I’m tall, proud and sometimes wild. Meek and mild have never been words to describe me. Since I was a young girl I knew I was different. Even when I pretended to be normal and ordinary, different resonated within my bones.

The wind whispered past my ears, birds sang melodies just for me, flowers bloomed in my presence and animals told me secrets.

What I am exactly, or even what paranormal House I belong to, is a mystery to me, but one thing I do know for certain is that I’ll never lead an ordinary life.

Why is that, you ask? With a media-hungry Vampire as a best friend, a demi-god ex-boyfriend who keeps forgetting we aren’t dating anymore, and a drop dead gorgeous Vampire I can’t stop thinking about, I can almost guarantee chaos is in my cards.

My name is Babylonia Delilah Jones and I am a private instigator for the paranormal world, better known as the Undercity.
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“You can’t stay here.”

“Food.”

“Yes, there’s plenty of food, but they don’t want you here.”

“Food.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. There was just no getting through to him. I’d been at it for only a few minutes but it felt like hours. My reputation as one of the best private investigators in the Undercity was well known now; my name was on just about everyone’s lips. I’d gone against a black Witch and survived. I’d broken into the house of one of the most powerful Vampires around and, instead of killing me, he’d hired me to complete a job. Rowen Peters, the head of the Lycan House, was one of my clients.

That should’ve proved something to my peers.

But here I was in the middle of the night, in Belle Isle, one of Detroit’s parks, in a garden that humans couldn’t see, crawling on my hands and knees trying to negotiate with a rabbit.

I communicate with animals. It’s more of a mind thing. I hear their words in my head and sometimes, when they don’t know the right words to use, they’ll project pictures. I’m used to it either way, because I don’t remember a time when I couldn’t communicate with them. The ability to communicate with animals is one of the reasons I decided to go into the private investigation business, since most information I needed could be found out from a loose-lipped pet. That skill, along with my special connection to nature and ability to talk to the Wind were the reasons I thought I would excel at my profession, and thought one day I’d be the best PI the Undercity has ever seen.

This was the type of job I would’ve settled for three months ago. With my new resume I should’ve been doing something...bigger. I should be rolling in new jobs, with my bank account overflowing with cash.

So why was I here and not out doing something...better?

Because no one wants to hire me.

No matter how many cases I solve, I’m still an unclassed half-breed to my peers.

Story of my life.

I’m half-human, half-paranormal, which makes me a second class citizen of the paranormal Undercity. And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, my father’s paranormal House hasn’t stepped up to claim me yet, leaving me unclassed, which is unheard of for anyone in their twenties. When Houses find out about unclassed paranormals, they do their best to seek them out, with one eventually making a claim. It’s seen as a weakness for any House to leave a member unclassed. I guess my House—whichever one that may be—doesn’t care too much about labels, because I’m twenty-five and still can’t say where my paranormal half comes from.

“Is he going to leave?” A deep, gruff voice asked from over my shoulder.

I turned to look at the speaker. “Not on his own,” I said to Stan.

Stan was one of eleven Gnomes belonging to a family living in this area. He stood less than two feet tall and looked eerily similar to the fake garden Gnomes people put on their front lawns, minus the funky red hat. Stan preferred a child’s baseball cap instead.

Stan balled his fist, turned red in the face and stomped his foot, kicking up dirt around him. While it was comical to see his little display of a temper tantrum I somehow refrained from smiling or laughing. Although small in stature, Gnomes weren’t to be played with. I’d seen them do things with trees, plants and the grass that I couldn’t fathom doing.

I turned back to the fat brown rabbit. “Listen, if you don’t leave, he’ll kill you.”

The rabbit’s nose twitched. “He likes me.”

“He likes his garden more,” I pointed out.

The rabbit looked past me to Stan. Then, as if to make a point, he opened his mouth slowly and bit into the stalk of a carrot, pulling the vegetable from the ground. The earth rumbled beneath my hands and knees. The stalk the rabbit chewed on ripped from between its teeth and grew more, shooting into the air. With reflexes faster than any human, I reached over and grabbed the stunned rabbit by the scruff of his neck and pulled him to me just as the carrot, now thicker and harder, slammed to the ground, making an indentation in the dirt where the rabbit had been.

I held him close to my chest and popped to my feet. “We agreed to talk,” I said, looking down at Stan.

Stan’s eyes narrowed in on the rabbit. “The time for talk is over.”

I shook my head. “Killing him, like you’ve done to the others, won’t solve the problem. There are more that will take this one’s place. The plan is to come to some kind of agreement, remember? We have to end the cycle.”

The cycle being that the Gnomes would come to find some of their food missing and teeth marks in the other ones. They would call me and I would remind them that the rabbits were the culprits. Stan would take offense that I wouldn’t come out to visit and accuse me of not taking his case as seriously as my others. I would come out and, low and behold, find that the rabbits were the offenders. They would kill whatever rabbit was in the vicinity and, a few short months later, it would start all over again, with the Gnomes calling me back to find out who was stealing from their garden. The Gnomes had a very short memory.

I held the trembling rabbit close to me. “Look, Stan. While I’d love to work for you, because lord knows I could use the money.” I mumbled the last part under my breath, then continued in my normal tone, “You have to come to terms with the fact that your garden will attract animals from far and wide.”

Stan unclenched his hands. “That’s because my gardens are legendary.”

“Truly.”

The frown dropped from his face. He looked from me to the rabbit. “I don’t want him back in my garden.”

“What if you set aside some food so that the rabbits and the other animals could partake of it freely?”

His eyes opened wide and his face turned whiter than it already was. “I don’t want even one in there. I surely don’t want a hoard trampling through my precious garden, ruining my beautiful work!”

I put up a hand, stopping him from continuing. “That’s not what I’m talking about. What I propose is for you to leave some food outside of the garden line for them.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Why would I do that?”

“So they won’t go inside your garden.”

“And what’s to stop them from going inside and stealing my food and ruining my crop?”

“It will be an agreement. You will provide some of your best choices for them and, in return, they won’t bother your garden.”

He pouted, reminding me of an angry toddler. “But I don’t want to give away my food.”

I raised a brow. “You’d rather have your leftovers rot and die?” I looked over at a particular carrot that was already in the process of dying. Stan’s family couldn’t possibly eat all the food that was being produced here, and, since Gnomes weren’t known for their sharing nature, I doubted they were giving the extras to another family.

Stan dug the tip of his foot into the ground with ease. “My family can’t eat it all before it spoils.”

Just as I’d suspected.

“And that’s why you should give some of it away. Let the others enjoy your products. Don’t you want them to talk about your fruits and vegetables all over?” I hoped to appeal to his vanity. “Don’t you want everyone in the Undercity to know what good gardeners you and your family are?”

My words had the effect that I’d intended, because he puffed out his chest. “We’re the best.”

“I know.” I rubbed behind the trembling bunny’s ear. “He knows. And there were others who knew too, but you turned them to stone.”

“Well, that’s only two of you. I want everyone to know,” he exclaimed.

“I agree.”

Stan turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “From now on, we’re to leave some of our best products out along the garden lines.”

Four other Gnomes popped their heads up from the ground. I knew others were nearby and listening, I just hadn’t known how close they were or that they were hiding beneath the dirt of my feet.

“But what’s to stop them from taking their fill and then coming inside our garden to get more?” one of the other Gnomes asked.

Stan turned his questioning gaze on me.

“You will need to let them know that while you are willing to share, under no circumstances are they to enter the garden. If they do,” I lifted a shoulder, “there will be consequences.”

“Death,” Stan said, a little too happy.

“Death,” the others repeated with glee.

An hour.

That’s how long I sat in my car resting my forehead against the steering wheel. I hadn’t moved from the dirt parking lot. I could’ve left a long time ago, but the question was, to where?

I could go back to Melia’s house—well, it was mine too—and sit in my room and watch television until I fell asleep, but although it was after midnight, sleepy I was not. I was...bored.

A grunt sounded from the bushes in front of me. I raised my head and saw eerie green eyes staring back at me.

“Leaving?” Brutus asked.

I let out a long breath. “In a little while. You can finish exploring. Don’t go too far though.” What I didn’t need was him to freak out a nighttime jogger.

“Right here,” he said and continued to explore the small wooded area.

I took a deep breath and leaned back onto my seat, letting my head drop against the headrest.

“What are we doing here?”

I let out a deep breath and closed my eyes. Was it too much to ask for a little privacy while I wallowed in self-pity? “Thinking, Demarcus.”

“Thinking? Thinking about what?”

I opened my eyes and turned to look at him. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have something better to do than pop in on me?”

Demarcus’ crisp white linen suit shone bright under the moonlight. As always, he was perfection. As he was a Demi-God with blond hair, blue eyes, perfect skin and chiseled features, I expected nothing less.

“Nope,” he simply said.

I sighed. Truth was, I didn’t actually mind that he was here unannounced. I rolled my head to look up at the night sky. There were only a few stars set against the blackness. “I don’t understand why they aren’t hiring me. I mean, I thought after I finished those big jobs I’d get more clients—bigger jobs. But in fact my phone isn’t ringing and no jobs are coming through on my app.” I hadn’t intended to whine but that’s what it sounded like when I spoke.

He gently pushed a stray curl away from my face. “I don’t know, Baby,” he said in a whisper. “I thought for sure that you would’ve been so busy by now that you wouldn’t have time for me.” Compassion and empathy were two things that Demarcus often lacked but, surprisingly, when he did display them, he did so with ease.

“Well, I’m not. This is even worse than before actually. At least before I had some cases.” I shook my head and willed the tears that were threatening to spill to stay in place. “Now I have nothing.”

“Isn’t this the park that your long-time customers the Gnomes live in?”

“Yeah.”

“So you have at least one client left. All is not so bad, sweetheart.”

I gave up my internal fight and let the tears roll freely. “You don’t understand. I came to talk to them, to ask them why they haven’t called me. They said they forgot, but I don’t believe them. The rabbits have been back for a while, and the Gnomes were killing them instead of calling me” I hiccupped, a sob caught in my throat. “I’m so desperate for work that I just did this job for free.”
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I laid on my mom’s couch, clicking my way through the channels. This night was just as miserable as the previous one. Brutus lay sprawled on the floor beside me in a deep, snore-filled sleep. Absolutely nothing on T.V. held my attention, so when my mother Ruth shuffled through the room, heading from the kitchen to her bedroom, it was easy to turn my scrutiny toward her.

My thumb rested on the Up Channel button, while on the screen a juicer infomercial with overly excitable hosts ohing and awing about making something green and gross played. “Ma, what’s the matter? You don’t look so good.”

She looked up from watching the ground and slowly swung her gaze to me. She blinked a few times as if wondering who I was. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” She furrowed her brow. “Are you hungry, sweetie? I thought I went grocery shopping earlier, but I guess I didn’t. I could still make you a sandwich or something.”

I eyed her more carefully now. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but she looked...off. She was already short, but when she hunched over like she did now she looked about two inches shorter than normal. Her dark skin appeared ashen, not the vibrant hue that I was used to, and her long black hair, which was her pride and joy, was unkempt.

“I’m not hungry. Don’t worry about me.” I sat up and put the television remote on the coffee table. Brutus yawned, cocked open one eye and turned over, falling fast asleep again. “What do you mean by, you thought you went earlier? You went out and forgot to pick something up or you meant to go?”

“I made a list and went out around noon. I remember...or I think I remember, pulling into the grocery store parking lot. I got out and...” She frowned again, as if trying to recall a memory that wasn’t there. “But I guess it was all just a dream because I woke up in my bed.”

Odd.

“Are you sure you didn’t go to the store?”

“I’m sure. I have the bare cupboards to prove it.” She let out a half-hearted chuckle. “I guess I have to try again tomorrow.” She looked over at me and smiled. It was forced. It’s the smile she gives me when she’s trying to pretend that everything is fine. She used to give it to me often when I’d explain all the crazy goings on in the Undercity. “But don’t worry about me. I guess my migraines are coming back. That could be the cause for the weird dream and the splitting headache.” She flicked a hand in the air. “I’ll call my doctor in the morning and have him refill my prescription.”

Hearing that put me more at ease. For years my mom had suffered from bad migraines. So bad that they would lay her flat on her back for days, unable to eat or drink. She had to spend most of the time in a dark room feeling like her head was about to split open. She never had vivid dreams with them though, but maybe this was a new development.

“How about you call you doctor in the morning and see if he can squeeze you in? I’ll drive you. We’ll even make a day out of it. I’ll do your grocery shopping too.”

She waved me off. “Oh, honey. You don’t have to go through all that fuss over me. I know how busy you are.”

I bit the inside of my mouth. I hadn’t told her yet that my business had completely dried up. I didn’t want to worry her any more than necessary. But, on second thought, she might actually like that I’m not running around getting myself into trouble and pissing off Undercity folks. “It won’t be a problem, Ma. I’ll call you early.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “You? Call me early? Baby, your feet don’t touch the floor before ten o’clock in the morning.”

“Right, but for you I’ll set my alarm clock for eight. The doctor’s office should be open by then.”

“Okay,” she said, giving up arguing with me. “That sounds good.”

My cell phone rang and vibrated. My mom waved a hand that looked too heavy for her arm to lift. “Tell Melia I said hello. I’m really tired. I’m going to bed now.”

“Get some sleep,” I said to her back as she shuffled down the hallway. I picked up my phone and instead of a picture of Melia’s duck face and phone number displayed across the screen, there was a number that I didn’t recognize.

This could be a new job. “Hello, Babylonia Jones here.”

“Hello, Babylonia. It’s Zaid.”

My stomach did that fluttering thing that it always did when I heard the sound of his voice, but this time it did it double time because he’d said my name. I love the way my name sounded on his lips.

“Hey, Zaid,” I tried to sound nonchalant, like he called me all the time, when in fact he’d never called me before. “What’s up?” I could’ve asked him how he’d gotten my number, but it was listed in the paranormal directory under private investigators. I’d secretly hoped that he would’ve found it and called me weeks ago.

“Nothing. It’s a nice night. I was thinking about going out.”

My mind instantly recalled a memory. When the black Witch Tina had hired me to find out if Zaid had the Guicai Talisman I’d followed him around for a week, and every night he’d gone to one popular night club after another. He preferred to spend most of his time in the VIP section, getting molested by women with low self-esteem and even lower morals. His night usually ended—or began—with him picking out a few of those loose women to take back to his house, where they would stay until he sent them home before the sun came up. I was sure the girls also left his house feeling quite anemic.

“Sounds like fun,” I said, trying my best to hide my jealousy. “So why call me?”

“Um, I thought you might like to join me for a stroll down the Riverwalk.”

I frowned, not because I couldn’t picture Zaid strolling down Detroit’s newly developed River Walk, but that he’d invited me. “Are you asking me out?”

“I’m asking if you want to enjoy the nice weather with me.”

“So you’re not asking me on a date?”

“If I were, what would your answer be?”

“No,” I said without hesitation. There were too many reasons why I should avoid being romantically involved with Zaid. The first and foremost was that he was a Vampire, while I was...I was half-human. And secondly, Zaid, as one of the oldest and most powerful Vampires in the Undercity, was way out of my league.

“And that’s why I’m not asking you out on a date. I’m asking you to accompany me as a friend.”

I instantly imagined Zaid, in his expensive suit and leather shoes, and I walking around the streets of downtown Detroit, surrounded by four of his Berserker bodyguards, attracting all types of attention.

“I don’t know if I feel up to the spectacle that we would cause. Plus your muscle doesn’t like me much.”

“My security?”

“Sure, if that’s what you’re calling them.”

“They like you. They haven’t killed you yet.”

The last time I went knocking at his front door, the Berserkers had let me in without a problem. But I’d thought I was being chased by a Giant half-breed who was bent on having me for brunch. The Berserkers mostly saw the fear in my eyes and let me run straight up to Zaid’s bedroom, where I sat in a corner and shook in my boots.

“I guess that’s a plus,” I said sarcastically.

“Well, you wouldn’t have to worry about them anyway. I was thinking that you and I could go...alone.”

“Alone?”

“Is there a parrot on the line? Yes, alone.”

I chewed on my bottom lip.

“That is, unless you don’t think you’d be able to control your attraction for me and forget to breathe while in my presence.”

Aanndd he had to bring that up. “Whatever. I didn’t forget to breathe. I was...” thinking about how much I wanted you to take me to the bathroom and have your way with me.

“You were mesmerized, spellbound, at a loss of words—”

“Oh, please. How about, none of the above.”

“So then how about it? Friends hanging out on a wonderful August night?”

I looked down at Brutus, who was now sleeping on his back with his legs high in the air and his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. He was not a pretty sleeper. “I’m not home and I have Brutus with me. He’s sleepy, so he might not feel up to an extended walk. Maybe a short one.”

“Where are you?”

“My mom’s.”

“Can he stay there for a while?”

I was possibly making the biggest mistake of my life, but... “Sure.”

“Good. Give me the directions. I’ll pick you up.”

When I heard the roar of an engine outside my mom’s house, I knew it was too late to turn back now. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to tame the tight curls that fell past my shoulders. If my mom or aunt had been make-up wearers I would’ve borrowed their mascara so that I wouldn’t look so basic.

This isn’t a date, I said to myself with a shake of my head. I shouldn’t care that I’m wearing jeans and a T-shirt and have pistols at my ribs.

Well, I guess I could lose the pistols.

There was no need to take my guns with me. If anything happened, I had Zaid to protect me.

Protect me. I snorted. I didn’t need protection. I could take care of myself.

But I took off my holster anyway and made sure I didn’t have a bullet in the chamber. Then I put my guns on the top of my mom’s refrigerator where I knew they would be out of the way.

Next I took a deep breath and convinced myself that this was just a friendly walk.

I stepped onto my mom’s porch expecting to find Zaid’s cherry-red Lamborghini parked in her driveway, not him sitting on a sleek black motorcycle. I closed her door and locked it, all the while keeping my eyes on the magnificent bike and the more impressive rider.

Even without Zaid’s Vampire allure, he was a handsome man. He appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties but in reality he was much, much older than that. He’d once told me that he was older than my Christ, and for a two thousand plus old man he looked damn good with his dark brown hair and model good looks. But pair that with his allure and it made for a deadly combination.

Melia Canalas, my best friend, is a Vampire, so I know all about the Vampire allure and their ability to enthrall. Vampires are deadly predators; everything about their make-up is meant to work in their favor. When they walk into a room all eyes are naturally drawn to them because they’re visually appealing; sexy, beautiful, flawless. It’s their allure.

If their allure wasn’t enough, they have the ability to enthrall their victims and push visions into their minds. One look could have you wrapped around their finger, tap dancing to their tune. Zaid had enthralled me a couple of times and the visions he’d sent into my head had me shaking at the knees and ready to strip, but we’ve since come to an understanding; he wouldn’t enthrall me again and I would stop trying to kill him.

This is such a mistake. “Nice bike. Kawasaki Ninja?” I slowly made my way around it, admiring the work and detail of its perfection. As if to match the bike, Zaid was dressed in all black. The jeans he wore hugged his thighs and the T-shirt stretched across his chest and well-defined arms.

All Vampires normally had red eyes but, so not to scare the unsuspecting human population, they wore contacts. Tonight he had on blue contacts; sometimes he wore brown. “You know your bikes.”

I pointed to the words written across the side. “Not really, but I can read.”

Zaid laughed. “Are you ready?

“As I’ll ever be. Where’s my helmet?”

He scooted forward in his seat and patted the area behind his butt. “No helmets. Michigan is a helmet free state.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I want my brains splattered all over the street if you make a wrong move.” I rapped my knuckles on my head. “Human skull.”

Both of his brows raised in unison. “Do you honestly think that I’d make a rookie mistake?”

I shifted on my feet. I didn’t, but it was the thought of not being protected, just in case, that had a nervous tingle settling in the pit of my stomach.

“Come on. You know you’re safe in my hands.” He nodded his head toward me. “Otherwise you would have your guns with you.”

I patted my ribs. “Yeah, I...um, didn’t think I needed them.”

“And you don’t. Babylonia, I’ve been riding motorcycles since the 1880’s.” He patted his seat again. “Don’t be a scaredy-cat.”

I took a deep breath and swung my leg over the seat and adjusted my body against his.

“That’s a good girl. Now put your arms around my waist and hang on for the ride.”
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I held on tight to Zaid’s waist while he zipped in and out of traffic. He went so fast that I could barely open my eyes, the wind forcing me to squint in order to see. Even though I didn’t have protection over my head I never once felt in danger. Zaid commanded the motorcycle with the grace and precision of someone who’d been riding one for over a hundred years.

My body molded to his back as we rode through the streets. It felt comfortable and right to have my arms wrapped around him. I felt the muscles in his stomach moving underneath my hands. I resisted the urge to splay my fingers so that I could caress them. I wanted to run my fingertips across every defined muscle to my heart’s content.

By the time he pulled into the parking structure, a fine sheen of sweat coated my brow. Afraid that he’d be able to pick up on the rush of feelings that had overcome me, I pulled away from him while he drove around, looking for an empty parking space. As soon as he pulled into one, I jumped off the bike before he’d shut the engine off.

“See, I told you I knew how to ride.”

I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. “Yeah, no accidents.”

He got off the bike and stuffed his keys into his pocket. “But you were afraid just the same.”

I shook my head. “No I wasn’t.”

He tilted his head. “Come on now, Baby. I heard the beat of your heart. It was going a mile a minute the entire way here.”

I didn’t dare admit that my heart was beating wild for reasons other than his riding. Just like I wouldn’t dare explain why it had picked up its beat again. He’d called me Baby and it sounded oh, so wonderful. “You can’t call me Baby, remember? It’s either BJ or Babylonia.”

“Right. I guess Baby is reserved for family and ex-lovers.” He had a growl in his voice when he said the last word.

“And some friends.”

“And here I was thinking that we were fast becoming friends.”

“Friends don’t do ninety miles an hour on a motorcycle whilst I’m clutching onto them fearing for my life.”

There was a twinkle of amusement behind his eyes. “Ah, so you were scared.”

“Maybe just a little. I’m not immortal, so I have a lot more to lose than you do.”

“I told you that I’d take care of you, and I will.”

I chewed on my bottom lip. I got the feeling that he could properly take care of me in more ways than one.

“Are you coming or are you going to stand there and watch over my bike?” I looked over to where he was, on his way to the stairs. He looked even better standing. While his business suits were tailored just for him, it looked as if someone had poured his jeans onto his lean legs. I’d never been a fan of skinny jeans but, hot-damn, I was now.

“Um, aren’t you worried that someone will steal your bike?” I said quickly, not wanting him to know that I’d been day dreaming about how fine he looked.

“Don’t worry about it. I have a compulsion spell on it. No one will even give it a second glance.”

I shook my head. I’d have to pull it together if I wanted to survive our “friend walk”.

Zaid and I made our way down the stairs and to the Riverwalk. There were other people out enjoying the night; groups of friends, couples and families. There were also joggers and walkers who were either by themselves or had leashed dogs, all taking advantage of the miles-long path. It was perfect.

“So what does a private investigator do in her free time?” he asked, as we strolled down the path, intermingling with the other visitors.

I looked across the Detroit River to the city line of Windsor, Ontario. The Canadian shoreline was alive with the bright lights of a casino that sat on the water’s edge. “These days it seems that free time is all I have.”

“Really? I thought you would’ve had customers lined up to hire you after completing Rowen’s job.”

I lifted a shoulder. “That’s what I thought too.”

“How did you get people to hire you before, when you first started out? Did you advertise or anything?”

“I did a little, nothing major. Everything has really been word of mouth. I was sure by now word on the street that I’d finished you and Rowen’s jobs would’ve garnered me some business. But I guess to the others I’m still considered an outsider. They don’t think I belong.”

He bumped his shoulder into mine, making me stumble a step to the side. “I’ve never taken you for one who felt sorry for herself.”

I straightened my back. “I’m not feeling sorry for myself.”

“‘They don’t think I belong’,” he said in a high pitched, whiny voice. “Pft. You do know that you’re trying to gain the respect of a bunch of misfits.”

“Yeah, but their respect is important to me. They may be a bunch of misfits, but I want to stay a part of the Undercity. If they don’t think I belong then they’ll edge me out.” I looked up at him. “If I can’t fit in with them then I can’t fit in anywhere.”

He put an arm around me and I didn’t shy away from it. “So this is what you are going to do. It’s the sure fire way to get respect in the Undercity.”

“What?” I was all ears.

“You’re going to forget all about trying to fit in and definitely stop trying to gain their respect. You’re going to be you and do you.”

“So stop trying, basically.”

“Exactly.”

We continued to walk in silence, enjoying the night and the festive mood in the air. When we got to an area where a large fountain was on display, he pulled me over to a bench where we could sit and enjoy the view of the river.

“So what have you been up to, since you’re not working?” he asked.

Usually, my answer would’ve been that I was always working, but now, free time is all I seem to have. “I visit with my mom, watch television...” I shrugged a shoulder. “Nothing really.” I hadn’t realized that I was so boring until after the jobs stopped coming in. I’d spent the last three years hitting the streets, drumming up business and making a name for myself in the Undercity and now, just like that, I was at a standstill. “What do you do in your free time?” I asked him to get the focus off me and my pitiful life.
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