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I wanna check you out




Check you out, hey yo yo




I’m packin’ cash like Konishi Kogo




Got my girls in a huddle on the club couch




When I go out I don’t need to say much




All the boys they ask, “Where’s Heaven at?”




If I knew I’d have to kill you with my gat




Nobody knows where baby has gone




Sing hey, hey…




—“Heaven’s Gone,”




the newest single from




Tokyo hip-hop band Funkitout















The real nature of ignorance is the




Buddha-nature itself;




The empty illusory body




Is the very body of the Dharma.




—Yungchia Hsuanchueh (665–713)
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Authorities remain silent about the ongoing investigation of the death of Ohiko Kogo, son of business scion Konishi Kogo (of Kogo Industries fame). Details have been slow to surface in the mysterious death, which took place at the Los Angeles wedding of Kogo’s adopted daughter, Heaven, to Takeda “Teddy” Yukemura, son of the prominent Yukemura family. Sources have leaked numerous contradictory details to the press, but the following facts have been verified: an intruder (some say a ninja) invaded the wedding, killing Ohiko Kogo after a violent sword fight witnessed by dozens of guests. Heaven Kogo fled the scene, and it is unclear whether she remains in the United States or has returned to Japan. Several weeks ago Konishi Kogo was flown back to Tokyo in a coma after another reputed ninja attack. Authorities once again refused to comment on rumors that Heaven Kogo may have been involved in the second attack. Konishi Kogo remains in a coma at an undisclosed location. His wife, Mieko, has refused repeated requests for an interview. Heaven Kogo, of course, first caught the nation’s attention in 1984 at the age of six months as the sole survivor of Japan Airlines flight 999, which crashed en route from Tokyo to Los Angeles. When no family members surfaced to claim the child, Konishi and Mieko Kogo stepped forward to adopt her….
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“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I asked.




“Trust me.” Cheryl laughed and tugged at her microscopic denim skirt, which managed to cover even less of her after she pulled it down. I wrapped my sweatshirt around me and scanned the area. We’d hopped off the bus near Second and Alameda—nota part of town I’d ever been in. Of course, I’d only been in L.A. for a couple of months, but something told me only Cheryl, my insane roommate, would think she could find a good time in this neighborhood. Still, a ripple of excitement passed through me. It felt good to be out of the house.




“What are those tents?” I asked, pointing to an empty lot crammed full of oddly constructed shacks. Dark figures lurked over a burning trash can, warming themselves against the chilly California night.




“Those are homeless people, Heaven. Don’t you have those in Japan?”




“Of—of course,” I stuttered, trying to mask my surprise. “Just not—exactly like that.” I’d actually never seen a homeless person until I got to the States. I’d grown up in teeming, frenetic Tokyo, but my father’s compound was like an oasis in that city. Servants, chauffeured cars, unlimited credit cards, cooks, a gym, a pool—you name it, we had it.




It’s a simple story, really, if a little unusual. Baby falls out of a burning plane. Baby named “Heaven” by witty journalist, becomes national celebrity, Japan’s “good-luck girl.” Baby adopted by Konishi Kogo, head of Kogo Industries and the source of all that wealth I mentioned. Luck holds. Baby grows into Girl. Girl loves father. Girl grows up. Father tells Girl she has to marry Teddy Yukemura, slimy son of business rival. Girl obeys, travels to Los Angeles for hugely elaborate wedding. Wedding crashed by evil ninja. Ninja kills Girl’s brother and only ally, Ohiko. Girl flees scene. Luck runs out.




“I think it’s this way.” Cheryl turned onto a smaller street that was totally devoid of people. I instinctively went into alert mode, casting my senses out like feelers—sort of the same way Spider-Man unfurls his spider goo. (I had developed a huge crush on Tobey Maguire after Cheryl downloaded that movie. Dreamy. Did I mention I’m a total movie-phile?) I didn’t sense anything out of the ordinary, but I was still tempted to use some of the stealth techniques I’d learned just to make sure we got to wherever we were going. I resisted, thinking Cheryl might find it odd if her roomie suddenly began slipping in and out of existence like a ghost. It was just a trick of the eye and mind, really, but it could still be freaky.




Oh—there’s one other thing I didn’t mention. After Girl went on the lam? Girl became Samurai Girl. Well, Samurai Girl in training. But still.




“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I grabbed Cheryl’s jacket and stopped her in her tracks. “There’s nothing that even remotely resembles a nightclub here.”




“Hehh-vuuuuhn…,” Cheryl moaned, rolling her eyes. “Trust me. We agreed that you need this. Remember? All you’ve been doing for the last week is lying around the house, polluting your mind with bad television and your body with Krispy Kremes.”




“I havenot eaten that many Krispy Kremes,” I insisted, laughing. Maybe it was true that I had an unholy affection for the little fried lard puffs. Blame it on the strictly healthy Eastern diet I was raised on. But I wasn’t a total addict…yet.




“Krispy Kremes aren’t even the point. Ever since you and Hiro had thatthing, which youstill haven’t explained to me, and you got fired from Life Bytes—”




“I did not getfired. I quit.”




“Whatever. The point is you’ve been moping around like a sick puppy. You have to get back out there and live a little. Besides, you owe me for this month’s rent. Thatalone should be enough to inspire you to hit the job market. And a night at Vibe is going to put you back in action. Trust me.” Cheryl’s stiletto boots tapped the pavement as she teetered over to the corner and squinted up at the street sign. “Ooh! Peabody. This is it. Let’s go.”




“Iam inspired!” I argued as Cheryl skipped off, her cropped blond head (complete with bright pink streaks) bobbing. “But why not just go somewhere on the Strip?” Cheryl ignored me, and I tried to rekindle the feeling of excitement at our big night out. I hated feeling like I wasn’t able to take care of myself, having to borrow money (especially from someone like Cheryl, who didn’t have a lot of it) when I’d never had to worry about money before. Never even had to consider it. But I was on my own now, and I’d had to quit the first job I’d ever got (at an Internet café) when my almost-husband’s family, the Yukemuras, decided they wanted to kidnap me. I was pretty sure by now that the Yukemuras were out to destroy the Kogos and were responsible for my brother’s murder. But there were still so many pieces to the puzzle. My brother, who was also my best friend, was dead. My father had been flown back to Japan in a coma, the victim of another ninja attack. And Hiro, my trainer, the man who saved me, was in love with another woman, Karen. Andshe had ended up being kidnapped when she was mistaken for me. I was alone.




How veryDays of Our Lives, right?




“Wait up!” I called as I caught up with Cheryl, who was speeding toward the faint sound of a thumping bass.




“Okay, Heaven, just be cool,” Cheryl whispered theatrically as we turned the corner and saw a bunch of people hanging around outside a nondescript storefront. “Take off that sweatshirt.”




“It’s freezing,” I whined, pulling the sleeves down over my hands. “Besides, I’m not sure about this outfit you made me wear.” Cheryl always managed to convince me to wear something I never would normally. Tonight it was a pair of low-slung jeans with a leather belt that sat on my hips and a flowing black top that slid off one shoulder. I’d refused to wear heels, instead choosing a pair of motorcycle boots from Cheryl’s vast shoe collection.




I knew I had to be able to run. But more on that later.




“Give it here,” Cheryl chirped, ignoring me. She opened her cavernous shoulder bag and held out her hand. I stripped off my sweatshirt and stood there awkwardly, feeling half naked and stupid. Cheryl looked at me critically.




“God, you are one lucky woman. Whatever kind of training you and Hiro do, it’s working. Can you say ‘Charlie’s Angel’?”




“Shut up, dork,” I said, blushing. I still wasn’t used to getting compliments.




“Okay. Here’s the deal,” Cheryl said, suddenly all business. “Vibe is underground. That means they don’t really have a license to be here, and they only advertise by word of mouth. So we have to be very chill—plus we don’t look like hip-hop regulars, so just play it cool. Do you have that ID I gave you?”




I fished in the back pocket of my jeans and pulled out the fake ID Cheryl had made for me. Just having it made me feel instantly cooler, like a “normal” teenager. I suppressed a giggle as I looked at it. There was nothing Cheryl couldn’t do. A few weeks before, she’d dragged me into the bathroom and done my makeup, then taken me to a photo booth in a nearby mall for pictures. And now there I was, grinning out from the plastic card, complete with an assumed name—Heaven Johnson. I wasn’t sure of my ethnic background, since I was adopted, but it was pretty certain that I was half Caucasian. And with the ID, I’d aged from nineteen to twenty-three overnight—presto! Every inch the California girl.




“All right, let’s go,” Cheryl said, giving me a last once-over. You would have thought we were about to go into battle. That was one of the things I loved about Cheryl—she took having a good timeseriously.




The bouncer was sitting on a stool, talking to a few guys in baggy jeans and do-rags. He looked us up and down, then waved us in without another glance. “Have a good time, ladies,” he said. I heard one of the guys whistle before the heavy iron door closed behind us. I glanced back, and another guy grinned at me, displaying a row of gold teeth. I looked away quickly and shivered. I hoped Cheryl knew what she was getting us into.




My heart pounded as we descended into the club and the music enveloped us. Whatever was going on at Vibe, I had a feeling I was going to like it.




“This is even better then I thought!” Cheryl yelled, leaning toward me. “You can actually hear yourself think in here. And none of that mind-numbing techno.”




I nodded, only half listening, entranced by the sea of bodies on the dance floor. I’d only been to one other club in L.A. (also with Cheryl), and the difference was like night and day. The people at Vibe looked like they were there because theywanted to be—not because it was the hippest place to be seen. But they also looked like theybelonged there somehow, and I wasn’t sure we did. A glass bar lit from beneath let out a soothing glow, and red velvet booths lined the walls, each with its own tiny lamp—it had a very retro feel, kind of like what I’d seen in old Hollywood musicals—and the fact that it was underground made if feel almost like a speakeasy. Very Harlem Renaissance. Very mafia. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but something about the place made me feel like anything could happen—and that theanything wouldn’t necessarily be good.




“What do you want?” Cheryl asked, squeezing onto a stool at the crowded, glowing bar.




“You pick,” I said. I’d been out with Cheryl before, and it was easier to let her deal with the drinks. The one time I’d ordered for myself, I’d ended up with a frothy pink concoction that tasted like cough medicine.




“Stoli Vanilla and Coke?”




“You’re the boss.”




The drink was delicious. It didn’t taste alcoholic at all. I eased back onto my bar stool, bopping a little to the groove, feeling free. The people who stood trying to get the bartenders’ attention seemed to embody every hip-hop variation imaginable. Some of the guys looked thuggish, like the ones outside, in their baggy clothes and knit caps, with gold chains in full effect. Others seemed more Rastafarian, wearing dreads and Marley T-shirts. Some of the girls were dressed in standard “club” clothes, like Cheryl and me, and others had blond hair like Eve and impossibly tight jeans. Black, white, Asian, Hispanic—and everything in between—the whole spectrum of color was represented. I felt totally out of my element—and it was a great feeling.




“So what do you think of the club?” Cheryl asked, dancing around a bit. “Do they have anything like this back in Japan?”




“Well, nowhereI’ve ever been to—which isn’t saying much.” Cheryl nodded understandingly—something else I loved about her. Even though it seemed impossible to her that I’d lived to be nineteen without setting foot in a dance club, she could still be sympathetic. Don’t get me wrong—I knew about different “scenes” from a steady (and secret) diet of pop culture magazines and web browsing. I’d just never experienced them.




“But the hip-hop scene is actually pretty huge in Tokyo,” I said, taking another delicious sip of my drink. “There’s a whole group of kids who spend all day in the tanning salon and then go out to hip-hop clubs with names like Night Avenue and Kingston Club. I always kind of wondered about those places.”




“Wait—you mean they go to tanning salons to get darker?”




“Yeah. They want to look like rap stars—or hip-hop stars. And since the most famous ones are black…”




“That’s really wild. Small world, huh? Culturally, I mean.”




“I guess. It’s weird, though—the hip-hop thing in Japan is a little more cartoony than this, you know? Like, all the girls get those long acrylic nails, and the boys wear really elaborate coordinated outfits—everyone’s just trying to be like what they see in the music videos. It’s all about the image. My ex-fiancé was totally like that.” I looked around, wondering if Teddy had ever been to this club. It seemed like his type of scene. Teddy had disappeared a few weeks ago, and I had no idea where he was now.




“Vibe seems to be more about the music,” I said, pushing thoughts of what might have happened to him away. Worrying about it wasn’t going to do any good. “About doing your own thing,” I added thoughtfully. I stared out into the throbbing crowd of dancers.




“Hello? Earth to Heaven?”




I shook my head and tried to smile at Cheryl. Sometimes all I wanted was for my brain to shut down. Thinking about all that had happened, and what it meant, never seemed to get me anywhere. “Let’s go dance,” I said, jumping off my stool.




“Why, Heaven, I thought you’d never ask!”




The dance floor was full, but there was just enough room to move. I felt awkward at first, but when a familiar 50 Cent song came on, I finally let go and got into the groove. It was a remix I hadn’t heard, and it made dancing easy—you didn’t even have to think about it, your body justwanted to move in the right direction. I closed my eyes and let myself go.




“Cut it out, loser!”




My eyes flickered open and I saw Cheryl elbow a thick-looking guy who’d cozied up behind her. He threw his hands up in the air and smiled with a “What?” look on his face.




“Just helping you out, sister,” he said.




I stopped dancing, unsure of what to do. I hoped Cheryl wouldn’t tick him off with some smart comment.




“Yeah, well, my butt doesn’t need your help! Thanks.” Cheryl turned her back on the guy, who wiped a hand across his brow in mock nervousness. His friends started laughing.




“They’re so desperate!” Cheryl yelled in my ear over the music. “You’ve got to keep ’em in line.”




I laughed. Cheryl was tough. I could learn a lot from her. She joined me in the middle of the dance floor.




“You ladies care to join me?” a short guy with a bald head and a button-up shirt that looked about two sizes too small for him called out from his table, where he sat alone. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been dancing, but I didn’t really want to stop.




“Not now, baby,” Cheryl said, ever the smooth one, as she pulled me toward the bar.




“Why not jointhis? ” The man who stepped in front of us gestured to his chest, which was impressively built. “I’m just over there with my peeps.” He pointed to one of the red velvet booths that lined the walls of the club. A couple of girls with their boobs hiked up to their ears and several more guys were crammed in there, and they looked unenthused at the prospect of us joining them.




“Looks like you have enough company,” Cheryl said, and tried to step around him. Her pursuer blocked the way, his dark eyes shining in the low light.




“Not enough for me.” He reached out and grabbed Cheryl’s arm.




“Don’t touch me!” Cheryl said, the playful tone leaving her voice.




“Hey,” I said, stepping forward, “we’re not interested.” The man looked at me for the first time. “I don’t think I was talking to you,” he sneered. I opened my mouth to let loose a snappy comeback, but nothing came out. This was Cheryl’s territory, not mine. And although I could have taken him out with one kick, the situation certainly didn’t call for that. I clapped my mouth shut. As a fighter, I was of some use—as a diplomat? Forget it.




“Look,” Cheryl said, flashing me a look that said,I’ll handle this, “it’s a sweet offer, but maybe later, okay?” Her voice had softened, and she slid out of the guy’s grasp slowly. “I’m really flattered.”




“I may hold you to that,” he said with a smile. I breathed with relief. Cheryl had diffused the situation like a pro.




“Great. Later.” Cheryl waggled her fingers at him, and he moved toward the bar. I stepped forward.




“Good work,” I whispered.




Cheryl tugged at her skirt. “No big deal. You’re going to have to get used to stuff like that—Miss Feisty.”




“Hey, hey!” I turned around. The short guy with the tight shirt was trying to get our attention again.




“Jeez.” I rolled my eyes at Cheryl. “What iswith these guys?”




“I kind of feel sorry for him—he looks so lost.” Cheryl smiled at Shorty and I pulled on the back of her shirt.




“What are you doing?” I said under my breath. “He’s the only guy here who looks as nervous as I feel.” He gestured wildly with one hand, biting his nails with the other.




“Come on…,” Cheryl coaxed, “he looks so lonely. Rule one: If you’re going to accept a free drink, accept it from someone harmless.”




I sighed. “Okay.” I sure knew what feeling out of place was like. And Cheryl was right—this guy was nerd city.




“Come on,” he wheedled, “I’ll buy you a drink.”




“Don’t mind if we do,” she said. “I’m Cheryl. And this is Heaven.”




“I’m Dubious,” he said, and held out his hand.




I looked over at Cheryl. Was this guy for real?




“It’s a nickname,” Dubious explained. “My real name’s Gerald.” He couldn’t stop tapping the table with his fingers. I wondered what he was so worked up about, but I was too shy to ask.




Cheryl wasn’t. “What’s wrong with you?”




“Just nerves,” Dubious replied. “I don’t quite know what to say to a couple of pretty girls like you.”




“Aw, that’s sweet,” Cheryl said. “Why not try, ‘Hey, let me buy you a couple of drinks’?” I kicked Cheryl’s leg under the table.




Dubious frowned. “Oh God, I’m sorry. Drinks. Yes. I’ll be right back.” He scurried off.




“Cheryl! That was so mean! The poor guy!”




“What? He said he wanted to buy us drinks, so…let him!” Cheryl whipped out her compact and reapplied her lipstick.




“I know he did, but he seems so…young. He’s about as good at talking to women as I am at talking to men.”




“So maybe you guys can practice on each other.” Cheryl laughed, raising an eyebrow.




“Thanks alot, jerk.” Cheryl laughed again.




“Drinks?” Dubious placed two red drinks on the table. Cheryl began downing hers immediately. I could tell she was already bored with Dubious and wanted to head for greener pastures. I sipped my drink just to be polite. “What is this?” I whispered to Cheryl.




“Vodka cranberry,” Cheryl said, then turned to Dubious and raised her glass. “Good choice.”




“So what do you do?” I asked Dubious, whose tics seemed to have intensified. He reminded me of Farnsworth, this guy I used to work with at Life Bytes. Maybe I just had a soft spot for nerdy types. They were usually a lot nicer than the hot guys—in my limited experience, anyway. I wondered what Dubious’s story was.




“I’m a performer,” he said.




“Were you onAmerican Idol ?” Cheryl asked. I kicked her again. Why was she giving him such a hard time?




Dubious’s face lit up. “No, but I tried out for that show!”




“Youdid? ” I asked, amazed to have run into someone who would actually subject themselves to that kind of humiliation. Maybe Dubious was just a glutton for punishment. After all, millions of Japanese were. On our reality shows, a lot worse things happened. Like, they’d film this guy walking up to people and screaming in their faces, scaring the crap out of them. Literally. And that was the least of it.




“Yep. Paula liked me, but Simon said I was a ridiculous excuse for a human being, let alone a pop star.”




“Ouch,” I said.




“What did you sing?” Cheryl asked.




“ ‘Lady Marmalade,’ ” Dubious said, then launched into a falsetto rendition,“Mocha-choca-latta-ya-ya.” I chewed my lip in a desperate attempt not to laugh, and I saw that Cheryl was digging her nails into her arm for the same reason.




“Wow,” Cheryl said, trying to keep a straight face, “I can’t believe you didn’t make it.”




“I know.” Dubious sighed. “But someday I will.” He gulped at his drink, slumping in his chair a little bit.




“You will,” I said, and patted his shoulder.




“You really think so?” he asked, his face brightening.




“Definitely,” Cheryl chimed in. “Okay, Dubious, we gotta go.”




“So soon?”




“Sorry, things to do.” Cheryl stood up.




“Bye!” I yelled over my shoulder as Cheryl dragged me away from the table. When I looked back a moment later, Dubious had already found another unsuspecting victim, so I didn’t feel that bad.




“What’s up withthat guy?” Cheryl asked, and we both burst out laughing.




“Do you think he comes here a lot?” I asked.




“Probably. Every club has its weirdoes, even the cool ones. There are some very lonely people in L.A.”




Don’t I know it,I thought as Cheryl and I wove through the smoky club toward the bathrooms. Two girls cut in front of me after Cheryl went in, but I was too much of a wuss to say anything. Loneliness washed over me. I thought about Hiro and how he’d hate it if he knew I was at a place like this. Sometimes it seemed like Cheryl was the only person I could be real with—and that was pretty pathetic, considering there were a million things about myself I couldn’t tell her. What kind of friendship was that?




Cheryl picked up another drink for herself on our way back to the dance floor. The bartender who served her had a shaved head and huge hoop earrings and looked like she would be at home on a Milan runway. She was cool, calm, and collected. The opposite of how I felt, which was about twelve years old. Cheryl downed her drink as quickly as the one Dubious had given her.




“Are you sure you should be drinking all that?” I couldn’t help asking.




“Don’t be so…,” Cheryl said, tracing a little air square with her fingers. “Come on, let’s dance.”




So we did. I had no idea how long we were out there; I only knew that it felt incredible to let loose and dance. My mind went totally blank as I let my body follow the beat all on its own. The only time over the last few months I’d even come close to such mental peace was when I tried out some of Hiro’s meditation techniques. Dancing at Vibe blew meditation away.




When I opened my eyes, Cheryl was gone. I had no idea how long I’d been dancing, but it felt like a huge weight had been lifted from my shoulders. This was the America I’d wanted to be a part of so long ago, and I felt miles away from all my troubles. Somehow I didn’t feel as lonely anymore. I scanned the dance floor and caught sight of a pink-streaked head. A slow song had come on, and Cheryl was dancing with someone. Actually, dancing wasn’t the right word—they were so close, it was hard to tell where Cheryl ended and the guy began. He turned, and I saw that he was gorgeous. Tall and trim, with skin the color of a mocha latte.




When the song ended, Cheryl whispered something in her new friend’s ear, then walked over to me.




“Marcus and I are going to go talk,” Cheryl said, and winked.




“That’s Marcus, I presume?” I giggled.




“Isn’t he adorable? I love a man with style.”




“That suit he’s wearing looks like Versace,” I said. I used to follow high fashion back in Japan. Actually, I used towear high fashion back in Japan. My father wasn’t always the most lovable man in the world, but he wasn’t stingy. Of course, I was rarely allowed to get the kind of cutting-edge outfits I wanted, but I made do. At least my father didn’t usually object to Juicy Couture hoodies and Seven jeans.




“Here.” Cheryl squeezed a twenty-dollar bill into my hand. “Get a drink. I’ll be back in a little while.”




“Be careful,” I said, smiling. “And thanks!” I yelled as she walked away.




“Okay. But nottoo careful,” Cheryl said, looking over her shoulder with a grin.




I figured I’d burned off my other two drinks with all that dancing, so I ordered a vodka and cranberry juice, which tasted delicious. I was so thirsty that I ordered another one, drank it down, then surveyed the scene. It was three in the morning, according to the bar clock, but I wasn’t tired at all. I felt more relaxed then I’d been since—well, since ever. I slid off my stool and got back on the dance floor, totally giving myself up to the music and the soft red light that made all the dancers look like ghosts. It felt so good to use my body this way, so different from the rigidity and force required by my martial arts training. I let the music flow through me, imagining I could feel it tingling all the way down to my toes. I feltreal at Vibe. Not exactly safe, but more like the old Heaven, the one who would dance around in her room by herself just for fun, the one who dreamed of coming to college in the States, the one who dreamed of new adventures. I wanted that Heaven back, and on the dance floor it actually seemed possible to find her. I never wanted the music to end.




Suddenly I felt a pair of arms slide around my waist.




“Hey!” I yelled, trying to see behind me. Some guy had latched himself around me like a python.




“You’re too hot,” he whispered in my ear, still bumping and grinding against me.




I gulped and scanned the dance floor. I was on my own. So the question was: What would Cheryl do in this situation?




I eased out of his grip and turned to face my pursuer. He was one of the Rastafarians, with dreads and a knit cap. He put a hand on my hip and tried to draw me closer.




“H-Hey, now,” I stammered, trying to keep it light, “you can look but don’t touch.”




He let go of my waist and held both hands in the air, smiling. It was working!




“But you look so fine,” he said, leaning toward me. I was flattered in spite of myself. Why not dance with him? I had nothing better to do, and if Cheryl could take care of herself—maybe I could, too.




Eventually my new partner excused himself to get a drink, and I stayed on the dance floor, fending off more partners. After a while I got downright slick about it. A guy would come up and start rubbing himself all over me, and I’d just smile, hold out an arm, and push him gently away—still dancing with him but at a safe distance. They’d stay for a song or so and then move on to greener pastures. It was kind of fun learning how to flirt this way.




“Hey, Dancing Queen!” Cheryl tapped my shoulder. I looked around and noticed the club had cleared out considerably.




“What time is it?” I asked, feeling a little out of it. How long had she been gone?




“Just after four. Closing time.”




“I can’t believe it. I feel great.” I stretched out my arms and blinked. I was sweaty and tired, but in the best possible way.




“Me too. Listen—before we go, there’s someone I want you to meet.”




I trailed Cheryl back to the bar, where Marcus was talking to a bartender. His suit was cut to perfection, accentuating his broad shoulders and trim waist. Very Vin Diesel. I grabbed a napkin and wiped my sweaty forehead. Not the sexiest maneuver, but I was feeling too good to care.




“Heaven, meet Marcus. And this is his friend A. J.,” Cheryl said, gesturing to the bartender.




“Hi.” Marcus smiled. I reached out to shake his hand and noticed he was wearing a large gold ring studded with rubies.




“Great to meet you, Heaven,” he said, looking down at me. He had to be six-two at least, and Cheryl looked almost like a little kid next to him. “We hear you’re looking for a job.”




“Ummm…yeah,” I said, a little embarrassed. I wondered why Cheryl had felt the need to tell them I was unemployed.




“We’re really hurting for some help,” A.J. said, leaning over the bar. “Do you think you’d want to work here?”




“At Vibe?” I said stupidly.




“Yep. We need someone to pass out shots on the dance floor. No experience necessary. All you have to do is give out the shots and collect five bucks apiece. I’ll even teach you how to make them.”




“Uh—”




“Doesn’t that sound awesome?” Cheryl interrupted before I could get a word out. Marcus draped his Versace-clad arm around her and smiled his strange smile at me again. “And A. J. said then you’ll get in for free whenever you want. Obviously.” Cheryl seemed as excited as ifshe was the one who was going to work here.




“Itdoes sound great…,” I mumbled, “but…”




“Listen,” A. J. said, running his hand through his hair in a gesture that reminded me of Hiro, “Cheryl told us you have a little documentation problem, but it doesn’t matter. We pay strictly under the table. You’ll get four bucks an hour plus all your tips. And I think you can look forward toa lot of tips.” A. J. gave me an approving look. “On a busy night you’ll make three hundred bucks—easy.”




“Excellent,” I said, trying to keep from smiling like an idiot. I hadn’t been sure about how to bring up the whole “illegal alien” thing, but Cheryl seemed to have worked all that out, too. “When do I start?”




“How about tomorrow at ten?”




“Perfect.” I wanted to dance. I’d gotten lucky again! Someone had given me a job even though I had no experience and no papers. And I’d get to come to Vibe almost every day! I couldn’t imagine a job more fun thanthat.




“Okay. See you tomorrow, then.” A. J. moved away to finish closing down the bar, and Marcus gave Cheryl a slow kiss. I looked away, concentrating on the bottles lined up neatly behind the bar. I couldn’t help thinking that I’d never been kissed like that. An image of Hiro flashed across my brain.Don’t be greedy, Heaven, I told myself,you’ve got a job, and that’s enough for now.




“It was nice to meet you, Heaven,” Marcus said. His voice was as slow and smooth as his smile. Cheryl grabbed my arm, and with one last longing look at Marcus and his hot bod, we were off.
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