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      The room smelled of sweat, cigarette smoke, and a tad bit of spilled beer drying on hot concrete. The stench of inebriated desperation was palpable. Theirs hadn’t been the only poker game when Nick O’Leary first came into the gambling den, but now everyone had gathered around their table to watch. Everyone looked so strange to him all of a sudden, as if his frayed nerves had somehow made everything sharper and more focused. The lad in the pale blue suit, too handsome. The lady who smelled of lilacs, what was up with those ears? The whole lot of them seemed caricatures of their former selves, and in the center, staring at him with the greenest eyes he’d ever seen was Alistair.

      “I don’t enjoy waiting, my friend.” He smirked as he theatrically drummed his fingers on the table.

      Alistair wasn’t Nick’s friend at all. He had just met the guy that day at a Las Vegas casino. He had cajoled him into a private poker game, and Nick had been too much of a gambler to resist. There was something about him that was hard to say no to. He was expertly groomed, immaculately dressed, and extremely good-looking, and yet for all these attributes, he somehow looked out of place. He was like a Picasso in a sea of wallpaper. Nick found himself wanting to be in the man’s presence.

      Next thing he knew, Nick was in a gambling den ten blocks off the strip, in what would appear to be an oddly high stakes game of poker, face to face with the mysterious Alistair.

      “See, I’m not sure I understand,” Nick stammered.

      “It’s quite simple really. We’ve, shall we say, upped the ante? Money is so passé nowadays, don’t you think? My preferred currency is luck.”

      The last word drew a collective gasp from the now captivated crowd.

      “Look, I really don’t know where you’re going with this…”

      “Pretend that I may give you luck and pretend that I too may take it away. Upon this premise, my friend, we shall place our final bets. If you win, I am prepared to offer a lifetime of providence. If I win, you will surrender said providence to me, commencing immediately until the day of your death.”

      Nick didn’t know what to think. The man was talking in riddles. The room started to spin. What did he have to lose?

      “Okay. I’m in.” Nick’s hands got clammy the instant he said the words. What was he so nervous about? It was obviously some kind of pissing contest. None of it was real, and there was no money at stake.

      “Then it’s done,” Alistair said. “The ladies and gentlemen here gathered stand witness to this wager. Shall we continue?”

      The room had gone deathly quiet. Nick could hear the buzz from the florescent light above, pestering and niggling. He wanted to swat something away but wasn’t sure what. He looked around at the eager faces around him and felt intense claustrophobia.

      The dealer discarded the burn card and revealed the fifth and final card: A queen of diamonds. Nick looked up to see Alistair smiling at him, not quite the cat that swallowed the canary, but more perverse, sinister. His skin prickled as the room turned cold. Nick felt empty, tired.

      Alistair turned his cards over. A royal flush.

      Nick’s chair made a loud, grating screech as he abruptly pushed away from the table and got up. He caught the woman who smelled of lilacs staring at him, slowly shaking her head from side to side. Nick couldn’t get away from there quick enough. He just wanted to put the whole day behind him, go home to his lovely, pregnant wife Meara and pretend everything was as it should be.

      “Not so fast, my friend,” Alistair said. “Before you make your leave, I want to make certain that you understand the significance of what transpired here today.”

      “Sure. I lost my luck. Evidently, I didn’t really have much to begin with, so it’s really quite ironic.”

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” Alistair asked, an ominous look on his face. “Then let me show you.”

      The moment Alistair spoke, he was in Nick’s consciousness. Nick was pummeled with images of what his life was to be, like a morbid preview of coming attractions. Meara leaving him, his new-born child hungry, cold, and close to dying, his own reflection in the mirror, gaunt, tired, and beaten. Alistair’s being was in every crevice of his mind, raking through his loves, his passions, and above all, his fears.

      “How are you doing that? Get out of my head!” Nick shouted.

      “Poor, sad human. You are no match for me. The sooner you accept that fact, the better. I’m only showing you your future. Be glad for the warning.”

      Alistair’s deluge continued.

      “Stop! I beg you.” The force of the onslaught brought Nick to his knees. No, not my child, please not my daughter. Nick crumbled to the floor, his face a mask of pain. He hardly noticed the crowd disperse. He had no idea how long he crouched over in despair, his soul empty and desperate, knowing with every fiber of his being that his life now ceased to be his own, that it now belonged to this creature who called himself Alistair.

      “Don’t think me a horrible man, my friend. A deal is a deal,” said Alistair. “You entered it willingly, and I have no further recourse than to see it through.”

      “You are not my friend,” Nick snapped with what little he had left.

      “Now, now Nick. There’s no need for animosity. I’m quite a reasonable man. You’ve made your wager with me, you lost, and that is done. I do however feel for your wife and your unborn child. I fear they may not deserve this that you’ve brought upon them.”

      Nick was barely listening.

      “There may be a way to spare your loved ones from your misfortune. Your lovely wife, Meara...”

      Nick’s head shot up, “How do you know my wife’s name?” he screamed. “Who are you? What are you?”

      “Don’t interrupt. As I was saying, let us salvage your beautiful wife and your precious daughter. Your wife, Meara, will leave you after your daughter is born. Let her. She will have a better life. As for your daughter, I’m able to give the little angel a fighting chance in life. Strike that, more than a fighting chance. I’m prepared to offer her a precious gift.”

      “Go on,” said Nick.

      “I will bestow luck upon your daughter, bountiful but limited. She will enjoy a charmed life, with riches and comfort and abundance, but only until her eighteenth year. After then, she’ll be immune to the power of the providence that only my kind can provide. After then, she’ll be on her own.”

      “No. I don’t want anything to do with your kind. Leave us alone. If you go anywhere near my daughter, I swear to God...”

      “My friend, be reasonable. Think of the life she’ll have without this gift. You’ve seen it.”

      Bile rose up his throat as he recalled the visions, his life’s preview.

      “I’m not a monster, Nick. I offer this because I can, but even my power has its limits. Eighteen years. Take it, my friend. In exchange, all I ask is a simple boon, an honor if you will.”

      “What do you want now, my soul?” Tears welled up in Nick’s eyes, for as much as he despised this man before him, he knew without a doubt, after he invaded his very soul, that Alistair could deliver.

      “All I ask is a simple request, one that is considered to be a great honor in my parts of the world. I would like the privilege of naming your daughter.”

      “That’s it?” Nick asked.

      Alistair nodded.

      “If I grant you this request, you promise that my daughter will have eighteen years of good fortune?” Nick would take anything he could get to give the little angel a fighting chance in life. He could hear Alistair’s haunting words in his head.

      “Yes, Nick. You have my word.”

      “What about my wife, Meara?”

      Alistair shook his head.

      “The name?” Nick asked in resignation.

      “Clover,” Alistair said with a smile.

      Nick nodded and lowered his face into his hands.

      Alistair turned away, took a cell phone out, pressed 1 and waited. “Finn? Alistair. I have a job for you. A big one.”
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      “The usual?”

      “You know it,” Clover beamed as Tony started her favorite breakfast sandwich. Bacon, egg, and cheese on a toasted everything bagel. She walked over to the coffee station to fix herself a large cup of coffee with a splash of half and half and a packet of sugar. Clover loved New York City mornings when the last vestiges of spring remained, but summer was just around the corner. It had just stopped raining; the sun was trying to peek through the clouds. Clover could smell the seasons change. She imagined sunny afternoons at the beach, her morning laps at the YMCA pool, and the hypnotic siren call of the Mister Softee ice cream truck.

      Tony broke her reverie. “Yo, your sandwich’s ready, princess.”

      “Thanks, you’re the best.”

      “What are you so cheerful about, anyway?” Tony teased.

      Clover had known Tony, the deli guy, pretty much all her life. Deli Belly was across the street from the apartment where Clover lived with her grandmother. When she was little, she would sit on the counter and press the buttons on the cash register, pretending to make change.

      Tony never seemed to mind. He enjoyed having her over. He used to hide both hands behind his back and say, “Left or right?”

      Clover always chose the hand that concealed a treat, a chocolate bar or a lollipop. One time it was a dill pickle.

      She looked at him and noticed how he still looked the same as he always had. White T-shirt, blue jeans, dark brown hair, a playful gleam in his eye, and that welcoming and fatherly demeanor Clover just loved.

      “I think someone’s getting grumpy in their old age,” Clover teased.

      “Yeah, yeah, smartass. All right, left or right?” Tony hid his hands in the now familiar gesture.

      Clover played along and pretended to ponder her decision. “Hmm. Left?”

      Tony guffawed, clearly enjoying their little charade. He extended his left hand to her and opened his fist to reveal a delicate bracelet made of small pastel colored beads strung together on a silver chain.

      “They’re made of sea glass. I thought you’d like it. Happy birthday, kid.” Tony put the bracelet around her wrist and clumsily fastened the clasp.

      Clover hugged him tight. “I love the bracelet. It’s perfect. Thank you so much, Tony. My birthday’s not till tomorrow though.”

      “I wanted to be the first to greet you. Now get yourself out of here. Your sandwich is getting cold.”

      Clover grabbed her paper bag and coffee and headed out. “You know, you’re not too bad, old man.”

      “You ain’t too bad yourself, kid,” Tony said as he turned to serve a guy ordering an egg white omelet.

      Clover walked out with a smile on her face, crossed the street, barely missed a giant puddle by a quarter of an inch, and headed over to her apartment building.

      Clover greeted the doorman. “Hey, Pete, how’s it hanging?”

      “Not too bad, Ms. Clover. Momma Ruth called down. She said don’t forget to get her paper and her scratch-off.”

      “Oops, I’ll be right back.” Clover headed out again and walked to the news stand at the end of the block. She grabbed a Daily News and Momma Ruth’s favorite scratch-off game, Win for Life. That scratch-off game was a good one. For some reason, almost every card was a winner. Momma Ruth always asked Clover to do her scratch-offs. She said Clover had a lucky, scratchy finger.

      Clover reflected on the life she’d had with Momma Ruth. She was her paternal grandmother, but she was really the only parent Clover had ever known. Her father had turned her over to Momma Ruth’s care when she was only three months old. Momma Ruth had explained to her later that her father, Nick, had fallen on hard times, and he couldn’t cope when his wife Meara left him. Clover never understood. That both her parents abandoned her was a tough pill to swallow. She had never even met her mother, and she had only seen Nick eight times in the past seventeen years. Not exactly a great situation, but Clover wouldn’t trade her life with Momma Ruth for anything.

      Clover walked back to her building, waved at Pete, and proceeded to the elevator banks. She got off at the twenty-fifth floor, the penthouse floor. They were very fortunate to have been able to afford a luxury apartment on the Upper West Side. When Momma Ruth first took her in, she had been recently widowed, had a modest apartment in Queens, lived on her monthly pension, and barely got by. Momma Ruth didn’t know if she had the resources or the energy at sixty-years to raise another child, but she couldn’t say no to her son Nick. Momma Ruth took Clover in as her own and never looked back.

      When Clover was six months old, an advertising agent had spotted her out on their front stoop. Momma Ruth had been making cooing sounds as she lifted her up in the air, up and down, up and down. Clover had squealed with delight. The agent had been instantly smitten with what he termed an adorable baby with big blue eyes and auburn hair that fell in little ringlets around her face. He offered Momma Ruth a hefty paycheck to have Clover be the face of “Buh-Buy Baby,” a huge baby products conglomerate. Momma Ruth had said that God had sent them an angel and the universe had conspired to bring that money to them. To this day, Clover’s cherubic face graced the labels of baby formulas, pacifiers, and diaper bins the world over.

      Clover called out to Momma Ruth as she walked in. “I’m back!”

      “Clover dear, is that you?”

      “Yes, Momma, who else could it be?” Clover chuckled.

      “I’m in the kitchen. Get over here.”

      Diana, their gray Maine Coon, sauntered over and playfully head-butted Clover’s ankles. Clover picked her up and pushed the kitchen door open. Containers of flour, baking powder, cocoa powder, and chocolate chips were laid out on the kitchen counter. Momma Ruth was dumping a pint of heavy cream into the electric mixer, her apron covered in white powdery handprints and her cheek smeared with chocolate.

      “What are you baking now?” Clover asked lovingly. Momma Ruth was always concocting something in the kitchen.

      “Something special. Not everyday somebody turns eighteen. Now come over here and give me a kiss. Did you get my paper and my scratch-off?”

      “Yes, Momma, and I have a sandwich, too. Care to split?”

      “I’ll have some later.” Momma Ruth motioned to the kitchen table. “Sit, while I slave away baking your birthday cake.”

      Clover put Diana down and took a seat at the table. “You don’t have to bake me a cake.”

      “Shush, you know I love to. Besides, all those store-bought ones are crappy. Now be a dear and scratch your momma a Win for Life.”

      Clover absentmindedly started scratching with a penny as she took a big bite of her breakfast sandwich.

      “I was thinking.” Momma Ruth glanced at Clover while she measured flour. “How would you feel about maybe driving upstate today to pay your father a visit? I’m sure he’d love to see you before your birthday.”

      Clover stopped for a second, took a deep breath, then continued like she didn’t hear anything. She took another bite of her sandwich. Clover’s father had been incarcerated in Sing Sing Prison for the past three years for armed robbery. Nick had maintained that he was innocent, and he was simply at the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Clover had had enough of her father’s excuses. She loved him dearly, but Nick repeatedly broke his daughter’s heart. It was almost as if he didn’t care about her at all.

      “Clover, your father loves you very much. He’s just had a hard life. That’s all. Don’t you ever, for one second, think that he doesn’t care about you,” Momma Ruth said.

      “I know, but I was really just hoping to lay low today, maybe swim a few laps in the afternoon. Perhaps some other time?”

      Momma Ruth nodded.

      “Here,” Clover smiled as she handed Momma Ruth her scratch-off card.

      “Eight hundred dollars! Woohoo!” Momma Ruth wiggled her hips and danced the merengue. No matter how many times they’ve won scratch-off games, lotteries, or bingos, seeing Momma dance the merengue never got old. Clover joined her, giggling like a little girl.
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      Nick paced back and forth in his forty-nine-square-foot jail cell in Ossining, New York. With the cot, toilet, sink, and small writing desk, there really wasn’t much space to roam. He sat on his bed, swiped his fingers where his hair used to be, got up, and resumed pacing.

      “You’re making me nervous, man. You need to chill out,” said a voice from the next cell.

      Nick moved to the front of his cell and stuck his hand out between the bars. It was greeted by the big, calloused hand of One-eyed Edgar. They quickly clasped hands.

      “I’m sorry, One-eye. Just going out of my mind here. Waiting for a call from my mom. She and my daughter might come up to see me today.”

      Nick sat on the edge of his cot. “It’s not only that though. It’s my daughter’s eighteenth birthday tomorrow, and I have something important to tell her.”

      “Sure. I get that. Father-daughter talk. It’s a big day.” One-eyed Edgar spoke in a slow baritone. He got his nickname after being stabbed in the eye with the chiseled end of a toothbrush during a riot at Green Haven back in the early nineties. Edgar had certainly made his rounds of the state’s fine correctional facilities.

      “One-eye? Do you have a daughter?”

      “Nah, never had me one of those. ‘Course as far as I know.” One-eyed Edgar snickered at his own joke. “Don’t you worry yourself. You’ve done the best you can. All’s anyone can do really.”

      One-eye got silence from Nick’s cell.

      “Put it this way, man. She’s got a good life, your daughter has. She healthy, got a roof over her head, and all?”

      “Yeah, she’s had a good life.”

      “Then you’ve done all you can, man. No sense regrettin’ and frettin’ over things we have no control over. You see what I’m sayin’?”

      “Thanks, One-eye.” Nick conceded. One-eyed Edgar had a way of putting things into perspective. Nick was glad he had the cell next to his.

      Corrections Officer Marty Spurlock appeared before Nick’s cell, unlocked the door, and escorted Nick out.

      “Good luck, Nick.” One-eyed Edgar called out. “Tell your daughter happy birthday.”

      Officer Spurlock took Nick to a white, sterile hallway with public phones aligned like urinals against stark walls, each one with a corresponding number.

      Nick picked up the receiver. “Hello...Hi Momma…No, I understand…Uh-huh. I was just really hoping to see her this time…Okay…Please do. Momma...Please tell her happy birthday, and I love her.”
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      Clover stretched poolside at the YMCA Westside on 63rd Street. This early in the season, only one other person used the pool that afternoon. Clover chose a lane, sat at the edge, and put her feet in the water. The moment she did, she felt instant relaxation. She closed her eyes and let her body slide into the water. It felt like coming home.

      Ever since she could remember, Clover had loved anything to do with water. Oceans, lakes, rivers, pools, you name it. She especially loved swimming, not entirely because of the physical aspect of it, but mostly because of how it made her feel. Swimming to Clover was therapy. In the water, the rest of the world dissolved. She heard only her own breaths and saw only a few feet ahead, not much more. When she swam, she was in the moment, only concentrating on her body’s movements as she glided through the water.

      Clover pushed off the edge and began her laps. She started easy with a breaststroke, progressed to freestyle laps, and finished with the butterfly. She was exhausted at the finish, but she felt good, great even. For a short while, she wasn’t thinking of her father who was in jail or her mother whom she’d never met. She stopped worrying about Momma Ruth, who was turning seventy-eight in December and was not as nimble as she used to be. With her hands on the pool’s edge, Clover submerged her head under water and held her breath. She stayed under for a few seconds, enjoying the calm. Then from beneath the surface, she looked up and saw a tall, dark figure standing by the edge of her lane. Clover quickly came up for air and removed her goggles. There was nobody there.

      She hurried out of the pool and walked over to the woman drying off two lanes away. “Excuse me. Did you see someone just now, standing at the edge of my lane?”

      The woman looked at her funny. “No, sweetie, it’s been just the two of us this whole time.”
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      “Pick me up. Pick me up!” Diana rubbed her face against Finnegan Ryan’s legs. She purred, pawed, and looked up at him with the most adorable look she could muster. “Hey!” Diana was getting pesky.

      Finn tried not to step on the cat as he walked quietly over to Clover’s bedroom. He tiptoed to the side of her bed to make sure she was sleeping.

      Diana was hot on his trail. Meow.

      Finn wasn’t going to pick the cat up. The last time he did, Momma Ruth almost had a heart attack when she woke to go to the bathroom and saw Diana floating in mid-air. She’d shrieked. Finn had dropped the cat. Clover woke up and worked to pacify a rattled Momma Ruth. Not a great night for anyone. Finn figured better a floating cat than a strange dude who looks to be your granddaughter’s age skulking in your apartment in the middle of the night.

      Finn looked directly into Diana’s eyes. I’m heading out. Will you watch over the girl for me?

      Diana stared back indignantly. When will you be back?

      I’m not coming back. So, I need you to look out for her, make sure she’s okay.

      What’s in it for me?

      Belly rub?

      Whatever. Just go. Diana padded away.

      Finn shook his head in amusement. Cats.

      The Upper West Side apartment had pretty much been home to Finn for the past seventeen years. It hadn’t been the first time Finn had been given a long-term assignment, but none had lasted more than a couple of years, five years tops, and it was usually for some big-shot billionaire who struck a good bargain. In certain circles, luck had become a big commodity, and Finn had bestowed his fair share over the years. He had never been assigned to a baby, that’s for sure. He couldn’t complain. It was easy work, albeit boring as hell sometimes. A guy can only endure a finite number of playdates, shopping sprees, and pre-pubescent conversations in high-school cafeterias. He wasn’t on-duty 24/7 though. When the girl slept, he left. Sometimes he went back home. Other times he just wandered the streets of New York, at times seen and at times unseen. It had been a good run and tonight would be his last night. The girl was turning eighteen.

      Finn took his phone out and texted “I’m done here. Where do we meet?” After a couple of seconds, the phone vibrated, and the screen lit up. “Pub”

      He checked on Clover one last time and headed out the door.
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      The Blarney Boulder, an Irish Pub in the East Village, was owned and managed by Finn’s kind, but frequented by humans and supernaturals. Finn walked in and instantly delighted in the sticky, sweet bouquet of Guinness, roasted peanuts, and dirty rags. The patrons were mostly college kids and some old-timers who usually took the seats toward the very end of the bar. He looked around and nodded at a few familiar faces.

      A brunette sitting at the bar smiled at Finn, turned to her friend and mouthed the words “Oh, my God. Hot.”

      Finn was by no means vain, but it had felt good to be noticed.

      The bartender, Shamus, was leaning against the cash register under a sign that read, Soup of the Day: Whiskey. Finn took the stool in front of him.

      “Oy! Look what the cat dragged in. Finn, my man. How’ve you been?”

      “Pretty good. Can’t complain. You?”

      “Not too bad, mate. Haven’t seen you around for a bit. You here for business or pleasure?” Shamus poured him a pint.

      Finn glanced at the brunette. “Both?”

      “Cheers to that, mate,” Shamus laughed. “Sure good to see you.” They clicked their glasses and took gulps from their pints.

      Finn looked around the downtown dive. “You’ve been in business now, what? Fifty years? You still don’t look a day over twenty,” Finn whispered. “Don’t your patrons get suspicious?”

      “You’re now looking at the sixth edition of Shamus, the bartender. Every five years or so, I use a little glamour on my appearance and come back as a different person. I’m Toby Toodles, nephew of the famous Shamus. Shhhh.”

      Finn burst out laughing. “Well, I got to hand it to you. That’ll sure keep things interesting.”

      “What about you? What have you been up to? Last time I saw you, you were assigned fortune detail on that little girl.”

      “I still was up until a few minutes ago. Tonight’s the end of that assignment. Close to eighteen years. I’m meeting Alistair here tonight to close out.” Finn took a swig of his beer.

      “Eighteen years? Damn, mate. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anything like that. Who is she, some billionaire trust fund baby?”

      “Nah, man, nothing like that at all. Father’s in prison. She lives with her grandmother, sweetest lady you’ll ever meet. The girl’s a handful, but she’s got a good head on her shoulders. They have this snitty little cat called Diana.” Finn smiled to himself. “Anyway, it’s not my job to ask questions.”

      Shamus eyed Finn curiously.

      “What?”

      “Finnegan Ryan, if I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect you’ve grown attached to your domesticated little family.”

      “Shut yer trap and pour me another pint.”

      Both men cracked up, enjoying the easy camaraderie among old friends.

      As Shamus poured another pint, he looked over to the bar’s entrance. “Looks like your paycheck just walked in.”

      Alistair loved to make an entrance. He moseyed over smiling like the Cheshire Cat, making coordinated stops along the way, a peck on the cheek here, a handshake there, a well-placed palm on an unsuspecting buttock.

      Finn rolled his eyes at the spectacle. Alistair wore a three-piece suit in eighty-degree weather. If top hats were still in fashion, he would have been wearing one. His green eyes glowed like emeralds, and his features were so sharp and flawless, he looked like a Disney prince. Others of their kind tended to soften their appearance to blend in. Not Alistair. He was a high-definition vision in a sepia world.

      Finn grinned as Alistair took the seat next to his. “A tad underdressed, I see.”

      “Says the man who wore the same moth-ridden jacket for a whole century. Good to see you, Finn. I’m glad you haven’t lost your charm.”

      “Alistair.” Finn nodded.

      “Shamus, my good man. I would like a double shot of Jameson and some privacy,” said Alistair.

      Shamus prepared the whiskey, filled another pint for Finn, and walked away.

      Alistair admired his reflection on the bar mirror as he spoke. “Your mission is complete. As you know, the payment has been deposited to your account, and your promotion to Ceannfort is in the works. Good job, soldier.”

      Finn addressed the reflection, “Thank you Maor-Ghinearál.” There was a hint of irony in his voice. “Do you have anything else for me, sir?”

      “No. You’re dismissed.”

      Finn downed his drink and put a twenty on the bar. He didn’t really care to spend more time with Alistair than necessary. Alistair gave the orders. Finn obeyed the chain-of-command. Theirs was a purely professional relationship. A long time back, they may have been friends, but they had grown farther apart over the years. Nonetheless, he and Alistair had been working together for a very long time, and Finn was nothing if not dependable.

      “Always a pleasure, Alistair. I’m now in need of a nice long sabbatical.”

      “I hope the little brat didn’t give you a hard time.” Alistair continued to ogle his reflection.

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. Well, don’t wander too far. I may need you. I have big plans for that one.”

      “Need me for what exactly?”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder what was so special about the girl?” Alistair paused for effect. “In return for eighteen years of luck, the girl’s wretched father had agreed to let me name her. I named her Clover. Spectacular choice, don’t you think? Of course, a naming is always better with a little enchantment. Alas, my foray into the dark arts was not a total waste. With the kind of power I now possess, there’s no telling what I may or may not do with her.” Alistair sneered, clearly pleased with himself.

      “What are you talking about?” Finn asked, a tenor of anger in his voice.

      “There, there now. No need to get excited.”

      “Black magic goes against our code,” Finn whispered. “Eighteen years of luck in exchange for full control over her? I will not take part in any of it.”

      Alistair slowly turned to face Finn. “Mind your tone.”

      Finn sat down and tried to compose himself. “After tomorrow, will she be immune to it? Will she forever be bereft of luck?”

      “Yes.”

      “This was never a gift. All this time, it’s been a curse. A goddamn ticking time bomb.”

      “I’m not sure I would have put it quite so eloquently, but in a nutshell, yes.”

      “What do you want with her?”

      “Not your concern.”

      “What happened to you, Alistair? You used to be a warrior. You used to be a respected leader. Now you’re a joke in a silk suit. You prey off mortals and their weaknesses, while you indulge in the depravities of their world.” Finn tried to rein in his disgust. “I’m the bigger joke though, for pledging my loyalty to an obnoxious, egotistical arse like you.”

      “How dare you speak to me in that manner!”

      Finn got up to leave.

      “Sit yourself back down and stop with this ridiculous morale outburst.”

      “I’m done here, Alistair. Goodbye.”
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      “Ouch!” Clover stepped on Diana’s tail getting out of bed, lost her balance, and hit her head on the bed post. She held her forehead with her eyes closed, inched her way back to bed, sat down and started laughing hysterically. “Oh, my God. That hurts so bad!”

      Momma Ruth tapped on the door and poked her head in. “What’s come over you? Are you laughing or weeping? Clover dear, are you okay?” She walked over and sat beside Clover.

      “I’m fine, Momma. I just didn’t realize it would hurt so much. I don’t think I’ve ever bumped my head like that before.”

      “Oh, sweetie. On your birthday of all days.” Momma kissed Clover’s forehead. “C’mon, shake it off and have some birthday cake with me.”

      Clover smiled and tried not to mind her throbbing head. “I can’t wait to have birthday cake for breakfast. Thank you so much for making it.”

      “Happy birthday, my dear. Get yourself cleaned up, then meet me in the kitchen.” Momma Ruth walked away while blowing Clover air kisses.

      Diana suddenly leapt on the bed, glared at the window, and meowed.

      “I’m sorry for stepping on your tail.” Clover started rubbing her behind the ears, but Diana shook her off and meowed again. “What has gotten into you?” Clover gave Diana a quick peck, headed to the bathroom, and shut the door.

      Diana purred at Finn. What are you doing here? You said you weren’t coming back.

      I need to speak to her. She may be in danger.

      Have you lost your mind? You can’t just appear out of thin air in a young lady’s chamber warning her that she’s in danger. You’ll give the poor girl a fright. Speak to her later. Now is not the time.

      Clover stepped out of the bathroom, picked the cat up, and headed to the kitchen. Diana purred and nestled into Clover’s arms, while looking over Clover’s shoulder to give Finn the evil eye. Not now. Go away.

      The cake Momma Ruth had baked for her was a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich on an everything bagel. Clover stared at it in amazement. It was eight inches wide and looked exactly like a breakfast sandwich. The toppings on the bagel were made of little pieces of taffy or chocolate, colored to look like bits of garlic, sesame seeds, poppy seeds, and onions. The egg was made of yellow custard and the bacon made of strawberry fruit roll-ups with white frosting.

      “Momma Ruth, it’s the best birthday cake ever,” she declared, making Momma Ruth laugh heartily. “I can’t wait to eat such a masterpiece.”

      Clover put Diana down and immediately cut two slices of birthday bagel for herself and Momma Ruth. They dug in as Momma Ruth regaled Clover with her baking tips and techniques.

      Finn stood by the kitchen door and watched.

      Diana rubbed her face against Finn’s jeans. See. Let the girl enjoy her cake and her grandmother. What you need to do…it can wait.

      Finn couldn’t have agreed more.
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      Clover sat across from her friend, Andie, at an outdoor table at their favorite burger spot in Madison Square Park. On a lovely, sunny afternoon, the park was packed with people enjoying the first few days of summer. The girls made it a point of always making time for lazy, long lunches no matter what was going on in each other’s lives.

      “So, wait. You’re telling me you bumped your head, got shat on by a pigeon, got into a cab that broke down, got gum on your sneaker, and spilled coffee down your blouse,” Andie asked dubiously. “This all happened this morning?”

      “Yeah, that about sums it up,” Clover said with a dramatic pout.

      Andie reached for Clover’s hand, trying to keep from laughing out loud. “I know it’s not supposed to be funny, but damn girl.”

      “Oh, stop it.” Clover feigned hurt, but she did think her unfortunate morning was hilarious in its absurdity.

      “Seriously though Clove, these things never happen to you. Did you cross paths with a black cat or something?”

      “Diana’s gray, so no.” Clover took a bite of her cheeseburger. “I’m gonna grab more ketchup.”

      Clover wiped her mouth with a napkin and walked over to the outdoor burger kiosk. The lady at the counter motioned to her to get in line.

      “Seriously? I only need some ketchup.”

      The lady ignored her, so Clover got in line behind two other people. She stood there reflecting on the morning she’d had and how nothing seemed to be going her way. It was all so unusual because Andie was right. These things never happened to her.

      Everything had always worked out for Clover. If she were running late for school, for instance, her class would inadvertently get cancelled. Whenever she had wanted something, say a toy or a gadget, a random series of events would fortuitously bring that object to her one way or the other. This was just the way her life had always been. She never doubted or questioned it. She was just always grateful.

      Clover figured she had it coming and shrugged it off. She grabbed two handfuls of ketchup packets and returned to Andie with her spoils. When she sat down, Andie was looking at her like she’d just seen a ghost.

      “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”

      “What?” Clover asked.

      “What do you mean, what?” Andie picked up a French fry and launched it at her. “Who was that hot guy?”

      Clover looked behind her. “Where?”

      “Don’t you be coy with me. I saw him talking to you. It looked like you two were having a lovers’ spat because you kept ignoring him. Who is he? Dish.”

      Clover was bewildered. “Is your soda spiked? What are you talking about? I wasn’t talking to anyone. What guy?”

      Andie craned her neck and looked around. “I don’t see him now, but he was right there. C’mon Clove, just tell me.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Uh, let’s see. Tall, dirty blond, smoldering eyes, fireman body with a Hollywood face. Stop with the theatrics. If you’re not ready to tell me about him, it’s okay. I’m only like your best friend but whatever.”

      “Andie, I swear I don’t know who you’re talking about or what you think you saw. You must have had me confused with someone else.”

      “You’re really taking this denial thing all the way I see. I get it.” Andie played along. “You want to keep him to yourself.”

      Andie dropped the mystery guy inquisition, and they resumed talking about Clover’s morning of unfortunate events, Andie’s summer art classes, her summer fling, and Momma Ruth’s bagel cake.

      Clover and Andie had been best friends since they were in pre-school. Andie had lived two floors down from Clover all their lives, up until a year ago when Andie moved out and rented a small studio apartment in Chelsea. She had tried to convince Clover to get her own place, too, but Clover could never leave Momma Ruth.

      “I have a class at four.” Andie checked her watch. “Ugh. Where did the time go? I better get going. Enjoy the rest of your day and give my love to your hot, new man.”

      Clover rolled her eyes.

      “Seriously, I’m glad you’re seeing someone, but be careful. Okay? He kinda looks dangerous. Just saying. Hot as hell though. I’m jealous.”

      Before Clover could protest, Andie got up and kissed her goodbye. “Love you, girl. Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks, Andie. Love you, too.”

      Watching her friend walk away, Clover’s mind wandered to Andie’s hallucination of a handsome, mystery man. Clover had never really had a boyfriend. She’d had some suitors over the years, but none of them ever lasted. They all lost interest at some point, as if she had scared them away. Momma Ruth would always say, “Pretty girls intimidate weak men. We don’t care for weak men, now do we?” Clover wasn’t sure. Maybe they just didn’t like her enough. Maybe she was the problem and not them.

      As if on cue and to distract from her melancholy thoughts, her vanilla malt milkshake suddenly tipped and spilled all over the table. Clover quickly cleaned it up with wads of paper napkins. She couldn’t believe the day she’d been having, with spilled coffee, spilled milk shake, the gum. She looked up to check if she had more paper napkins. What the…

      In what had been Andie’s empty seat, a face was starting to materialize as if a ghost had appeared out of nowhere and was slowly coming into focus. The soft edges that framed the apparition sharpened and intensified to reveal gray eyes in a handsome face.

      Clover let out a blood curdling scream, toppled over, and landed on her butt with a wad of dirty paper napkins clenched in her fist.

      The man who only moments ago appeared out of thin air bent down and extended his hand to her. “Clover, are you okay? I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”
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      Alistair was by the edge of a small spring-fed pool at Badwater Basin in Death Valley, one of the hottest places in existence. The temperature had just broken 101 degrees Fahrenheit, the air heavy and hazy. Miles of crystalized salt accumulations on the arid landscape formed odd hexagonal shapes, making it seem like a giant jigsaw puzzle in the middle of the desert. To the parched traveler, the small body of water by the side of the road would have seemed a lifesaver but was, in fact, undrinkable, hence the name, Badwater. Amidst this inhabitable setting, Alistair stood gleaming. That Alistair was wearing a suit was odd enough. That he started tapping on the knocker of an invisible door was even stranger.

      Then, a head popped out and spoke. “Recite the code.”

      “Change is good. Glamour is free. Honor is a lie. Passion before Duty.”

      “Enter,” said the floating head.

      Alistair, in one step, left this world and disappeared into another. On the other side, he was greeted by the floating head’s other parts.

      “I’m Clyde,” he said. “What do you want?”

      Clyde was pale as a sheet of paper, with hair the color of a worn-out basketball. He looked positively bored.

      “I need to speak to Boris.”

      “C’mon down then. Follow me.”

      Alistair followed Clyde down a dark, narrow staircase that seemed to be carved from granite. There were no lights except for a faint glow emanating from the very bottom of the stairway. Clyde hummed a jovial melody as he led Alistair through the winding flight of stairs, turning a corner here and there, going down, and down, and down.

      “Where are we going? Is Boris down there?”

      Clyde stopped humming, turned his head to look at Alistair and grunted. Then the humming resumed, and Clyde continued his descent.

      Alistair followed, but started to feel uneasy. He had never been to these parts of the faerie world. A member himself of the Seelie Court, he had no business in the private headquarters of the Unseelies. Just as Alistair was about to change his mind, Clyde stopped in front of a large wooden door. He pulled a key from his trousers, put it in the keyhole, and walked in. Alistair detected the glow from what seemed like multiple bonfires. The enticing aroma of game roasting on an open flame filled his nostrils.

      He followed Clyde into a large cavernous room, only it wasn’t a room because when he looked up, he could see a starlit sky. There was an assortment of faeries in various stages of intoxication. Some were regular human-sized like Alistair. Some were short and stocky, while others were barely five inches tall. Music blasted from every direction with a rock band playing in the distance, a juke box blaring from a nearby
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