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      Fire.

      So much fire.

      No way out. Nothing but the blazing inferno with me at the heart of it.

      Raging, killing fire.

      This wasn’t how I supposed to die, was it? Not like them. If this was poetic justice, it was being dealt to the wrong man. Justice had been served fully on that night all those years ago with no need of consequences.

      “They had to die!” I bellowed in protest. But the fire raged on, not caring about how loud I cried at the injustice I was suffering.

      Life was leaving me.

      No more breaths, no more color beyond the orange death engulfing me. This was it until the end came when the pain finally pushed me through the barrier to the other side.

      What would I face over there? Them? Was this my punishment for their deaths?

      “I’m not sorry! I’ll never be sorry!”

      The pain… Inside and out, hotter than even the flames, its own inferno, beyond my body’s understanding completely, even though I did comprehend the agony at the same time.

      Alien pain.

      Agony like never before.

      This was how I was going to die.

      Death by fire.

      It was almost hilarious.

      God certainly had a sense of humor.

      This is where thinking with your penis got you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          TUESDAY
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        (Two days earlier…)

      

      

      My dead family yelled at me as I passed them in the hallway.

      Mum, Dad, Grandpa, Grandma—they voiced their disappointments every morning, reminding me of what a failure of a man I was.

      Not that I listened, nor did I hear much of their voices as I passed each of the mirrors they lived within. With my headphones on, Bob Dylan playing loudly, I barely registered their gesticulating, let alone their shrill condemnations.

      “You ruin everything, Zayn Valentine!” Father cried.

      “Why does he live?” my mother exclaimed.

      Grandfather came next. “Scum! You cursed fiend!”

      My wailing grandmother finished with, “Sinner! You should have burned!”

      Same words, same order—every single day.

      Yes, I could avoid them by leaving through the back garden, taking the alleyway running along the back of my house, but that added too much time to my journey. Anyway, it was often a hangout spot for junkies and nefarious characters, and I really didn’t have time to waste breaking the face of a scum bag who wanted to try and mug me.

      When my family had first appeared in my house a year after their deaths, I’d almost suffered coronary failure from the shock. The hallway was quite the dark space, with navy wallpaper I needed to replace, and a carpet as black as spilled ink—also mirror-free—until that morning they’d turned up on the wall. It’d been terrifying to hear their voices again after finally being rid of them.

      At first, they’d haunted me, made me want to run, a constant, screaming reminder of that grim evening when they’d been wiped out. And I couldn’t remove them. I’d consulted Magibloods to try and break them with magic, even tried to smash them, struck them with various tools, and heavy things. In the end, I just had to learn to live with them until the curse petered out. That was the diagnosis from those in the know—a curse. One to torture me. Grandfather Valentine had been a Magiblood, so it would’ve been him who’d done it in his last desperate minutes to get at me one last time. Just like him to pull a stunt like that. The curse was bound to my soul, but not everlasting, and nothing more than these screaming mirrors. One day it would break, and that would be that.

      The joke was on him, on all of them.

      I wasn’t tortured. I didn’t suffer from guilt. For them, dead was better than alive, and they were very, very dead. I’d killed them and the assassin they’d hired to kill me twelve years ago.

      Slipping on my black hoody, I gathered my keys and turned up my music. It wouldn’t do to have those voices slither into my ear canals.

      My eyes caught my grandfather raging in his oval glass. His voice was the loudest, second to my father’s.

      Prick.

      My pale-skinned reflection stared back at me from his left, cut in half by the edge of the mirror. In real life, I would’ve never stood that close to the bastard.

      After the deaths of my family, I’d found my way to Angelica City, put my talents as a fixer of magical objects to good use. Now I had a steady business, a house of my own, and a degree of peace. Despite the mirrors, I had the perfect life for me—solitude, my golden bear collection, and freedom from complications. Only my work and the occasional errand for Scott next door slightly elevated me above hermit.

      Slightly.

      I clicked the volume up a tiny bit more. Headphones were the perfect morning medicine.

      Closing the front door against them, I slung the sports bag over my shoulder and started walking, absorbing the music, enjoying the fresh autumn air, ready to make the two-mile walk to visit my client. It wasn’t far, and I didn’t need my car. Sometimes it was nice to walk and get the air into your lungs.

      It was a cloudy day, the sky steely gray, the sun not set to appear today. A brisk breeze lifted the leaves and trash, swirling them down the street of uneven pavement, pothole-riddled road, and tall, narrow houses.

      The street I called home.

      Movement from next door’s single upstairs window—Scott’s room—drew my attention.

      Caught.

      He slid the window up and open, surreptitiously leaning out. Not too far. Never too far. His agoraphobia wouldn’t allow it.

      My neighbor pushed his tiny specs up his crooked nose. His brown face was sicklier than usual today. Coupled with his constant emaciated appearance, he never looked well.

      Life had been stressful for him recently after the rumors floating around about a Lucifer-loving terrorist cult. I wasn’t sure how true that was, and there had yet to be any evidence revealed to the public about such a group making noise. Yes, there were those who proclaimed love for that dark menace of the past, but it was nothing but declarations and the odd dance around a fire in the woods somewhere. Okay, and one or two slaughtered chickens.

      Why chickens?

      Nevertheless, nothing had happened. It was all just silly. But Scott was scared, and when he was scared, his brain worked against him, anxiety a beast to be slain.

      He’d be in need of a big lunch today. The guy always needed a feeding. He was the only person I would offer this to. If I hadn’t saved him from a mugger’s knife three years ago this wouldn’t be happening. Timing had been everything, as had the location of the would-be murder/mugging. Right on my doorstep. I’d heard the commotion and come downstairs at the right moment to scare off the assailant.

      Since then, Scott had been trapped in his home, too frightened to leave. A year after the incident, and many attempts of him trying to get my attention from his bedroom window, I’d softened and lent a hand now and again.

      “Have a lovely morning, Zayn,” he called down, slightly croaky.

      “Do you need something?”

      “No. I just wanted to say hello.”

      I tilted my head. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Bit of a tickly throat, but I’m fine. I’ll have some lemon tea.”

      “Make sure you have some toast, too.” Look at me playing nurse. “With plenty of marmalade.”

      He smiled, lines crinkling at the edges of his eyes and mouth. Scott was a couple of years younger than me but had a face that’d lived a thousand harsh lives. “Always thinking of me.”

      “Well, you need to eat. I’ll bring you something nice for lunch.”

      “That would be great.”

      “Bye.”

      “Bye for now.” He closed the window and stood behind the net curtains, watching me leave.

      I lifted my hood up and headed left with the clockwork sphere in my bag.

      Scarlet Street was the longest street in Angelica City. Part residential, part red-light district, drug hotspot, and seedy bars, many called it a dump. I was inclined to agree. Yet I also called it home. At least it didn’t pretend to be anything other than what it claimed to be, unlike some of its more ‘upmarket’ counterparts in other, more affluent areas. There were still brothels in those places, drugs and bars too, all wearing the veneer of class. But seedy was seedy no matter how much polish you added.

      Sure, if I had more money, I would move to a better neighborhood. Anyone would. But it just wasn’t feasible, and anywhere was better than the family home of my past. My house was my sanctuary. Those dead relatives could sound off all they liked—they would never break my spirit, never hurt me again.

      They were dead. I was alive. I took that as a triumph.

      Halfway down the street, the narrow houses became wider buildings. The same brownstone, but with flat roofs while places like my house had pointed ones.

      I passed closed bars and brothels, too early in the morning for them, nodded to Mr. Bennet as he had his tea and scone like he did every morning on the bench outside a long dilapidated betting shop, then passed the bakery he’d got his breakfast from, my eyes down, lost in my music.

      Until I smelled catnip.

      I looked up, passing a guy leaning against the wall of a long-gone library, smoking a green cigarette, his legs crossed.

      His feline beauty made me slow down. Short, auburn hair, magnificent almond-shaped cerulean eyes with vertical slit pupils, skin sun-kissed, his face sharp lines, rosy lips curled up in a knowing grin. His white jeans were tight, along with his purple T-shirt hugging his slender frame, the neck lowcut enough to show a tantalizing expanse of smooth flesh. His white trainers were immaculate, not a speck of dirt on them.

      He sucked on his catnip cigarette, blowing out a green smoke ring, cocking an eyebrow my way.

      Felinebloods were so distinctive in their looks, a wicked attractiveness about them that made my head turn more than I’d like. Some said it was because they were a hunter like their cat counterparts but using those hunting skills in a different way to lure in potential prey to take to bed. I’d never heard of such a thing happening, and there was never any meat to those stories. Trash tales. I suppose that’s what you get when you read rubbish like that online. Much like the urban legend of the Aquablood mating with a tarantula to make the eighth blood.

      Complete crap. Not possible at all.

      However, I could understand how a handsome face could be a trap.

      There were five humanoid species left in the world—Aquablood, Canineblood, Felineblood, Magiblood, and Humanblood. There were once Wolfbloods and Demonbloods. The former were extinct, the latter banished to the deepest reaches of the Shadow Realm (a cursed place for bad folk, as opposed to the Holy Realm—a.k.a. Heaven where God waited to take you into his arms). The Wolfbloods had been the only species to have the ability to shift, so history claimed, completely transforming from human to a savage wolf standing seven feet in height.

      There was no such thing as full shifting in these modern days.

      Caninebloods and Felinebloods could slightly transform their bodies to use their animal skills, and their features often resembled their four-legged cousins. I’d once seen a joke on TV about them being able to lick themselves in the places the rest of us could only dream of.

      I was ashamed to ponder that idea often.

      Aquabloods could breathe underwater, their bodies altering to accommodate that, and the Magibloods could use magic.

      I was Humanblood and a Handler, meaning I could do the job I did of fixing magical objects safely. I wasn’t immune from spells, though, and only Humanbloods could be Handlers.

      Watching over everything were the angels. They were in charge. Yes, there were governments and police forces and armies, but if things seriously spun out of control, if actions were taken in the name of Lucifer, angels would strike. They were without sin, armed against corruption, there to deal holy retribution if needed.

      And also, pretty terrifying.

      I’d drifted off into thought. I blinked, catching the Felineblood watching me. He ran his tongue across his bottom lip, still smiling like, well, the cat who got the cream.

      Hustler? It was too early for that, but he was making seductive eyes at me that had my cock interested.

      It could cease and desist right now!

      Time to leave. Distractions were for everyone else. Not me. I had no room for them.

      He pushed off the wall as I moved, stepping into my path.

      “Not interested,” I grunted, picking up the scent of oranges beyond the catnip.

      I lowered my head, going to shove past him. You had to be persistent with these people.

      A hand on my shoulder. “Don’t touch me!” I shoved it off, stepping back.

      He held his hands up defensively, also taking a step back. I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      “Not interested!” I yelled, furious that he thought he had the right to lay a finger on me.

      Hands waving, tapping his ears.

      I felt myself frown. He wanted me to take the headphones off? “No.” I started to walk, he walked backwards, putting on a display of gestures with his hands.

      With every step, he took one back.

      This guy wasn’t going to drop it, was he?

      I did pull off the headphones, then. “What part of not being interested do you not understand?”

      My face was hot, my hands clenching into fists. I bit back the urge to mess up his pretty face. Punch, grab him by the back of the head, pummel his head into the pavement over and over again until he fully grasped the message.

      Cool down. Don’t give into his bullshit.  “Leave me alone. Go and bother someone else.”

      “Hey, chill, okay? I just wanted to say you’re really cute.”

      I stopped. “What?”

      “You’re cute, man.” He looked me up and down. “I’d love to do some business with you, but if you don’t go for the dick stuff, that’s fine. Sorry to have ruffled your feathers, mate.”

      “Dick stuff?”

      “You know, taking it⁠—”

      “I know what you mean,” I countered, keeping my eyes off the bulge in his jeans.

      Yes, he was definitely selling sex now that I noticed the obvious tightness in the crotch area he was displaying. A twisted peacock. His bulge was how he won the race.

      “Then why ask?” he said.

      “Ask what?”

      “Dick stuff. You acted like you didn’t know what I meant.”

      Still frowning. “I knew what you meant, I just thought it was a strange way of putting it.”

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway, as I said, I’m not interested. So bye.”

      He blocked my path again. “Wait.”

      “You’re testing my patience now.”

      “I can tell by your aura.”

      “What?”

      “You’ve got a grumpy energy to you.”

      “Grumpy?”

      “Yep. You don’t know you’re grumpy?” He shrugged. “Okay, let’s say overly serious instead. Better?”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “Wait, please. Just a minute.”

      “What for? I’ve already told you no, so go and offer your dick stuff to a more willing fish.”

      “Fish?”

      I sighed, jaw clenched. I went to cross the road, but he moved in front of me again.

      “Will you fuck off?” I barked.

      He rolled his eyes. “No need to get abusive.”

      “Then leave me alone.”

      “Look, can I ask you something?” He took one final drag of his cigarette then stomped it out on the ground.

      “No.”

      “Please. Two minutes and I’ll be done.”

      “That’s one-hundred and twenty seconds I’m not willing to share.” I fingered right, then went left, cutting right around him and broke into a jog.

      Miraculously, he didn’t follow or call after me.

      Lucky break.

      Why couldn’t I stop thinking about those beautiful blue eyes?

      Beautiful?

      Yes, beautiful. That was the truth. But why did they have to pollute my mind like that?
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      My client should have been the first thing I saw when the red door of the two-story house on Meteor Lane opened.

      She wasn’t.

      A wall of translucent slugs greeted me, writhing together in a slimy orgy.

      The matter had gotten seriously out of hand now.

      “Oh, Zayn,” Anya’s muffled voice came through the wall. “That’s you, isn’t it? Please tell me it’s you.”

      A rippled hand moved behind the bodies as if in water, a distorted face. She was waving, pleading.

      “It’s me,” I answered. “This should do it.”

      I opened my bag and placed the blue orb on the ground. With five turns of the golden key, the mechanism came to life, the middle of the device opening, the top dividing into six sections. They lifted upwards, curving in petal shapes as if the sphere was suddenly a flower opening for the sun.

      I looked down to make sure the tiny wheels and cogs were turning as they should. They were. Smooth, without any resistance. A well-oiled machine.

      Two points shot out of the belly of the object with a click, two meters high, and pointed at sixty-degree angles. Another click and the tips of the points blinked with luminous black energy—the magic coming to life. The third click had blue pellets firing from the tips, the points moving rapidly as the onslaught of those tiny, slug-killing things got to work.

      One by one the slugs fizzled, leaking their translucent innards everywhere, their bodies receding until there was nothing left but a lake of acrid ooze across the garden and inside the hallway of Anya’s house.

      “Thank goodness!” she cried, falling to her knees. Goo slipped up her knees and thighs.

      Anya looked exhausted, fresh lines over the dark skin of her face, the slug problem clearly having taken its toll. Her clothes were grimy and torn, her arms red and raw from a reaction to the slug slime.

      There were more to kill deeper in the house.

      I helped her to her feet. “You shouldn’t be down in that stuff.”

      “Are you sure you’re not angel?” she wheezed.

      To be born an angel was a true blessing, a child to shine a bright light upon your family until it was your time to ascend when God called. God’s chosen. My family had wanted an angelic son for themselves. They’d been cursed with a Humanblood like me instead.

      I picked up the sphere, walking through the ooze with ease. I’d come prepared with the best boots for these disgusting situations. Nothing was getting at my toes with them on.

      I offered her a smile and said, “I’ll clean the rest for you.” Then I moved through the house, placing the sphere down in each room one by one to do its work.

      The entire exercise took fifteen minutes.

      I was glad it wasn’t my carpet this mess had to be cleaned from.

      Really, I’d gone above and beyond. My role was to repair the Slug Sphere for Anya, not clear her home. But she was a regular client with regular magical bug problems, and in need of several magical bug killers, so I didn’t mind helping her out.

      “You’re such a star,” she proclaimed from behind me as the last of the slugs melted away in her peach-colored bathroom. She tried to flutter her lashes, as she often did, but was too woozy to pull it off.

      “This was extreme,” I replied.

      “You said a mouthful.” She swayed, on the verge of collapse.

      Slug Spheres were expensive things. Most magical objects were, and they were notorious for breaking down. It was to do with the strain on the mechanism and magic working together, causing stress to each of the components, the wear and tear coming on fast. Fine by me. It kept food in my fridge and my mind occupied.

      I enjoyed it, even the smaller ones like rings (used by a lot of Magibloods). Magical objects came in all shapes and sizes, every one of them having a mechanism within, no matter what kind of object it was. The tinier, the better for me. I loved the intricacies, the challenge of working on a smaller scale.

      The same couldn’t be said for dealing with slugs.

      Magic was generated through those mechanisms, which were made of agate. The most common mechanisms used agate, with the stone whittled down into whatever parts were required for action. The shell of the device needed to be infused with clear quartz to activate the power of the stones inside.

      Different colored agate brought different results. For example, orange agate within an object provided sexual stimulation, while white helped with soothing the mind. Magic would release into the air and do what it needed to do, nothing harmful, and mostly trivial. The bug-killing variety, like this sphere, used black agate, which was the one that could be programmed once fixed in place. All you needed was the essence of the pest in need of killing—available from all good pharmacies—and the bug destroying machine would be ready for slaying.

      For the Magibloods, things were different. In order for them to harvest and use magic, they had to generate it the same way. Instead of agate, they used one of four precious stones—rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds. An object with those mechanisms generated castable magic, which the Magiblood could then draw on from the device, storing it within themselves to use however they saw fit. It still needed the clear quartz to work too, and the energy needed a vessel (caster) in order to be used.

      Only a Magiblood could use precious stone magic.

      Diamond mechanisms were banned as their magic could be used to summon Demonbloods into this realm. The other three stones were equal in the level of magic they provided, only their colors setting them apart.

      Magibloods had to be registered upon birth with the government. Failure to do so led to the execution of the parents and the child. It was grim, but magic had to be monitored in case someone decided to try and conjure an army of flying piranhas.

      Spells came in many forms, but they weren’t part of my everyday life. I had my share of clients wanting both agate and precious stone repairs, but my relationship with magic was mostly business.

      “I hated that carpet anyway,” Anya muttered.

      The floor was sticky, like walking on Velcro, the air rife with the stench of sour milk. Magical bugs were the worst kind of pest. Born from residual magic—a pollutant washed up from the seas—they were taking over. Everything you could think of that buzzed or crawled had a magical counterpart that was all sorts of unpleasant.

      Wasps were my least favorite.

      Anya would need medical treatment for the slime now.

      Something caught my eye. Golden, with turquoise eyes, six inches tall, siting on the bathroom sink next to Anya’s toothbrush.

      A Billy Wizard Golden Bear I didn’t have.

      Was she actually insane? You didn’t put a pretty bear in a spot like that. They were treasure, and I was pissed off doubly that she had one I didn’t.

      Damn it!

      “Would you like some coffee?” Anya asked, her breathing dreadful.

      There was no way I’d even contemplate opening my mouth more than necessary in this place, let alone drink from her crockery. Anyway, I wasn’t the taking coffee with people kind of guy.

      I fished my phone from the pocket of my jeans. “You need to get to the hospital. I’ll call you an ambulance.”

      She coughed so hard she vomited. I had to catch her with my free hand before she fell into the slime.

      “Easy,” I said, steadying her.

      “Oh, Zayn. Why does this keep happening to me?”

      “Some of us are just unlucky.”

      It was time for her to move house and start afresh. This place was a breeding ground in need of being obliterated by fire, the earth salted. When you had to keep using a Slug Sphere, Wasp Sphere, and Moth Sphere on a regular basis like Anya did, it was time to evaluate your life. If she moved, it would probably mean losing a lucrative client, but I wasn’t completely heartless to want her to suffer for the rest of her days.

      I told her that.

      “But…my home…”

      “Is jinxed, I’m afraid. You’ll end up bankrupt if you carry on like this. Dead, even.”

      And I wasn’t doing repair work for free.

      “I can’t leave…here…”

      She wasn’t doing well at all. Slug slime was poisonous, could bring on hallucinations and even anaphylactic shock in some instances.

      “Do you have an EpiPen?” I asked.

      “What for?”

      “Zayn…” she whispered, her eyes rolling in the back of head.

      She began to convulse.

      I hefted her up into my arms and trudged outside, not stopping until I reached a dry spot of pavement. The slime had leaked everywhere, was slowly creeping down the middle of the road.

      A job for the cleaning crews equipped to deal with leftover messes like this.

      Blue lights at the end of the street of white picket fences, manicured gardens and uniform white houses. This was a neighborhood with a practically military homeowner’s association to make sure any semblance of soul or character was exterminated, every inch of the street gleaming with homogenized sameness.

      I bet Anya’s bug problem was the hot gossip amongst the tea and crumpets brigade. It was really in her best interest to get out of here.

      Anya was a kind woman. I didn’t have coffee and cake with her, but she always offered, always paid on time, and had a lack of attitude some clients had. If I had friends, she would have been a good one. She was around my age—me twenty-eight, her thirty-one. I guess we would need to have things in common to form a bond. Magical objects—that was one thing. The rest was mute. There might as well have been a void between us. I knew she liked to go to the pub, to attend craft fairs and take long walks on the beach. I hated those things.

      The ambulance was almost here. Good. They moved quickly today. Anya was unconscious now, and… Oh, no.

      Slime on me.

      And she hadn’t paid me.

      Wonderful. Just wonderful.
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later, my hoody ruined from slug slime, a prescription for antibiotics in my bag, a greasy sensation all over my body from the cream I’d been smothered with, Anya was finally awake.

      “Oh, Zayn,” she said as I entered the room behind the female nurse who’d called me in from the hall, “I had the most terrifying nightmare. A giant slug had swallowed me, and I was left to die in its dark stomach, submerged up to my neck in its digestive acids. But that wasn’t the worst part. Smaller slugs came and devoured my eyes and⁠—”

      “That’s horrible.” I didn’t need to hear anymore.

      She nodded. “It was.” A heavy sigh. “I’ve been told I need to stay in overnight.” She lifted her left arm, showing me the two drips stuck into the flesh. “More drugs, more fluids. It really is nasty stuff, that slime. How are you? They said you were carrying me in your arms.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      Waiting for the bank transfer…

      “Your hoody’s gone.”

      “The only casualty.” Along with my phone, but I didn’t say anything about that.

      “I’m so, so sorry. This isn’t fair.”

      I shrugged, wanting to go home. “It’s fine.”

      Anya stared at me, not breaking her hold. I hated it when people did that, so I tried my best to avoid eye contact.

      Reminded me of my encounter with that guy this morning.

      Blue eyes…

      “I remember what you told me, Zayn, about getting out of my house, and that you wouldn’t want me dead.” A soft smile spread across her lips. “I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while now if you’d, erm…” She paused, scratching her cheek. “You know.”

      Why couldn’t she just pay me? “Sorry. I don’t.”

      Was she blushing? Oh, God. She was. Her cheeks were flushing crimson.

      “Would you…” A lick of the lips, a flutter of lashes, “…like to go for a drink sometime?”

      I folded my arms. “Sorry?”

      That smile drooped. “Oh, I, erm… A drink? With me…sometime.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “O-okay. I only thought, well, I just…”

      She looked hurt, the rosy flares taking on an uncomfortable level of embarrassment.

      Too harsh. “I mean, I’m not really into pubs.”

      “You’re not?” Blow softened. “Well, what about restaurants?”

      Ah, okay. I needed to not let this drag on. It was one thing for harmless flirting via eyelashes, on her part, but another for it to move into this zone.

      “I’m gay,” I said. Just showed we weren’t friends for that piece of information to have slipped by her.

      Widened eyes met mine, her cheeks now nuclear red—if there was such a thing.

      “Also, I’m not looking to date.”

      “I see.”

      “Even if you were a guy, I wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Why?”

      “I just wouldn’t be.”

      “What if I was really hot with a six pack, muscles, and the biggest cock in the universe?”

      I’d never heard Anya use any words like cock, not even a curse word when a magical wasp had stung her in front of me once. It went against her soft nature, which was probably an incredibly judgmental thing for me to say.

      “No. I wouldn’t care,” I said.

      “But why? Don’t you want to find that special someone?”

      Oh, so we’d moved on from big cocks and six packs to love. Not that they were mutually exclusive, but the juxtaposition was glaring to me at the same time.

      I think it was cock and special someone that seemed jarring.

      Someone special can have a special cock…

      I needed my armchair and mindless TV right this second for a purging of unnecessary thought.

      The Felineblood from this morning flashed before my eyes, leaning against that wall, blowing his smoke rings and⁠—

      I needed to go home.

      “Not really,” I answered her question. “I enjoy my own company.”

      “Does anyone really?”

      “I do.”

      “Is that true?”

      “For me, yes.”

      Her expression had taken on pity. “That’s so sad.”

      “No. It really isn’t.”

      “We have to fix you up.”

      Now that was a nightmare far worse than her slug one. “No, thank you.”

      “I have a friend who you might like.”

      How could she possibly know I might like him? She hadn’t known I was gay until a few moments ago and had no insight into my life whatsoever.

      A sharp exit needed to be made.

      “Anya, I don’t mean to be rude, but payment is due.”

      “Erm…”

      Oddly, I went for softening again. “It can wait until you’re out of hospital, if you like.” What was wrong with me? I never offered that leeway to any client. Payment due on receipt of repaired item, or I left a present of a newly broken object on the doorstep instead (not that I’d do that to Anya).

      “You don’t need to do that, Zayn.”

      She was right, I didn’t. If I did, waiting outside this hospital room had been a gigantic waste of time. I could be home, spending an hour under the shower to get this grease off me, maybe even burn these clothes and the memory of this day away too. A spiritual cleanse to exorcize the slugs and the memory of the hustler who wouldn’t get out of my head.

      “You’re tired,” I added. “Get some rest, send it over tomorrow when you’re ready. You always pay on time.”

      “No, I can do it now,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to think I’m not grateful.”

      Oh, dear. The pity had been replaced with cool hurt. “I don’t think that at all. Wait until tomorrow, I insist.”

      But she’d already grabbed her phone from the bedside table and was tapping the screen.

      How had we arrived at this place where I felt like a giant piece of shit?

      And why did I even care?

      I stood up straighter, brushing it off. This is what I loathed about the complications of relationships of any kind. Fear of causing offense, worrying about what the other person thought of you. I knew if I ever gave Scott the chance at a sit-down session with tea and chat, this crap would arise. If he had my phone number, I was sure it would be buzzing right now with text and calls wondering where I was with the lunch.

      I needed that like a compass point in my eye.

      Anya was a client, and she had her end of the bargain to fulfil. I’d done my job, crossed a line into hero, and now I was done.

      She should feel like the piece of shit for letting her slug problem get as wild as it had.

      “Good,” I said.

      She looked up at me, not managing a scowl. “Done.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Pleasure as always.”

      Sarcasm didn’t suit her.

      I turned and left, not even offering a goodbye.

      Lucrative or not, Anya was certainly getting dropped from my client list now.

      After all, that had been my favorite hoody.
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      The cab cost me ten dollars (Angelica Dollars being the exclusive currency of the city), and my mood soured further as I stepped in a steaming pile of dogshit outside my house.

      Today was supposed to consist of a trip to Anya’s, hunt down some Billy Wizard Golden Bears to add to my collection, come home and have the rest of the day off to relax. I didn’t have to complete and deliver my next repair until Friday, it was currently Tuesday, and I was looking forward to a day of TV, maybe even a book.

      But no. I got slugs, hospitals, and dog shit instead.

      To add to the annoyance gnawing at my insides, the Felineblood was still there down the street in the same spot. He’d had the audacity to wave at me. What was his problem?

      To hell with this day. I wanted out. As soon as I stepped through that door, it was done as far as I was concerned.

      Only, it wouldn’t be, would it? I had to clean my boot unless I wanted my house to stink.

      Scott’s downstairs window was glowing with blue TV light at the fringes of closed curtains. His upstairs window was dark.

      Good. I wasn’t in the mood for him right now. I’d drop him off a burger later just so he did actually eat after lunch had gone to ash.

      I wasn’t completely heartless. I didn’t want the guy to keel over.

      Maybe he needs some groceries…

      Later. Not now.

      There was a package on my doorstep. How long had that been there? Not for long, I surmised. Someone would’ve snatched this if it had been there for more than an hour, no question.

      I looked left and right. Nothing out of the ordinary down both sides of Scarlet Street. Apart from, well, him.

      Don’t look at him…

      Brown paper and string covered something rectangular. Could be a box with something else inside it. From this view, there was no label, and there was no address written on the paper.

      Okay, I’d take it through my back garden and open it there. I had my magical repellent locket on to protect me from any magical kickback—a turquoise agate mechanism inside provided that protection.

      A kernel of fear made itself known in my chest.

      As far as I knew, I didn’t have any enemies that wanted to blow me up. They were all dead in my hallway. And no disgruntled clients.

      At least, I hoped so.

      The prospect of something harmful being inside this package was absurd. It was more likely an anonymous client in need of my help. Those were usually the people embarrassed by needing their sexual stimulants repaired. Normally I would receive a phone call first, not a doorstep drop.

      Still, I made the fifteen-minute walk to the alley at the back of my house because the kernel of fear had rattled me.

      The Felineblood was east, so I went west for seven minutes until the turn off between two houses. Heading down, stepping over a woman passed out with a needle in her arm, I then turned left to make it to the back of my house, walled in by high stone walls smothered in cobwebs and grime. The air seemed to thicken here, the night becoming darker.

      Another junkie lingered up ahead, his eyes following me as I passed, giving me intimidating glares. He spat on the ground. I didn’t turn, didn’t pay him any mind.

      Do not engage and create a problem—simple rules to live by.

      A hand on my shoulder.

      Unless a scum bag wanted to start something.

      I spun, not in the mood, and grabbed him by the throat, slamming him against the wall.

      He squeaked, suddenly a mouse. “Please…” he choked.

      “If you want to see sunrise, don’t fuck with me. Okay?” On closer look, his pallid skin was pock-marked and covered in sores. A man completely ravaged by his addictions.

      “Sorry… I didn’t mean… Didn’t mean to cross you, fella.” He was struggling to reach into his pocket.

      I disarmed him with my free hand as he pulled out the rusty shank.

      Gyms were a no-go for me, but I liked to work out in my bedroom with my pull bar and use the back garden for weights and stretches. You had to keep in shape because the city
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