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Hex Work by TA Moore


My name is Jonah Carrow, and it’s been 300 days since I laid a hex. 

OK, Jonah Carrow isn’t actually an alcoholic. But there’s no support group of lapsed hex-slingers in Jerusalem, so he’s got to make do. He goes for the bad coffee and the reminder that he just has to take normal one day at a time.
Unfortunately, his past isn’t willing to go down without a fight.
A chance encounter with a desperate Deborah Slater, and a warning that ‘they’re watching’, pulls Jonah back into the world he’d tried to leave behind. Now he has to navigate ghosts, curses, and the hottest bad idea warlock he’s ever met…all without a single hex to his name.
But nobody ever said normal was easy. Not to Jonah anyhow.
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Chapter One


THERE WERE FORTY  AA meetings a week in Jerusalem, PA. That was roughly 400 people per box of not exactly fresh donuts. Probably not a great sign for the overall health of the town—all things considered—but convenient enough for Jonah.
His Granny had always told him to shop around. Brand loyalty was for people who didn’t buy the store’s economy beans.
Besides, he didn’t like to get too chummy. People would start to think they were his friend, and the next thing you’d know is they’d remember what he’d said last time. Not what he was here for.
There were also two Al-Anon groups and a bunch of Narcotics Anonymous, but they never scratched his itch the same way.
“…woke up in Columbus with a stripper named Arlene and no freaking idea what happened at the conference,” the tall blond woman said. She had long sun-damaged hair in a sloppy ponytail, no makeup, and a dark tan. She looked like a farmer and talked local, but her watch was expensive and scarred up, taken for granted. It was against the spirit of the rules—the whole anonymity thing—but Jonah idly indulged in some private speculation about Blondie’s life. Lawyer, maybe. There was a market for salt-of-the-earth legal representation in a town like Jerusalem. It was the sort of place where everyone’s money came from the dirt one way or another, and they liked to pretend that still mattered.
“Thank you, Deborah,” the leader of the group said, his voice kind and almost aggressively nonjudgemental. “And I see we have a new member here tonight?”
Jonah’s attention had drifted. He pulled it away from old grudges and looked up. Yeah, everyone had turned to look at him.
Well, it was what he was here for.
The chair’s legs scraped on the cheap lino floor of the old church hall as he stood up. It was—at least—the fortieth time he’d done this, but his tongue still felt six times too big for his mouth, and his brain was absolutely 100 percent sure he’d forgotten how to use words.
Good thing he was still fluent in lying. He didn’t even need to prime them. How he looked did most of the work for him—a lanky man in his late twenties with scarred hands and a sunburn on the back of his neck where his sandy brown hair was shaved too short to protect it, old jeans and older boots, construction dust gray on the toes. In Jerusalem, that said down on his luck, manual labor but not that good at it, and the sort of guy who got into fights but lost most of them.
Back home, it would be black mud on his boots, and the assumptions would run differently. He wasn’t home, though.
“My name’s Frank,” Jonah said. “And I’m an alcoholic.”
“Hello, Frank,” everyone rhymed off.
“I’ve been sober for 300 days,” Jonah said. “I’ve never made it a year, and… it kind of feels like I might as well give up now, before I get my hopes up. But every time I lapse, it’s harder to get back up. To get out again.”
The group murmured in sympathy and nodded along with him.
“I learned it at my grandma’s knee,” Jonah said. “At the end of my grandpa’s belt. They got whiskey out for guests. Drank away the demons at night at the kitchen table. It never seemed like a problem for them. I don’t know why I’m different.”
Jonah had told the story before. He leaned into the familiar rhythms of it until he almost believed it himself. It wasn’t as if he’d made it up out of whole cloth. The bones of it were true. He’d just dressed them up to suit the occasion.
Sure, letting people at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting think he was an alcoholic wasn’t his finest hour. What else was he going to say?
Hello. My name’s Jonah Carrow, and it’s been 300 days since I laid a hex.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jonah dodged his seatmates' extended hands when it came time to pray. They shuffled toward each other to close the gap in the prayer circle. He left them to the Lord’s Prayer and headed for the refreshment table. 
God and Jonah hadn’t been on speaking terms for a few years now. Or ever, depending on how cynical he felt that day. Either way, this probably wasn’t the time or the place to try and change that. People had said he’d tempted fate in the past, but this would be dropping his pants and mooning it.
The pastries hadn’t made it past the first fifteen minutes of the meeting. All that was left were crumbs and grease stains in the bottom of a Dunkin’ Donuts box. The coffee was still hot, though.
Not good, but you couldn’t have everything.
Jonah plucked a plastic cup from the stack and filled it to the brim. His gran’s influence again. She didn’t like coffee, but she’d drunk it black as the devil’s boot every day of her life. Start your day like that, she’d told Jonah, and if anything worse happens to you, then you’re justified in bitching about it.
“I know you, don’t I?” someone said.
The skin over Jonah’s shoulders tightened. He stared into his cup and watched the bubbles spin idly in the center of the coffee—changeable weather to come.
“I don’t know,” Jonah said as he turned around, his mouth curled in an empty smile. “People say I’ve got one of those faces.”
“No,” the neat, faded woman said, her eyebrows pinched together in a quizzical expression as she studied him. “I’m sure I know you. From somewhere.”
She did. Jonah knew her too, now she was face-to-face with him. Not well, he couldn’t have put a name to her face, but they’d been in school together. He remembered that her mom had come to his gran once. He didn’t know why, but she’d arrived with a black eye and left with a grim smile. 
“I doubt it,” Jonah lied. “I just moved here.”
She shook her head in disagreement. “From Hilton Head, then?” she asked. “Or… It’s Julia. Julia Ben—”
Before she could finish, the group leader put his hand on her shoulder.
“Anonymous, Julia,” he said. “It’s in the name.”
She gave him a quick, hard look. Then her manners caught up with her and she flushed, a delicate pink tint that crawled up to the tips of her ears. 
“Oh!” she said. “I’m sorry. I just… he looks so familiar. I know I’ve met him somewhere. I… Sorry. You’re right. This isn’t the time.”
She gave Jonah one last puzzled look as she tried to place him. Then she left. Her heels tick-tacked on the wooden floor as she walked away.
“Sorry about that,” the group leader said. He tucked his pen into the pocket of his shirt and pulled a rueful face. “Sometimes people don’t appreciate that not everyone wants to be seen. Glad you made it to a meeting, Hank.”
Test or a mistake? It was hard to say.
“Frank.”
“Sorry.” The smile lit up the man’s face and made his eyes bright. It made Jonah uncomfortable, like he should check behind him to see who was about to stab him in the back. “I’m Luke. See you at the next meeting?”
Probably not. Jonah just found himself unexpectedly reluctant to say that out loud. Or, more accurately, to Luke's open, agreeable face. What would be worse? Disappointment or indifference?
Oh… That’s what it was.
The realization put Jonah on the back foot for a second. It wasn’t like it was a sexual awakening or anything, but it was so… normal. Ordinary. Just like Luke, with his unruly curls and smile that wasn’t going to cost Jonah anything.
“One day at a time,” he said. “That’s how I get through it.”
That grin again, the one that didn’t look like it hid anything at all. “Fair enough,” Luke said. He reached out and gave Jonah’s shoulder a companionable slap. “Then I hope to see you there. Right now, I need to go and sign some forms.”
He walked away. His jeans weren’t designed to let you see exactly what you shouldn’t want to touch. Jonah thought he might be charmed by that. 
Speaking of charms, it could still be a trap.
That, weirdly, set his mind at ease. He knew how to function in the sweaty crush between suspicion and attraction. Slide in a knife-edge of genuine fear of death and it would be every relationship he’d ever had.
Yeah… normal was weird.
Jonah drained his coffee, tossed the cup, and headed out. It was dark out and warm enough to make him break a sweat just from stepping onto the pavement. The smell of maple trees hung sickly sweet on the breeze, like cherry jam.
His pickup was parked across the street under a streetlight. It had been an impulse buy. The paint job was a patchwork of primer red and rusted-up blue, the windscreen had a crack in it, and it drove like a hobbled tank. One day he’d convince himself that a vehicle he didn’t care about was a refreshing change.
He fished his key ring out of his pocket and fumbled through it as he loped across the road. The hex sign hung from the rearview mirror—he’d not made it, so it didn’t count—caught the light on reflective copper rosettes.
“I know you.”
Jonah flinched. The skin across his shoulders hadn’t relaxed since last time, and now his hackles were up. Just because she was right didn’t mean she wasn’t rude. Jonah didn’t want to see the people he did care about, let alone some old schoolmate he’d not even known was still alive.
He turned around with a snarl.
“I told you—” It wasn’t Julia—whose father might, or might not, have been killed by Jonah’s granny—behind him. The blond woman who might be a lawyer stood in the middle of the road in boots that might cost more than Jonah’s pickup—not that that said much. Not what he’d expected, but it just meant his lie was actually the truth. That made it taste weird on his tongue. “We haven’t met before.”
He pulled the driver’s side door open and scrambled up into the cab. Six months since he’d bought the title from someone two towns over, and the seats still smelled of chili and BO.
“I didn’t say we had,” Deborah said, her voice clear and pitched to carry. The down-home drawl had dropped off the edge of her words and left them precise and measured. “I still know what you are. Your name’s not Frank. You’re from Babylon.”
Jonah stopped, keys just slid into the ignition. Options slid through his mind on smoky, subtle feet, but… 300 days. 
He let go of the keys and sat back.
“There are people called Frank in Babylon,” he said. “For what it’s worth.”
Deborah glanced over his shoulder at something in the street. There was nothing there, but it didn’t matter. She say something clearly enough, and it made her go grayish under that farm-girl tan. She took a quick, long stride toward the pickup and leaned in to kiss him.
Her mouth tasted of bad coffee and the glazed donut she must have grabbed the last one of. It was sweet enough that it made Jonah’s teeth ache. Her skin smelled like old ash and honey. The last time Jonah had kissed a woman on the mouth, it had been his granny. And this was weirder. 
He recoiled and cracked his elbow against the steering wheel. Deborah leaned in after him, one hand braced on his thigh. Her breath was hot and a little too fast. He grabbed her shoulder to hold her back.
“Something bad’s going to happen,” she hissed into his mouth. “I can’t stop it. I’m sorry.”
He shoved her away from him. She stumbled back a step and stared at him. All that easy good ol’ girl confidence had slipped and exposed the face of a woman scraped down to raw nerves and fear. Just for a second. Then she licked her lips and pulled that facade back up from her boots.
“Maybe another time,” she said as she checked her expensive watch. When she looked up, her eyes flicked briefly to the shadows and then back to Jonah. “Duty calls.”
She tapped the tips of her fingers to her temple in a tossed-off salute as she turned to walk away. Jonah watched her go and—in defiance of the atavistic chisel his survival instinct had taken to the inside of his skull—didn’t look at the shadows to see if he could make out what she did.
Instead, he slammed the car door, turned the keys in the ignition, and—after a couple of misfires—started the engine. He pulled away from the curb, one hand hung over the steering wheel, and headed down the road. As he passed the church hall, he saw Luke at the door showing the last AA member out.
The dark-haired man raised his hand as Jonah passed.
For a second, the echo of Jonah’s earlier attraction prickled under his skin. That little bit of ordinary had felt like a reward, Jonah’s version of a thirty-day-sober chip. Even if it had taken him 300 days to get there.
Now his old life had kicked its way back in and taken a crap all over normal.
Again.
The worst thing was that, even after a year of chasing it, Jonah couldn’t deny that this interruption of his day-to-day mundane life made him feel…
Alive?
Useful?
Something like that.
He took a left at the end of the road and passed the road sign that pointed the way to Babylon. The tug was nearly physical. He could feel it in his hands, as if it wanted him to turn the car and let the road take him home. It would be easy to give in. At least at first.
That was how it got you. Magic was always easy at first. It was only once you were neck-deep that the bills came due. 
Jonah left Babylon in his rearview and headed back toward the plasterboard box in the lot of dead grass he rented from a sweaty man in Bermuda shorts and sliders. As he drove, he curled his fingers around the square of paper Deborah had slipped him along with her tongue. 
It crinkled under his fingers, dry and brittle and sharp at the corners. 
If he was honest, the intrusion of his old life made him feel just a little like Jonah Carrow.
So when he saw the motorbike on his tail, he didn’t do anything about it.
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Chapter Two


JONAH PULLED INTO  the drive at his house and let the engine idle as he slouched down in the driver’s seat and watched the road behind him in the rearview mirror. After a moment, the black motorbike growled past. It didn’t stop. Jonah tapped his finger on the wheel to count down the seconds as he waited.
One.
Two.
He got to thirty before the bike came back into view. It stopped on the other side of the road—in front of Mr. Cameron’s dead roses. The old man blamed Jonah for the dead flowers. He wasn’t wrong. Jonah hadn’t done anything to them, but Ram was like a badly-trained guard dog. Sometimes he slipped his leash and pissed on the neighbor’s lawns.
The biker used his heel to flick the kickstand down and dismounted. He pulled his helmet off, his hair sweaty and matted down to his skull, and slung it over the handlebars. After a quick case of the street, the biker swaggered over the road, lean and dangerous in black leather and denim.
Apparently he wanted more than just Jonah’s address. That was fine. Jonah could accommodate that.
He put his shoulder to the door to pop the stubborn latch open and climbed out. There were spells that would scramble the biker’s brain like an egg or close up his throat and fill his lungs with fluid. Or Jonah could just yank Ram’s leash and let him loose to do his messy worst.
Jonah had always preferred a more direct approach, even before he’d gone teetotal.
Magic was all coincidence and bad luck. No one exploded in a fireball or had their skin peeled off by invisible knives. They had a heart attack or choked to death on an unexpectedly resilient grape. There was no evidence. That was why most of the world didn’t believe in it. That was useful enough if you didn’t want to get arrested, but it didn’t really help teach some asshole a lesson.
His granny had always said that if you wanted to change hearts, use magic. To change minds, break a baseball bat across their back.
Jonah leaned down and grabbed the handle of the old ash bat he kept behind the seat. He pulled it out as he turned to face the biker. The man faltered briefly midstep as he registered the weapon, a flash of surprise on his lean face. Jonah gripped the bat at both ends and used it like a battering ram to catch the biker across the chest and shove him around into the side of the pickup.
Their thighs were pressed together—hard, lean muscle hot through thin denim—and they were close enough Jonah could feel the man’s breath on his face. His eyes were brown, but distinctly different shades. One was dark, near black, and the other faded down to a weak tea sepia.
“I’ve about had it
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