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PRAISE FOR THE CHARM CITY DARKNESS SERIES

 

STONED IN CHARM CITY

 

“The story is fast paced and kept me glued to the pages... I couldn’t put this one down. I seriously can’t wait for [the next book] especially after the ending that had my head spinning.”   ~ 5 Stars

 

“By far one of the best Urban Fantasy books I have read. Each chapter had me on the edge of my seat, waiting with anticipation for what would come next. ” ~ 5 Stars

 

“Kelly Harmon is an amazing author. This story covers good and evil in a way I haven’t read before.” ~ 5 Stars

 

A FAVOR FOR A FIEND

 

“This book ROCKS. Fast paced, with smooth crisp writing, Kelly A. Harmon’s characters leap off the page. I could see our heroine and her helpers as they went about their ways. I read it in one sitting, it was that good. I highly recommend this book.”  ~ 5 Stars

 

“This fast-paced story keeps you turning pages until the very end. I cannot wait for the next installment. Another 5 stars!”

~ 5 Stars

 

“Kelly Harmon has once again captured my heart and attention. This is the second book in the series and I am not disappointed.”  ~ 5 Stars

 




Chapter 1

 

The demon Pournelle materialized into Jo Byrne's Turning Wheel pagan shop after closing hours, as Jo was restocking the candles. He took a deep breath, savoring the heady, mixed odor of loose herbs and scented candles. A cone of strawberry incense burned in a brass dish near the door. 

It must be her favorite, he thought, remembering the same scent was burning the last time he’d been here.

The flotilla of fairies with their tulle wings and feathered skirts—along with a dragon armada—hung still and silent from the ceiling. Since he hadn’t entered through the door, no breeze moved them. A small radio played an old grunge tune softly somewhere near the cash register. He’d met the lead singer in Hell. Shame, that. The band could have made millions.

Pournelle pointed a finger at the bell on the door and waggled it. The bell rang as if a customer had just entered the shop.
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“We’re closed,” Jo said, turning to face the latecomer. “I’m sorry. I thought I’d locked—” She felt the blood drain from her face, and she dropped the box of slender, white candles she’d been holding. They clattered to the floor, breaking the seal, and candles rolled in all directions. Heart thumping, she stood still and cursed herself for three kinds of fool for her deer-in-the-headlights reaction.

“It’s not what you think,” Pournelle said, holding up a hand. The starched, white cuff of his dress shirt was in direct contrast with the smooth, black skin of his forearm, and stuck out far enough for Jo to notice the black and silver cuff links.

She cleared her throat, and said, “I think there’s a very powerful—uninvited—demon in my store.”

“Well, if that’s as far as you’ve gotten,” Pournelle said, dryly, “you’d be right. But there’s more to it than that, I’m afraid.”

“I’m certain there is,” Jo said, taking a step backward. She fingered the silver and malachite bangles on her wrist, wishing she had worn more protection. Black tourmaline would help, but Pournelle stood between her and the case with the gemstones. Her new rosemary bush sat next to the cash register—could she reach it in time if he chose to attack her? A few other things caught her eye—but none within easy reach. Jo inched toward the free-standing counter—and the rosemary.

“You have nothing to fear, I assure you,” Pournelle said.

He remained standing where he was, so that encouraged her, but not much. “I’m not so certain of that.”

The demon nodded, and a look that passed for sorrow flitted across his dark face and was gone. 

Sorrow? Why did that make her want to hear more from him? Was this a trick?

“Why are you here?” she asked.

He smiled—was that hope on his face?—and snapped his fingers. The electric tea kettle Jo kept behind the front counter clicked on and started to warm the water inside. “We need to talk,” he said. “Could you spare a cup of tea?” 
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Pournelle knew he had to take this slowly. There were a half a dozen things in the store that Jo could use to send him straight back to Hell. One of them would send him back as an amorphous puddle of goo. He couldn’t have that, even if he was trying to mend his ways.

Turning the other cheek only went so far in his book. He wouldn’t turn it so far as to sacrifice himself. If he were willing to die for what he believed in, he could have done that a thousand times over in the last century. This was about living. And escaping Hell.

But first, he needed an ally. Or at least a friend. Someone who might be willing to help him, should he ask.

He’d start with someone who would listen. Jo.

Jo moved behind the front counter and switched off the radio. She pulled two mugs from beneath the glass case.

 “Lapsang Souchong?” she asked.

He pulled a face. “Much too smoky. Do you mean to be insulting?” That since I’m a creature of Hell, I must enjoy the taste of smoke? That’s not the way it works. He tsked. “I was hoping for friendship tea.” He smiled to let her know he wasn’t kidding. Jo laughed anyway.

“You have a lot of nerve asking for friendship tea, Mr. Demon—”

“Pournelle.”

She nodded. “You have a lot of nerve, Mr. Pournelle.”

“Just Pournelle.” He smiled, hoping it looked more genuine than feral. “I would like to be your friend.”

“Coming from any other guy, that statement would come off creepy, and maybe a little insane,” Jo said. She rummaged below the cabinet, found a bright yellow cylindrical cardboard container way in the back, and plunked it onto the counter. She peeled off the plastic lid and peered inside. “You’re just scary, but I think I’m holding it together pretty well. You’ve piqued my curiosity. I can only hope that doesn’t get me killed.” 

Instant tea mix, Pournelle noticed. Crystalized into a single rocky lump. There was no way that stuff was coming out of the container.

Frowning, Jo grabbed the letter opener near the cash register and jammed it into the solidified crystals over and over again. Bean-sized pellets of instant tea broke off the main lump.

It was Pournelle’s turn to frown. “You’re not actually going to serve me instant tea?” he asked, a note of disdain in his voice. “Especially that instant tea.” He frowned more. “Serving me instant tea might get you killed yet.”

“You’re the one who’s kidding now, right?” she asked, sparing him a brief glance.

And as if she hadn’t heard him, she spooned three teaspoons of rock-hard mix into each mug, poured boiling water over them, and stirred. A lot. Then she pushed a cup in his direction.

Their fingers brushed and Pournelle felt instantly drained—and more than a little nauseated. Jo was ill, and it wasn’t just any illness—it was tainted with evil. 

His own plans could wait. She needed his help. 

“You really want me to drink this?” He asked, trying to buy a little time to think. Under normal circumstances, he would have been highly offended by the idea of instant tea and would have simply refused it. Oh, who was he kidding? He was still highly offended. But helping Jo trumped instant tea. He would help her, and maybe she would help him. That’s what friends were for, right? 

Jo looked up at him and smiled, the fake kind of smile you offer to unwanted guests and insulting mothers-in-law. “The polite thing for you to do would be to accept this cup, take a sip, and tell me how good it is. And then you can tell me why you’re really here.”

“But the right thing for me to do is to tell you how much I’ll hate tasting that, let alone drinking it gone. Isn’t that what friends do? Tell the unvarnished truth, even though it hurts? I’ve expressed my displeasure at the idea of drinking instant tea. How can you stand there smiling and still feel obliged to serve it to me?” 

She sighed and sat down on her stool, appearing to consider what he said. Finally, she answered. “You’re right in many ways, but that doesn’t apply here. After all, I’m giving you what you asked for.”

“Instant does not qualify as anything better than swill.” He snapped his fingers. 

In less than a trice, a tall, narrow samovar appeared at the end of the counter on a large silver platter. A hand-painted tea pot—small blue and orange flowers on the creamy China background—sat on top of it. Two matching porcelain tea cups, filled to their golden rims with steaming black tea, rested on the platter next to a silver dish of lemon slices. The tart, citrus aroma of lemon, freshly sliced, pervaded the strawberry scent of the shop. The fragrant odor of fresh tea wafted in Jo’s direction. One should always serve a friend her favorite tea using the best he had to offer, Pournelle thought.

He smiled, reached for a cup, and placed it directly in front of Jo. “Tea, in friendship,” he intoned.

She frowned—again—then turned her colorful, yellow tea canister to face him. The label read Friendship Tea.

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “But you asked for friendship tea. I gave it. That’s what friends are for.”




Chapter 2

 

Jo watched Pournelle stare at the tea canister and the happy smile slide right off his face. Frankly, she’d been surprised she still had the stuff under the counter. Pournelle was right—as far as tea was concerned, it was an abomination. But it really was Friendship Tea. She’d received it as a Secret Santa gift at a Chamber of Commerce holiday party some years ago. The woman who’d given it to her told her she’d concocted it herself from a recipe she had found on the Internet.

It was tasty, as long as you didn’t think of it as tea.

Pournelle snapped his fingers, looking suddenly contrite, and the samovar, the scent of fresh lemons and everything else he had conjured disappeared as quickly as it had come.

“You’re absolutely right,” he said, pulling the mug of Friendship Tea toward him. “I apologize.”

The apology stunned Jo to the core.

He lifted the tea cup to his lips and sipped. Without making a face, he took a second, larger, sip, then sat the cup back down on the counter. “It’s delicious,” he said, staring into her eyes, apparently sincere.

Jo couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing. “Well done,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

“I am trying,” he said.

She took a sip of the tea herself. 

He seemed to relax then, as if things would be okay. They’d shared something together.

“I do come in friendship,” he said. “I’m here to warn you that your life’s in danger.”

And just like that, she was tense and wary again. She took a deep breath. “Your delivery needs some work,” she said. “Friends try to break things to each other gently.”

“I’m out of practice,” he said, nodding. “It’s been almost five hundred years since I’ve held a conversation in friendship. I’ll try again.”

She shifted on her stool, suddenly weary. She’d felt tired and achy a lot over the last week or so. She hoped she wasn’t coming down with something.

Pournelle cleared his throat. “Would you like to move upstairs?”

“Excuse me?” He wanted to go to her apartment? Was he making some kind of demon move on her?

“You live above the store,” Pournelle said. “Perhaps you would be more comfortable up there? I know I would be. These stools leave much to be desired in the realm of relaxation.”

Jo shook her head. Unbelievable, she thought. But Pournelle said he came in friendship—which made her very, very curious—even if the delivered message was so ominous. “What the hell,” she said, grabbing her mug. “Come along.” She led him to the staircase she’d had built when she’d bought the apartment above the store. The original owner of the building had had it torn out when he’d rented the retail space below, but continued to live upstairs. He came and went via the outside fire escape. That had gotten old fast. So, once Jo had officially owned the apartment, she’d had the staircase built. She’d lost more than four feet of width from her store, but it was totally worth it to not have to go in and out of a window to the fire escape, and enter her own store via the front door.

She unlocked the door at the top of the stairs and they stepped into her private domain.

Two, low armless love seats faced each other on an area rug in front of a formstone fireplace. A low coffee table made of a simple glass plate over stacks of hardbound books rested between them. The hardwood floors gleamed.

A simple dining room followed in the open floor plan, and then came the kitchen—the only enclosed room on this level. On the left wall, another staircase led up.

Jo sat down on one of the love seats and gestured for Pournelle to sit across from her. “Now why don’t you tell me what you want to say.”

He nodded. “You know how certain demons in Hell always seem to be gunning for Assumpta?”

“Demetrious and his gang? They used to,” Jo said. “It’s been a few months since we’ve seen anything—not since Assumpta forced him back to Hell.”

“Not Demetrious—” 

“But—”

Pournelle raised a hand. “Demetrious was sent back to Hell in disgrace, his power halved. You won’t have to worry about him ever again. But the rest of his lackeys are regrouping and jockeying for the position of leader of the Baltimore area.” He sipped his tea. “And they’re still gunning for Assumpta.”

“Why? She’s more than a simple threat to them. Demetrious isn’t the only demon she’s sent back to Hell. She’s proven herself more than once. Why would they go up against her again?”

“Because she’s also a prize. She has a strong faith in God. Her soul is pure. The demon who succeeds in dragging her into Hell for eternity will rise quickly in rank and power. So, there are rumblings of a new plan to capture her—” 

“But her soul isn’t as pure—” Jo stopped, afraid that she’d revealed too much.

“What do you mean?”

She shook her head. “It’s not my place to say. Let’s get back to your warning—”

Pournelle locked his pleading eyes with hers. “I can assure you that every word I say is true.”

And Jo believed him, despite the fact that he was a demon. Despite knowing that demons inherently lie. For whatever reason, Pournelle wasn’t lying to her right now. She’d bet her store on it. But what she didn’t understand was his motivation. He wouldn’t be telling her all of this if he were still a part of them—as he’d been in the past. Pournelle had done his fair share of menacing Assumpta. So why was he distancing himself from these demons now? Surely, that put him in a lot of danger. “You’re not working with them,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

Pournelle shook his head. “Not anymore.”

It was the opening she wanted. “Why not?” 
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Pournelle didn’t know how to answer. Would Jo believe anything that came out of his mouth? He’d never done anything to her, but he’d done plenty to Assumpta. And Jo and Assumpta were friends. He was lucky Jo was even talking to him right now.

“Let’s save that story for another time,” he said, sidestepping the issue.

He might have originally come here to admit just what she was asking him, but having learned that she was ill? Unnaturally ill. He was convinced her illness was related to what was going on in Hell with this new run at Assumpta. So, there was no question that he would help her. They had no time for his problems right now, only hers. “Time is of the essence,” he said.

“Of course it is.”

Pournelle gave her an inquisitive look. What did she mean by that? He said, “Look, I’m trying to impress upon you that the demons still want Assumpta. It’s become a matter of honor with them. She’s beaten them more than once, and they want their revenge. She always seems to have some power up her sleeve, some help from...higher authorities—” Pournelle stopped, thinking about what he’d just said about power. He wondered if the other rumor he’d heard was true. That it wasn’t just about a pure soul and the desire to bring down a dangerous foe that had so many demons gunning for Assumpta. Did she possess something they all wanted? And if so, what did she have?  “—they’ll stop at nothing this time to get her,” he finished.

Jo set her cup down on the coffee table. “Why aren’t you telling her this?”

“Because it’s you they’re coming after.”

She gasped. “Remember, friends break things to friends gently. If I hadn’t already been sitting, I might have wilted to the floor.”

Pournelle nodded. “I apologize.”

“How did I become involved?”

“You’re her friend. The demons figure if they can’t get to Assumpta on her own, they’ll get to her friends first. And you don’t have her allies.”

Jo ran a shaking hand through her spiky hair.

“What can I expect?” 

I haven’t the foggiest idea, Pournelle thought, cursing—again—his lowly status in Hell. If he were more connected, he’d have more answers. 

“I don’t know yet,” he said. “Right now, everything is in the planning stage. Nothing’s been decided except that they’ll go after Assumpta’s friends and family. After that, your guess is as good as mine. But when I do learn something concrete, I’ll let you know. I figured you could take this time to plan, maybe set up some additional wards. Get more protection for yourself.” 
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Jo found herself nodding—agreeing with him. And feeling faint. She stood, and swayed on her feet. She reached for the back of the love seat to steady herself.

“I need to ask you to leave now,” she said.

“You don’t look well,” Pournelle said, standing and reaching for her elbow. He steadied her.

“It’s nothing. It’ll pass,” Jo said, knowing the lie for what it was. This faintness had been her steady companion for weeks now. It was only growing worse. She needed to see a doctor.

She took a deep breath, knowing she needed to take better care of herself. Knowing she needed her rest. “But you really must leave.”

Pournelle nodded and dipped his hand into his inside breast pocket. He pulled out a small white box, about four inches square and half an inch thin. “This is for you.”

“A lovely parting gift?”

“A token of friendship,” he said. “Open it.”

She did. An Egyptian scarab lay on a bed of white satin. She tucked the lid under the bottom of the box and lifted the beautiful metalwork. The pendant’s burnished copper felt heavy in her hand; the wings inlaid with lapis lazuli made a striking contrast. Black beads, or polished stone, made up the eyes.

“It’s beautiful.” 

“Wear it,” Pournelle said. 

With a snap of his fingers, he was gone.




Chapter 3

 

Jo woke to a blazing sun and the feeling that she’d been hit by a Mack truck. Shards of piercing light, reflected from the clear faceted pendulum hanging in the window, bounced off the walls, adding to her discomfort. She groaned, sat up in bed and put her feet on the hardwood floor. Dizziness struck her so hard and so fast she almost collapsed back into the bed. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, willing away the vertigo.

She’d been feeling run down lately but nothing like this.

She stared at the scarab necklace resting on the night stand. The beetle seemed to stare back at her from the tabletop. 

Was the dizziness due to Pournelle? None of the reference texts she’d read mentioned that being in the mere presence of a demon could make one sick. Surely, she would have felt something last night? No. Her sick feeling had nothing to do with his visit. She was just working too hard, trying to build her business.

Or maybe, it was the scarab.

She took one more peek at the accusatory necklace and discounted that idea. It wasn’t making her sick...but it had to be something. Some kind of spying device? A paranormal bug—in the shape of a bug!—transmitting stuff to Pournelle? Maybe not that, but it couldn’t be nothing. Pournelle wasn’t likely to simply give her a pretty bauble—even in the name of friendship. 

Rising on shaking legs, Jo made her way to the bathroom, listing slightly to the left all the way down the narrow hall. Her head was pounding. She splashed cold water on her face, ran wet hands through her spiky hair to tame the worst of it, and studied the bags under her eyes. 

She’d slept like the dead. Why was she so tired now? 

She opened the medicine cabinet and took out the thermometer, knowing she had a fever even before she checked. She just needed to know how bad it was. It would be a good barometer for how lousy her day was probably going to be.

One hundred and one point nine. Not great, but out of range of hallucinations. She could deal with that.

That’s the bad thing about working for yourself, she thought. No time off for good behavior.

At least she had a short commute.

Jo took some aspirin, and then jumped into the shower. By ten-thirty a.m., she was downstairs in the shop and opening for the day, only a half an hour late.

She needed to finish replenishing the candles, drink a bracing pot of tea— maybe not in that order—and then give Assumpta a call. They had much to talk about.




Chapter 4

 

Jo’s day had been lousy, full of customer returns and customer bitching. The dizziness had abated, but her fever had spiked. She couldn’t put off a visit to the doctor any longer—and there’d been no time to call Assumpta. She’d call her tomorrow, when she hoped to be feeling better.

With a heavy sigh and a growing desire to crawl back into bed rather then walk the six blocks to the night clinic, Jo bundled up warmly against the weather and left before she could talk herself out of it.

The night was cool and helped her headache. She hurried, before the feeling wore off. 

The night clinic was packed.

Jo hated the place, but someone who worked for herself couldn’t just close shop mid-day and head off to a doctor appointment. So, night clinic it was. She knew the place would be packed. It was always packed. And tonight, it was stifling hot. She was already sweating under her jacket.

She signed in at the front and took a seat on a hard, plastic chair near the door where the air was likely to be cooler—and fresher. She didn’t relish the thought of breathing in the polluted air of the doctor’s office. The last thing she needed was to pick up an additional virus while she was here.

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, shutting things out while she waited for her turn.

The heat made Jo groggy, and she fell asleep. She knew she was dreaming, but she couldn’t wake herself up.
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Jo plodded up Eastern Avenue from the harbor, toward Highlandtown. Patterson Park was on her left across the street. She walked on the sidewalk in front of row homes, the handrails of their marble stoops decorated with lights and holly for Christmas. She dodged six-foot Santas and sleighs encroaching the walkway.

It was cold outside, freezing, and the wind cut right through her coat, but she was burning up, her hot face an odd juxtaposition against the cold wind slapping her cheeks. Her legs and arms felt heavy, like she couldn’t take another step. Yet, she continued walking at the same, slow speed, unable to stop. Although cars drove up and down the street at the pace allowed by the traffic lights, she couldn’t hear them—she couldn’t hear anything.

No—if she concentrated hard, she could hear all the usual sounds of the city—tires on the road, honking cars, a radio playing Latin music, someone speaking Polish, the slamming of the front door of Sharkey’s Tavern, followed by uneven footsteps—all muffled, as though she were hearing it from under water.

Another block and she stopped at South Linwood Street for the traffic light. The Casimir Pulaski Monument, though set back from the street quite a way, loomed in her vision. There was something about it, something she needed to remember. She stared at it, willing the memory to come.

It hit her as the light changed. In front of the monument was a manhole cover leading to the sewers below Baltimore. No—the metallic cover disguised a portal to Hell—not sewers. She’d helped Assumpta ward it against The Big Guy, the most powerful demon in the Mid-Atlantic area. Maybe that’s where she needed to be. In the sewers—in Hell.

The light changed again. Now she’d have to wait for it to cycle in order to cross to the park.

Cars swarmed from the left, from the Inner Harbor, some of them wet, as if they’d just passed through a storm. The more cars that passed, the wetter they looked. Water streamed off their bumpers, wetting the road. More wet cars passed, these with their windshield wipers whipping at full speed, water sluicing from them and running into the street, rolling down Eastern Avenue.

More water careened down the road, chasing the cars, getting deeper, bringing the scent of the harbor with it: dead fish, too long in the sun; boat fuel; salt air. Soon the cars disappeared, replaced by the swiftly moving water, now rising over the sidewalk. 

The light changed again, but Jo couldn’t cross. The water was too swift, too deep, relentlessly driving up Eastern Avenue toward Highlandtown.

Beyond the rising river, on the paved ground of the park in front of the Pulaski Monument, Jo watched the manhole cover rise a few inches and slide across the pavement, exposing the gate of Hell.

Three figures climbed out of the hole. One poked another and then pointed at her, laughing. The other joined in. The third waved his hands in her direction, and she felt searing pain on her arms.

She looked down to see her arms sleeved in black tattoos: skulls and snakes, dancing skeletons, tiny spiders, all hidden in intricate designs from shoulder to wrist. She felt the same pricking, the same pain on her stomach, and bent over, heaving. She vomited dark harbor water—her mouth full of the taste of oil slick, dead fish and salt. 
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 “Ms. Byrne?”

The voice barely penetrated her dream.

“Ms. Byrne!” 

“Huh!” Startled, she stood up, still tasting salty brine in her mouth and smelling the diesel and fish odors of the harbor. Her stomach trembled, and she hoped she could keep from vomiting here.

The nurse told Jo she could follow her to the back.

Jo followed the nurse, thinking about the dream. The first part she got, the steady plodding and confusion—it was all related to being ill. And water signifies the unconscious self. She was feeling overwhelmed. True. But the figures, demons most definitely, since they’d climbed out of the manhole she knew to be a portal to Hell—what did they mean? 

“Symptoms?” the nurse was asking as she gestured for Jo to step onto a scale in a hallway alcove.

“I’m really tired, even when I get enough rest. Some muscle pain, a fever that comes and goes...” She shrugged. “But the worst is the dizziness...” Jo explained how it came and went at the oddest times. She probably sounded like an infomercial for the symptoms of the latest fad pill, but she’d been over this enough times in her own mind that it all spilled out in a torrent. The nurse touched a stylus to various points on the tablet she carried.

“Any chance you could be pregnant?”

“Not a one,” said Jo. Another tap of the stylus.

“This way,” the nurse said, leading Jo to the second room on the left. “Sit here.” She gestured to a paper-covered table. “Take off your sweater please.”

Jo sat, opened her mouth wide when the nurse shoved the thermometer in her face, and gave her arm when the nurse brought a blood-pressure cuff. She tried not to grimace when the nurse pumped it up too hard. 

“Low,” the nurse murmured, putting the cuff away and jotting on the tablet again. The thermometer beeped. She took the probe from Jo’s mouth, expertly ejecting the plastic sleeve into the trash can, and looked at the meter. “High,” she said, looking at Jo for the first time with some concern. “Are you experiencing any dizziness now?”

“No. I feel like my head is going to cave in.” She rubbed her brow, trying to alleviate the pain. “And I’m really tired, like I’ve already said.”

The nurse made a notation on her chart and walked to the door. “The doctor will be with you in a minute.”

“Hurry back,” Jo said softly to the retreating nurse. She had the urge to lie down on the paper-covered table, but wasn’t certain she would get back up again if she did.

Eventually, she did lie back on the paper. She didn’t care if she fell asleep. She needed a nap. Might as well take one here as on the couch when she got home—except that she couldn’t sleep because it felt weird in the doctor’s office on this narrow examination table; she could hear people talking in the hallway and the incessant ticking of the clock on the wall.

So, she waited, counting ceiling tiles and floor tiles, and refraining from opening the cabinets.

The doctor came in just when she’d given up hope of seeing him. He was in his forties, she guessed from his receding hairline and soft belly, and he looked tired, but not as tired as she felt. His dark hair was rumpled, and he kept a pocket protector in the left pocket of his sparkling-white doctor’s jacket.

 “Sorry I’ve kept you,” he said, looking at the tablet in his hand, “Jo.” He made eye contact and smiled. “Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?”

She explained her symptoms again while he pressed his fingers to the glands in her neck and then listened to her breath. 

He laid a cool hand on her brow. “I think we need more tests. I’d call this flu, but you don’t have any cold symptoms. Let’s see what your blood says.”

She closed her eyes and nodded, resigned to putting up with this for a few more days. “Can you do that here, or do I have to go elsewhere for the tests?” She didn’t think she had the energy to find one of those testing places tonight.

“You’re in luck. We’ve got a phlebotomist on staff. She’ll take your blood, but we’ll have to send it out to find out what’s wrong. It will be somewhere between twelve and twenty-four hours before we know anything. In the meantime—”

“Get some rest and drink plenty of fluids?” Jo asked.

The doctor smiled. “Absolutely. We’ll call you with the results and either have you come back in or just call in a prescription for you.”

He held out his hand and Jo shook it.

“Can I take aspirin for the headache?”

“Certainly.”

“Thanks, Doc,” she said.

He nodded and left the room, letting her pull on her sweater in private.

She made her way up the hallway, gave a check to the receptionist, and left. 

The night air cooled her face again, lending her a bit of much-needed energy.

The city sounds were different at night, fewer car horns, less traffic. And the air was sweeter with less exhaust from commuters. The six-block walk home was more comfortable than her walk to the clinic, even in the semi-darkness of the streetlights.

About halfway to home, Jo heard footsteps behind her. She picked up the pace, clutching her handbag to her waist. You just never knew in the city, she thought. She’d never been mugged, and she didn’t want tonight to be the first time. The sound of the footsteps grew louder. Her heart raced.

Calm down, she told herself. It might be someone in a hurry to get home, like her.

Still, she couldn’t help increasing her speed, her heels hitting the pavement with louder claps. She didn’t want to be overtaken.

“Jo,” said a man behind her.

She stopped and turned, her heart still beating rapidly but slowing. Her eyes widened. 

“Pournelle.” She took a deep breath, relaxed the stranglehold she had on the strap of her purse. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, stopping beside her. His suit jacket was open, revealing a subtle paisley-patterned vest beneath. His wingtip shoes gleamed from a high polish. “I thought perhaps catching up to you like a human rather than popping up next to you like a demon, would be less troublesome.” He cleared his throat and buttoned his suit jacket, as if girding himself for battle. “You’re not wearing the necklace,” he said.

“It’s pretty, but it doesn’t go with this sweater.” And I don’t know what it does, so I’m not wearing it, she thought.

“You should wear it all the time. Even if no one sees it.”

Jo gave Pournelle a studied look. It was important to him that she wear it, so giving it to her was definitely more than a friendly gesture. Yep, it was magical. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why do you want me to wear it?”

“It will protect you,” he said, glancing away from her.

But the way he said it made her uncertain. He was hiding something. What could it be? She couldn’t ask him—couldn’t let him know she was suspicious. What if it were dangerous and her prying made him angry? He was demon, after all. What would he do to her in anger? She’d seen his temper. Could she actually trust that he wanted to be friends?

“I’ll put it on when I get home tonight,” she said, knowing she would do no such thing. But it seemed easiest to placate him. Maybe he would leave her alone after this.

“Good,” he said, reaching into his hip pocket and pulling out a plain, white business card. He offered it to her, and she automatically took it. “Call me if you need me,” he said. With a snap of his fingers, he was gone.

Bewildered, Jo stood there a moment staring at the card, her thumb caressing the thick, rich paper, while she silently read his name written out in fine, gold calligraphy. 

He was a demon, but he’d given her his name. He was placing his trust in her—but why?




Chapter 5

 

Jo woke with the same lethargy and dizziness she’d felt the night before. Getting upright took some effort. She made a pot of tea, took a long hot shower, ate some aspirin—along with her toast—and made it downstairs to open the shop on time. 

She set her phone, the white box containing the scarab necklace and Pournelle’s calling card on the counter, and flicked on a few lights. Then, she took a deep breath, willing herself to feel better. The day awaited, and she needed to get past whatever it was that was making her so feel so awful.

But first she needed to cleanse the shop, dispel some negative energy and bolster protection. She’d skipped her morning and evening sage-burning routine a couple of times in the last two weeks since she’d felt so ill. But not anymore. If Pournelle was right, she couldn’t afford to.

Jo reached for her sage and a lighter, and started the ritual in the back. She closed her eyes, mentally preparing herself and focusing on the intent of pushing out negative energy, cleansing the store and protecting herself and her customers. Then she opened her eyes and lit the tightly bundled herb. As it smoked, she walked the perimeter of the store, paying special attention to the corners and doorways, wafting the smoke more heavily in these areas and making certain to trace the outline of the doors. She also cleansed the area around the front counter and cash register—where negative energies always seem to accumulate—before finishing with extra care at the store entrance. She extinguished the sage.

Jo watched dust motes dance in the beam of sunshine streaming in through the glass of the front door while she unlocked the deadbolts and flipped the Closed sign to Open. She lit a cone of strawberry incense, breathing deeply of the sweet scent while she placed it on a high shelf near the entrance, then she turned on the rest of the lights.

Behind the counter, she turned the radio on softly to the local rock station and picked up her new phone to text Assumpta—glad she’d convinced her friend that a phone was a good business investment. Now, they had a steady means of communication for times like this.

Normally, she’d call, but today she just didn’t feel like it. How bad was that? She texted Assumpta.

 

[Morning! Need your help. Come over later?]

 

Jo laid the phone by the cash register and took her electric tea kettle into a small bathroom and filled it with water from the sink. She set it to boil, prepared some loose tea in a porcelain pot, and found her favorite mug among several under the counter. The mug was black with the word ATTITUDE written in tall, hot-pink letters all the way around the mug.

She wasn’t feeling much attitude this morning. She hoped the mug would instill some.

Her phone
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