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      Bestselling author Deborah Wilde presents a fierce and funny urban fantasy packed with:

      •	A forty-something fixer with illegal magic, hard-won skills, and best friends who'd raise hell beside her.

      •	A magical adversary who's too dangerous to dismiss and too infuriating to ignore.

      •	Witty banter, high-stakes cases, and the kind of twists and mysteries that have you bingeing ‘just one more chapter.’

      GOLEM FOR BROKE is the first book in the Mad Queens Inc. series.
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      No woman woke up with a song in her heart and the words “What a great day for a mammogram!” on her lips.

      Normally, I didn’t mind appointments at the end of the day, but by the time I got to the clinic at 5:30PM, I’d missed lunch tracking down a recalcitrant professor with answers about a client’s cursed amulet, my second double espresso was a regret on par with the time I gave myself bangs, and my water-resistant boots were soaked from the November downpour.

      The only other patient at the small imaging clinic leaned over the counter, squinting at a screen and debating times for follow-up appointments two years in the future. A yawning employee nudged the plastic waiting room chairs back into place, smiling sheepishly when I yawned too.

      The soft lights, warmth, and soothing blue walls were making me zone out, my head drooping and my eyelids heavy.

      “Tovah Silver?” A petite blonde in teddy bear scrubs peered at me over a chart.

      I stood up, blinking off my languor. “Yup. Hi.”

      “Hi! I’m Piper. What a day, huh? Better start collecting two of every animal.” The radiology technician led me down a bland beige wood corridor past a large print of an orca leaping out of the water, all while chattering with the enthusiasm of a multilevel marketer nailing her Caribbean cruise bonus.

      I smiled and nodded along to her small talk, my squelching footsteps leaving damp prints on the linoleum. This would all be over soon. Ten minutes of boob mauling, then dinner and a hot bath to round out my day.

      That still ranked above my first time in college.

      Piper led me to the changing cubicles and had me remove all my clothing from my upper body. I shrugged out of my military-style rain jacket, rust-colored sweater, and bra, and folded them neatly on the chair, exchanging them for a hospital gown.

      The exam room was standard-issue modern medical. More warm lighting and calm colors, posters stressing the importance of regular screenings, the faint hum of equipment, and a mammography machine that gave off big medieval interrogation energy. The only personal touch was a photo of a golden retriever on the small desk.

      I draped the hospital gown over the chair in the corner.

      Did other women feel compelled to act ridiculously nonchalant, hanging out topless in dark denim while their technician adjusted the mammography machine? My brain, helpful as ever, chose this moment to overthink how arms worked. Where did I normally place them and why did everything feel wrong and weird when I did it shirtless?

      I’d landed on loosely folded when Piper motioned me over. I hoisted my breast onto the bottom tray, spurring the other woman into action, smoothing and flattening the tissue to arrange my boob like a throw pillow.

      “The pastry chef who lost last night on Bake Off could have used some of your technique,” I joked.

      Piper laughed and smushed the top tray down on my poor appendage via the control buttons on the side of the machine with as much gentleness as was possible. “I actually knead dough to relax.”

      “And why not? You end up with yummy bread and no bitching patients,” I said.

      “The whiny ones are the worst.” She tapped another button and the plates hummed softly into place. “I make the compression paddles just a smidge too tight with those ones.”

      I cracked a grin. “Please tell me you’re not kidding. Because that would be awesome.”

      “That would be totally unprofessional,” she said with a slight smile as she headed to the console behind the protective barrier.

      “That’s not a no,” I sang out.

      A coworker called out “Night, Piper” from the hallway, adding that she’d lock the door behind her.

      “I have you in my clutches now.” Piper twirled an imaginary mustache. “No one to hear you scream.”

      “Scream?” I shook my head. “Someone’s getting ahead of herself. At least buy me dinner first. Though to be fair, you’ve already gotten to second base.”

      Piper chuckled. “I’m scared to ask what you consider a date. Now stop laughing. I need you totally still. Deep breath and hold.”

      After capturing the intro-level X-rays, we moved on to the harder angles. Piper spun the machine sideways, positioning me with my chest thrust out.

      “Worst Playboy pose ever,” I said, fanning myself against a hot flash.

      “Well, if you’re not going to pout, that’s on you. Shuffle in, get nice and close.” She pressed my left arm up along the machine like I was the shy bride in an arranged marriage who wouldn’t cozy up for the wedding photo. “Just like that. Perfect!”

      “I don’t think that means what you think it means,” I murmured. Sweat ran down the back of my neck, and the machine had such a clamp on my throbbing boob that I chided myself for not setting a safe word.

      Piper captured the image. “One more then you’ll be released back into the wilds.”

      “Am I supposed to be a fish in this situation?” I frowned. “Good thing I don’t actually have a hot date tonight, because between my boobs requiring time to reinflate and you disparaging my non-centerfold vibe, my ego is sorely wounded.”

      Piper cut her eyes at me. “Somehow, I get the sense your ego is just fine.”

      I flipped my hair. “Yeah, I rock.”

      She reset the machine to X-ray my other side: right arm flung up, right boob trapped.

      I breathed through a spike of anxiety. I’d had night terrors as a kid, and even decades later, being pinned in place brought back that same frozen panic.

      Deep breath. This isn’t the same⁠—

      The door crashed open and a stocky figure lurched in like a marionette freed from his strings. My body clocked the danger before my brain processed his ratty denim jacket and jeans, his face obscured by a baseball cap pulled low, and the heavy leather gloves on his hands.

      I squinted at the crude slash of a mouth carved into clay and blinked.

      A golem? In a mammography clinic? Golems were the servants of the wealthy, staffing west side cocktail parties and boardrooms. They cost too much for any healthcare provider to afford, unless it was some private facility by the seaside where the very upper crust went to recover.

      He locked on to me. Sure, I was a vision of raw, clamped sexuality, but seriously? Get lost, perv.

      Piper planted herself between us. “Get out!”

      He loomed closer.

      I struggled against the machine. “Piper. Help!”

      She barely managed three steps toward me before the golem grabbed her arm and twisted it up behind her back. She whimpered.

      “Let her go!” I flailed for the chunky yellow emergency release lever, but pinned sideways against the cold machine as I was, the mechanism was out of reach. I slid off my black leather belt with its wide silver buckle, but no matter how I whipped it at the lever, even using my dominant hand, the belt didn’t have the heft to move it.

      There was nothing in range for me to throw and no one to come to our rescue.

      My hot flash crept along my chest and the back of my neck, my throat growing tight and prickly.

      Piper clearly didn’t have magic, but she wasn’t going down without a fight. She stomped on his foot, and when the golem didn’t react, she elbowed him in the face with her free arm, knocking off his baseball cap.

      In my limited experience, golems possessed the same facial structure and features as humans. This one looked like someone had gotten bored halfway through: no lashes or brows, pinprick nostrils, eyes that weren’t much more than marbles.

      Her actions hadn’t harmed the golem, but he’d been startled enough to let her go. She jumped back, rubbing the arm he’d twisted, though it didn’t appear dislocated or broken. But he sprang back into action, hauling her back against his chest with his arm pressed against her throat.

      Barbed heat dotted my skin and the pressure in my chest grew unbearable. Still stuck in the mammography machine, I wrapped the belt around my knuckles. “Come here, you piece of shit.”

      The golem tilted his head and squeezed his forearm, cutting off Piper’s air flow—almost like he was waiting to see what I’d do next.

      She gave a strangled gurgle, desperate eyes flashing in my direction.

      “Yo!” I snapped my fingers. “Discount garden gnome. Did your maker give you the balls to take me on?”

      The golem flung Piper away and rumbled toward me.

      Ignoring my heart pounding, I held the swelling ball of heat in my core in check while the golem came closer. I didn’t dare take my eyes off him to check on Piper.

      Five steps.

      I exhaled gently—just the low setting—to suss things out. Magic-infused hot air splashed against his skin, yet he didn’t falter.

      Three steps.

      Two…

      I snapped the belt at the golem. A lion tamer hat would have completed the moment nicely.

      The golem yanked the leather away, resulting in his arm half raised above his head. Exactly where I wanted it.

      I unleashed the tightness in my chest.

      My torso burst into white-gold flames that licked along my arms. I whipped a thin stream of fire at the golem’s arm and sheared it clean off. Catching his limb before it hit the ground, I slapped it against the emergency release lever, freeing myself.

      Hot flash magic—not exactly the stuff of legend, but it had its moments.

      I ducked low and bolted past him toward Piper, who was crumpled against the wall, hunched over her ankle.

      He grabbed my hair with his remaining hand and swung me around by the head. I screamed a vicious curse, strands tearing free from my scalp.

      Golems stuck with a task until it was complete. If his task was murdering me, I had no intention of helping him earn a gold star.

      The air conditioning kicked in, puckering my boobs with goose bumps. Great. Now I was flushed, sweaty, and cold. I was one symptom away from qualifying as a hostile weather event. I glanced over at the discarded hospital gown, then planted myself in an unmovable stance.

      Screw modesty. I was channeling full Boudica energy now—bare-chested, blazing, and absolutely done with this day. Jaw locked, I dragged the fire banding my chest inward, packing it hard and mean behind my ribs. Then I opened my mouth and screamed fire into his face. The gold darkened, the flames now edged in red—a raw blast of heat and fury.

      A quick raw blast. I wasn’t a fire elemental. My magic sputtered out faster than I’d have liked, leaving me doubled over, coughing, but I’d still pushed his clay past its breaking point.

      His head had turned glassy and slumped like overfired pottery collapsing in a kiln. Soot-stained half-molten clay and water ran in rivulets down the golem’s body, and smoke poured from his neck stump.

      “Fire. Fire,” a feminine voice intoned over and over with agonizing robotic calm.

      The sprinklers kicked in, dousing us. Excellent. It would dial down the lingering hot flash and perk me up since my assault had drained me.

      Or rather, it would have been excellent, had the golem not grabbed my throat with one meaty hand and squeezed.

      Huh? Being headless should have been a dealbreaker. I tore at his hand to no avail.

      My vision blurred; my lungs burned. Trapped, boobs-out: this could not be how I was found dead. A life tragically cut short in my mid-forties turned into a punchline in news reports. Or worse. Years of my mother visiting my grave to kvetch about the shame I’d brought upon her.

      There was only one option. The full nuclear one I’d kept hidden at all costs. Having only one kind of magic was fine. To possess two was forbidden. An anathema punishable by a magical lobotomy and a one-way trip to a windowless black site. All for the crime of being too much.

      Well, I had to live long enough to worry about that.

      I didn’t summon fire. Anyone could burn the outside of a thing. What I was about to do went somewhere else entirely.

      The golem squeezed tighter.

      I saw red. This wasn’t panic. It wasn’t even the familiar, sweaty build of a hot flash.

      A pressure detonated behind my rib cage along with a brutal tightness, like someone had cinched a too-small band around my ribs and was still cranking.

      Light-headed, with my eardrums feeling like they were about to burst, I slammed my palms against the golem and melted his chest into a gooey mess.

      That was just cover. The real move was quieter and far less legal. I reached inside the golem to burn out the magic animating him.

      Given how easy it’d be to permanently solve any problems with assholes in the magic community this way, my usual restraint was frankly heroic and underappreciated.

      The delicious rush of unleashing that deeper magic danced through me, better than taking off a too-tight bra or finally standing in front of a fan. It hit my system like a shot of high-proof whiskey in a burning, golden rush of satisfaction.

      The animation magic that made the golem more than a mud sculpture tasted sharp and metallic, a lightning burst on my tongue. For a split second I seized with the shock of it, then I incinerated it.

      He hit the ground with a dull thud, and I dragged in a shaky, wheezing breath.

      And somehow, worst of all, Piper stared at me from a heap in the corner, eyes wide, cradling her ankle.

      I froze. Did she know what I’d done?

      That whole “scratch the Hebrew letter aleph off a golem’s forehead so the word ‘emet’—truth—became ‘met’—death—and boom, instant off switch”? That was the child-simple version. I could tattoo “emet” on a potato and it wouldn’t stand up and do my laundry.

      Real animation magic didn’t sit in one letter waiting to be vandalized by a thumbnail. It was baked into the marrow of an object, braided through name, will, and power in every inch of clay.

      A fire elemental could stop a golem if they incinerated one down to a lump. I’d been certain that melting his head would be enough. I’d been wrong.

      Hence, we’d gone with plan B: burn the magic out at its core. And it had been a success.

      Or so I’d thought before I clocked Piper’s hollow stare.

      Well, I certainly wasn’t going to have that conversation topless. “Be right back,” I said, going for the changing cubicle and my sweater.

      My neck was tender and it hurt to swallow, but mostly I needed a moment to rid myself of the golem’s phantom strangulation. I still felt his fingers clamped around my throat along with the primal certainty that I couldn’t breathe, even though I could.

      “Tovah?” Piper said in a wavery voice.

      Pull it together, Silver.

      I plastered on my best “everything is under control” face. It was going to have to be the performance of a lifetime. I just hoped I wasn’t the only one buying it.
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      “That was scary, huh?” I grinned, my raspy voice a masterclass in infusing the moment with light humor. “Let’s make sure he’s down for the count. Don’t want a zombie golem, am I right?”

      Piper, who’d dragged herself into the hall and away from the sprinklers, laughed nervously. “Not on my wish list, no.”

      One of the golem’s leather gloves had come off. His hands were smooth beige clay slabs lacking any detail like fingernails. He was also short a pinky. Not missing it; more like it had never been crafted. His other fingers looked like a child had gotten into the Play-Doh and made sausages. Pathetic craftsmanship.

      I pressed my palm against the golem’s denim-clad thigh, summoned the heat, and held it steady until the clay underneath ran like hot wax. Then I gripped his left ankle until it glooped through my fingers like a softened candle. The more body parts I melted, the better my chances of everyone believing I stopped him with my hot flash magic.

      Piper watched me, though she appeared rapt, not scared.

      Good. Latch on to my sleight of hand instead of the real reason that thing wasn’t ever getting up again.

      A metal rod stuck out of the golem’s calf. Given how heavy the foot was, there was some kind of plate in there, which didn’t make sense. Golem creators, animators as they were called, were very particular about how they made these guys. Clay was the material most reputable animators used, a single sculpting not bolstered with plates or metal rods.

      Something about this was off. But was solving this my responsibility?

      Nope.

      I chucked the severed foot across the room. “If we’re in the darkest timeline where he can reanimate, that’ll keep him from coming after us.”

      “What now?” Piper said, her teeth chattering.

      I hurried to her side, wringing water out of my soggy sweater. “Can you stand up if I help you?” Off her nod, I took her weight and got her to her feet.

      The rest of the clinic was dry. Blessings on sophisticated technology.

      “I didn’t think we were going to make it. I mean, that melty thing you did?” Piper’s babbling was pitchy as we made our way down the hall. “He kept strangling you and I didn’t think it worked.” She scrunched up her face in confusion. “But then it did.”

      “I think it’s like how chickens can still run for a few seconds after being decapitated.” I touched my neck and swallowed twice to assure myself I could.

      She pointed at my throat. “You’re not bruised. That doesn’t always happen in choking cases.”

      “You sound disturbingly certain.”

      Piper smiled wanly. “I’m addicted to crime shows. How does the decapitated chicken apply here?”

      “Same principle. Headless but functioning.”

      “He’ll stay down now though?”

      “Yes. He seemed to be a basic model. We can be grateful for that.”

      She nodded, some of the tension draining from her shoulders.

      I sat Piper down at reception with her injured leg elevated on a chair and did a quick once-over while I called 911, on guard for any other intruders.

      Her pulse was erratic and her ankle was likely sprained, but she was alive. If I hadn’t stopped that golem, would he have done far worse?

      I described what had happened to the dispatcher as succinctly as I could—with one critical omission.

      The heater kicked in to bring the clinic back to non-arctic temperatures after the crazy levels of AC when the sprinklers went off. Piper and I both flinched and I shivered despite the warm air blowing over both of us.

      Sirens were already drawing closer by the time I wrapped up the call.

      Piper pointed at the front door. “It’s bolted. How did he get in?”

      “No wards on the clinic?” I said.

      Wards guarded against magical malicious intent, but like any security system, anything that could be armed could be disarmed. Even so, that required a specialist.

      Piper gave a bitter snort. “Our budget doesn’t extend to wards. Besides, this is a medical clinic.” Her voice was high and tight. “We don’t get magical threats.”

      “Is there another door?” I asked.

      “Emergency exit by the kitchen.” She pushed unsteadily to her feet and winced.

      “It’s just us, I promise,” I said. “Stay off your leg. I’ll be right back.”

      She clutched my sleeve. “No. I’m coming too.”

      I cleared each room, Piper limping behind me. The golem had indeed brute-forced his way in through the emergency exit, twisting and crumpling the frame until he could pull the door open.

      There was a loud pounding at the front door. “Gevurah! If you’re able, open the door. If not, we’ll assume you’re in need of help and will break it down.”

      I eased Piper into a kitchen chair and ran to let in Vancouver’s official answer to crimes where “assault” and “spontaneous rain of gefilte fish” might both make it into the same incident report. (A famous incident between two rival bagel shop owners back in the 1990s. True story.)

      Outside the night was slick pavement and rain turning the streetlights into smeared gold lines. A dark shape hunched against the glass haloed in wet neon, his breath fogging the door as he leaned closer to peer inside.

      Even distorted by bad weather and the lobby’s reflection on the glass, I recognized that blond hair and those broad shoulders. I sighed. Of all the operatives they could have sent… Clearly, the universe had decreed I had not yet suffered enough.

      I pulled open the door and Luke Blume stepped in on a rush of cold air, carrying a small duffel bag. Rain glistened on the shoulders of his leather jacket with the crimson “G” emblazoned on one sleeve—the official emblem of Gevurah operatives worldwide.

      “Tovah? Are you…” His pretty blue eyes widened and he reached for me, curling his hand into a fist at the last second. “Ms. Silver. We received a report of an intruder and two injured parties. Are you in pain?”

      His voice dripped icy professionalism. Nothing at all like the last time I’d seen him, naked in his bed.

      I touched my neck, then clasped my hands behind my back so he wouldn’t see them tremble. “There was an attempted strangling.”

      His expression eased. “Jesus, Tovah. Sit down. Just…wait.” He dropped the duffel and jogged off.

      “Ask Piper if she wants us to stay with her,” I called after him.

      Luke returned a few moments later with an ice pack. “Paramedics are coming. Meantime, use this on your neck for the pain. I gave Piper one as well while I was in the kitchen. She seems stable and didn’t want us hovering.”

      I took it with a nod of thanks. “I meant to call you⁠—”

      He gestured at the clinic. “But you’re such a busy woman,” he sneered.

      Fuck. Had I added that to his repertoire? Ripped abs and a hero complex were fairly typical for Gevurah operatives—not just the dudes—but Luke had never been cynical. And let’s face it, attention from someone eleven years my junior had been flattering. That said, it was only supposed to be a few nights of fun. I thought we were on the same page about that.

      What delicate rephrasing of “Dude, we hooked up, please unclench” would still have him view the scorched crime scene with a generous eye but also not text me asking when I was free for dinner?

      “Sit down,” he repeated. “Please.”

      Two paramedics hustled into the clinic with orange medical kits.

      “One of the technicians, Piper, is injured,” I said. “There’s no one else here. She’s in the kitchen down the hall to the right. It’s where the intruder broke in.”

      “Start with Tovah,” Luke said, pointing at me. “Since you’re here.”

      The female EMT rolled her eyes. “Luckily for everyone, there’s two of us. We’ll triage them both.”

      I shot her an apologetic look.

      The EMTs split up. The woman checked me over, asking a barrage of questions. I’d avoided most of the external symptoms like vision impairment, swollen tongue, and facial weakness, but she phoned in a healer to suss out the extent of my internal injuries.

      “Take it easy until she arrives.” She went to join her partner in the kitchen seeing to Piper.

      “Can you describe your attacker?” Luke said.

      “I’ll do you one better.” There was no point sitting here until the healer arrived. Might as well go through the assault while the details were fresh. I led Luke to the mammography room.

      He stopped me in the hallway outside the door, blinked, and muttered, “Fuck.”

      The room smelled like a kiln accident at a summer camp. The sprinklers had finally sputtered out, but soggy pamphlets on breast health drooped from their holders, the motivational poster about early detection was peeling off the wall, and water plonked from the lights.

      The golem was a sodden mess on the floor. His head was melted. One thigh was toast. The other leg was technically present but reevaluating its commitment to his hips.

      Looming over all of it was the dripping mammography machine, its compression paddles hanging open like it was as shocked as the rest of us.

      Luke took a reading with a Geiger counter that he’d pulled from the duffel.

      A band corded around my rib cage. “The machine is wet but intact, right? No radiation leakage?”

      He flipped off the switch. “No leakage.”

      “Good.” I huffed a laugh. “Lucky the damage was so localized.”

      Luke lowered the Geiger counter and looked at me like I’d just praised the weather at a funeral.

      “Considering Piper and I both survived a terrifying ordeal,” I said as I yanked paper towels from the wall dispenser, “you could be happier about it.”

      “I am, but now this clinic will be out of commission pending an investigation and renovations. There are laws and procedures for how we deal with magic crimes for a reason.”

      I bit back the retort that my love of gray areas was a pretty big fucking part of his initial attraction to me. “There wasn’t a lot of leeway for procedure in this particular situation. Or the ability to call for help.”

      “I’ll give you that. You did good melting his head off,” Luke acknowledged. “I bet you were pretty tapped out after that, huh?”

      If he only knew. “Big-time.”

      He splashed through a puddle, stepped over the golem’s discarded arm, and crouched down. “Who was attacked first?”

      “Piper, but that was proximity.” I squatted next to him. My synthetic fiber sweater was merely comfortably damp now so I focused on blotting water from my hair. “I feel like he was here for me.”

      Luke snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves. “Do you have proof?”

      “No, but it was like he was testing me. He had Piper in a chokehold but he didn’t try to strangle her, then he moved on to me and…” I briskly wrung out the last strands of hair. “It was like Piper was a means to provoke me.”

      “How would he know you were here?” Luke pushed up the golem’s pant leg and examined the calf.

      “No clue.” I threw the sodden paper in the trash. “I only got the appointment because someone else canceled this morning. I hadn’t even entered it on my calendar.” My voice had dropped to a whisper because my throat felt raw.

      “Sounds like a case of wrong place, wrong time.” Luke took photos on his phone of the golem from different angles. “I get why you’re paranoid though. You had a bad shock.”

      A muscle ticked in my jaw. Thanks for your understanding. Maybe you could put on your critical-thinking cap and understand why I ghosted you, you mansplaining ass.

      Take the win. He’s not questioning how your melt job stopped the golem.

      “I’m sure you’re correct.” Did I get good karma for not punching him when he nodded matter-of-factly at that?

      I retrieved my raincoat with its fleece lining because I couldn’t seem to get warm. “Why send a golem to randomly hit up a medical clinic?” I said when I returned.

      Come on. Mansplain me into the clear.

      Luke snapped a close-up of the severed arm before glancing over at me. “Whoever prompted it, rest assured, it’s in Gevurah’s hands now and we’ll get answers. You running around playing cop from the fringes will only slow us down and get you in trouble.”

      Playing cop? I almost tore the zipper, my jaw set. “I inherited my aunt’s business, a Vancouver institution for almost fifty years that’s helped—strike that, continues to help a lot of people in the magic community that Gevurah won’t even bat an eye at.”

      Luke shrugged in an irritatingly pacifying manner and examined the mammography machine, giving special attention to the box with the X-ray tube. “No cracks,” he said with a nod and photographed the equipment. “You benefitted from your aunt’s business being grandfathered in and bypassing licensing regulations you’d never meet today.”

      Oh good. We were back to that, were we?

      “I’ll admit you’ve helped people”—wow, that almost choked him—“but you should have done that by joining Gevurah.”

      I wasn’t police material, and a system weighted down with bureaucracy and the rigidity of procedure held about as much appeal as jury duty on repeat. However, I was smart enough to pick my battles.

      “You sound like Rin,” I said.

      Luke tucked his phone in his jacket pocket and picked up the duffel bag. “That’s because Wolf’s always right.” He surveyed the room one last time. “I’m going to speak with Piper.”

      “You do that.”

      The healer arrived and brought me into another treatment room. When my darker magic first manifested, I’d ended up under a healer’s care for a messed-up disc in my lower back. It hadn’t occurred to me until I was on the massage table whether or not she might be able to sense that other magic.

      After the most stressful massage of my life, I was reassured that while yes, they felt magic, they couldn’t determine what kind it was or how much a person had. It simply presented as a constant thrum inside Chaiborn, that is, people with magic, alongside any internal injuries.

      While this healer worked on my neck, I ran through the past few months: the cases I’d taken, the doors I’d knocked on, the questions I’d asked that made people flinch. There had been some uncomfortable moments, there always were, but none would warrant an attack like this.

      The pressure in my windpipe grew to uncomfortable levels, but the healer assured me that it was better to suffer this now and repair the trachea than send me home and risk death. Hard to argue with that logic.

      I tried to escape my discomfort by focusing on possible suspects. Only one person in Vancouver possessed the animation magic capable of creating golems. The same one who could easily unearth every second of my schedule if he so chose, that bastard.

      Nikolai Azarov and I had sniped at each other for years, eventually settling into a détente built on mutual avoidance for my brother’s sake. My suspicions that he was the one behind this were valid. He had the motive and certainly the means.

      But why come after me now?

      It was more likely one of his clients hired a golem to do this. Except, muscle work through Azarov Clay & Stone was handled by his gargoyles, not his golems. I shivered. Had one of those stone beings shown up, Piper and I would not have walked away.

      The second the healer was finished working on me, I found a secluded area and called the one man who could give me answers. And he would. Whether he wanted to or not.
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      “Azarov Clay & Stone,” a cheerful young Irishman answered. “Fine design in beings mineral, architectural, and fantastical. How may I be of service to you on this lovely day?”

      “It’s Tovah Silver,” I growled, at the end of my patience. “Put him on.”

      “Ah, but I’m sorry, Tovah, Himself is busy.”

      Yeah, I’d already tried his direct line, hence the call to his office. “Then interrupt him, Declan. Now.”

      There was the delicate clearing of a throat. “I’d be delighted to take a message.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Fine. Relay this. And please be precise.”

      “Pen is in hand and I await your missive.”

      “I just flambéed the golem you sent to attack me,” I said. “Next time, it’ll be your balls.”

      There was a weighty silence.

      “I’ll just be getting him, then,” Declan said, the line clattering as he set the phone down.

      “Appreciate it,” I called out. Tucking the phone between my cheek and chin, I bent down and rubbed the back of my foot. These boots were an hour past cute and deep into punitive.

      “You have thirty seconds,” a new voice said.

      My best friend, Su-Jin Park, once described Nikolai Azarov’s voice as “late-night radio sex meets organized crime. Deep, low, and probably illegal in three provinces.”

      To me it was sandpaper dragged over my last nerve.

      I marched into the hallway, my back ramrod straight, and leaned against the wall. “This was low, even for you.”

      “I don’t have time to parse out your cryptic insults, Silver.” Water splashed gently on his end. Brushes being rinsed, maybe. “Get to the point.”

      So much for Declan passing on my message.

      “Then allow me to be crystal clear. This is the last time you get to threaten me with one of your little toys,” I said.

      Declan gasped. “Harsh words, that.”

      My cheeks went hot. Declan may have been a golem, but he was a fireball of intelligence, wit, and personality. “Sorry. That was unforgivably rude and unfair. I’ve just had the worst day.”

      “Eh. On the scale of mortal sins, you’re grand.”

      “You’re committing the mortal sin of eavesdropping on me,” Nikolai snapped. “Now get your ass off the phone.”

      “I’m here for emotional support, Boss,” Declan said cheekily.

      “Then emotionally support me by finishing the invoicing.”

      His second-in-command disconnected with a prim sniff.

      “You’re accusing me of sending a golem after you?” Nikolai said dismissively.

      “Weird, right? Golems are usually a Thursday problem. Wednesdays are for krakens.” I snapped my fingers. “Or wait, no. Sasquatch.” My voice went cold. “Don’t you dare minimize this. On top of coming after me, he also hurt an innocent woman.”

      The water shut off abruptly. “How badly?”

      “The physical injuries aren’t life-threatening but…”

      “Yeah,” he said softly. “That’ll leave scars. All I can tell you is, it wasn’t me. My golems are pacifists. They can’t hurt anyone unless it’s self-defense. Besides, if I were to attack you, I’d send a gargoyle.”

      “I feel mightily reassured that you’d stick with your conventional assassins.”

      “Then feel reassured by this,” Nikolai said, his voice a dark baritone. “I wouldn’t waste any of my people on you.”

      I tamped down an almost impressed laugh. Oh, the heights of bastarddom at which this man soared. “All right. You didn’t do it. Don’t get all butthurt.”

      “Since you’re still around to dazzle me with that poetic turn of phrase, I take it the golem failed to harm you.”

      I rubbed my throat. “Disappointed?”

      “That I won’t get to use my Tovah’s Timely Demise playlist? Exceedingly.”

      There was the quiet chime of metal on metal. He was probably arranging his murder implements by degree of joy sparked.

      “So were you hurt or not?” he added gruffly.

      “I’ll live.” I forced a deep exhale, willing away my sudden panic that I once again couldn’t breathe.

      Nikolai’s silence was more suffocating.

      “Golem makers are rare, and you’re the only one in town,” I said. “If it wasn’t you, then one of your clients was behind this and they somehow overrode your injunction to do no harm.”

      “Misrepresenting what my people are contracted for nullifies our agreement. Consequences are immediate.” His voice was silky. “Which begs the question of who they got a golem from and what they were tasked with accomplishing.”

      I kept my theory about being tested to myself. I’d hit my daily quota of condescending males with Luke.

      A paramedic turned into the corridor, holding up a bottle of water. I took it from her with a nod of thanks.

      “Luke wants to speak to you,” she said.

      I motioned for her to give me five minutes and she left.

      “What did the golem sound like?” Nikolai asked.

      I blinked. “We didn’t exactly discuss the state of the world. He never spoke.”

      “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

      “How would I know? Look,” I said, “I’ve got to go⁠—”

      “Did the golem have a tongue and teeth?” Nikolai pressed.

      “I’m not a dentist. I didn’t obsess over his molars.” I opened the water bottle.

      There was an explosive sigh and then a drawer rattled on Nikolai’s end. “I don’t even know why I bother some days. Tell me this, then, did the golem get away?”

      “No.”

      “Then could you trouble yourself to check him?” he said crankily.

      “There’d be no point.” I took a long swallow of water.

      There was a sharp clang from the other side of the phone. “Because you don’t see the point in humoring the person with the expertise or because you’re freaked out opening a dead person’s mouth?”

      “Because I melted his face off.” I screwed the cap on the water bottle. “If he had teeth, he doesn’t now.”

      Nikolai breathed in like he was counting to ten and resenting every number. “I assume you trapped him somewhere? Where are you? I’ll send someone over to pick him up.”

      Luke strode past me holding an empty body bag. “Who are you talking to?”

      “Dinner sounds perfect,” I said. “You’re a rock star.”

      “First you think I put a hit on you, now you think I’m hitting on you?” Nikolai said incredulously. “For all our sakes, get a grip, Silver.”

      I made a face at the phone—where Luke couldn’t see.

      “Don’t skimp on the pad Thai, Jinny,” I said. “And order some cashew chicken. I’ll probably be a while, since Gevurah is here now, but I’ll text you⁠—”

      “You called Gevurah?”

      I winced at Nikolai’s roared comment on the other end of the phone.

      Luke frowned over his shoulder at me. “You’re talking to your best friend about an active investigation?”

      “I’m talking to my best friend because I’m rattled and I need something to look forward to after a day from literal hell,” I said. “I’m not sharing state secrets.”

      He shot me a suspicious look, and I tensed, bracing for him to pluck my phone out of my hand. “You better not be,” he said. “I’d hate to have to charge you with obstruction. Or worse.”

      He headed into the imaging room, leaving me gaping at his back. Had he just eye-fucked me while threatening to lock me up? I pressed the water bottle against my forehead. I didn’t have the energy to manage this boy’s role-play fantasies and keep my life together. Ugh.

      “What the fuck, Silver?” Nikolai said. “Gevurah will destroy the golem. Brutally.”

      I retreated farther down the hall so Luke couldn’t possibly hear the call, but I could still keep an eye on the operative. “The golem’s not even one of yours,” I hissed. “Besides, he attacked two people.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Nikolai said.

      “I don’t think you matter either, but at least I’m nicer about it.” I slid down the wall into a crouch.

      “Don’t get all butthurt,” he snarked back. “The attack matters, him being one of my people does not. I’ll undo his lifeforce with grace.”

      “It’s irrelevant,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I stopped him.”

      Luke scooped the attack golem’s remains into the body bag.

      “By melting his face off?” Nikolai barked a laugh. “Hate to tell you but that’s not going to be enough.”

      “Throw in melting his chest and it was.” I became very interested in the ceiling. “He’s dead. For real.”

      “Wait. You’re serious? Your hot flash magic killed a golem? That’s not possible.”

      My mouth went dry because of what was possible—I didn’t think this through.

      Nikolai created golems. Animators with his skills were rare. Not only was he the sole person in Vancouver with that particular set, he might have been the only one in Canada.

      I might fool other people about how I stopped the golem, but Nikolai was the master.

      “Gee, Silver, I’m so relieved your magic worked and you’re not dead. Not one of yours, remember?” I reiterated waspishly. “So don’t get all riled up over shoddy craftsmanship. And there’s no need to insult my magic just because I got it during perimenopause.”

      Luke zipped up the bag, labeling it with the necessary information to log the evidence into chain of custody back at the Gevurah HQ.

      “How did he move?” Nikolai said. “Fluid stride? Jittery gait?”

      I approximated it, adjusting my stride until it matched my memory. “Frankenstein lurch. There was a metal rod in his leg, and he had a plate in his foot.”

      “Was he a golem or a kindergarten art project?” He made a disgusted huff. “What about the texture or color of the clay?”

      Luke strode by, carrying the world’s worst loot bag. “Wrap it up,” he ordered.

      I nodded and went into the lobby—the opposite direction.

      The golems in Nikolai’s security firm worked everything from catering to office work. They were a confidential resource for wealthy clients who didn’t want that messy element of humans who could let something slip. And because nobody bothered to lower their voice around the microwave, those same clients didn’t care what they said in front of them.

      Naturally, the supernatural rumor mill had theories. Along with the whispers that his gargoyles took on darker gigs than security detail, some said his golems played spy.

      But Nikolai ran a very tight ship and no one, not even Gevurah, could prove he was anything other than a legitimate business owner.

      My gut said Nikolai had deployed his spies the second he learned Gevurah was on the scene, but his golems were excellent at not being seen when they didn’t wish to be. I peered out into the night but didn’t see anyone hiding in the shadows, just people hurrying home in the rain.

      “Luke just tagged the corpse.” I placed the water bottle on the reception counter.

      “Bully for him. Color?” Nikolai pressed.

      “Beige.”

      “Come on, Silver,” he said in a tight voice. “Give me something. Texture? Details?”

      “His hands had no detail at all. Think clay slabs.”

      “Did you note that before or after you melted his face off?”

      I sighed. “You’re really stuck on that part, huh?”

      “Since I might have been able to identify his maker from the way he was carved, yeah. You couldn’t save yourself and the woman without mass carnage?”

      “Nope,” I said, rubbing my right boob.

      “Why not?”

      “I have to go be interrogated now,” I said tightly. “A pleasure as always.”

      “Interesting avoidance. And I will find out.”

      “Gevurah won’t like you meddling in their investigation.”

      “Meddle? I’m not Scooby-Doo,” Nikolai retorted. “They’re welcome to their little hunt, but I will have answers. One way or another.”

      “Yeah, right. Because someone else made a golem and you can’t handle not being the only special boy?” I clucked my tongue. “Typical only child. Can’t share worth shit.”

      “I don’t have to share.” He might as well have psychically beamed his smirk to me. “I have market domination.” With that, he hung up.

      I shot double fingers at the phone.

      “Tovah?” Luke dropped into a chair, his notebook out. “Take me through it from the top. And don’t leave anything out.”
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      Two hours later, I dragged my thoroughly exhausted ass through the doors of Mad Queens Inc.—barely dodging the foam football that whizzed past me. “Hey! Watch for people.”

      “Sorry, Tovah,” Ravi called from the kitchen. His voice cracked but I didn’t tease him about it. Being fourteen wasn’t easy. No need to make my friend’s sweetheart of a kid feel bad.

      Someone had stuck googly eyes on the rubber tree by the door again. I hung my coat on the hook and sniffed the air. Pizza. Sweet. I was dry, home, and there were still extra-large pepperoni slices left.

      The googly eyes could stay another day.

      Ravi’s twin brother, Jaiden, launched off the leather sofa to intercept the return throw, his sneakers squeaking on the hardwood. “Tell her.”

      “Tell me what?” Using the control panel on the wall, I turned off the bass-heavy beat pouring out of the speakers.

      “I got an A on my history test.” Ravi trotted into view. “Pay up.”

      “Good job.” I crossed the fir floor that bore scars of generations of foot traffic, under a ceiling that boasted the original pressed tin, its decades of paint layers sanded back to glimmering silver.

      The ground floor of this large house had once been a corner grocery store, back when Vancouver dotted its neighborhoods with them. Most were long shuttered now, their clapboard bones converted to duplexes or torn down entirely. Mine was the lone holdout in red brick, remodeled into Mad Queens Inc. on the ground floor when Aunt Esther started the business.

      After I inherited both the company and the building, I’d renovated again. I knocked out walls to open the main room, exposed the original brick on one side, and added double-glazed windows where the old storefront display had been.

      Four small offices lined the back wall, all of them glass-fronted so no one felt boxed in, with the kitchen and bathroom tucked at the far end. The rest was communal: a lounge area with the sofa and armchairs, and a just long-enough walnut conference table pressed into service for strategy sessions, client meetings, and communal noshing.

      This place signaled history, stubborn survival, and organized chaos, stitched together by memory, laughter, and the kind of magic that didn’t require me to burn myself up from the inside.

      I pulled out my keys for the locked filing cabinet in the corner.

      Ravi and Jaiden bounded over to me like eager puppies. Both lanky, with similar dark coloring from their Indo-Canadian heritage, Jaiden was pure skater boy in his safety pin–studded toque, baggy corduroys, and Converse, where his geeky twin went for vintage pop culture T-shirts and jeans.

      I dumped my original Game Boy console—loaded with a Mario Brothers cartridge—into Ravi’s hands.

      “We want the Spider-Man game too.” He nudged his brother.

      Jaiden tucked the foam football under his arm. “I asked Troy to hang at the skateboard park.”

      “And?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      He shrugged, but his cheeks went pink. “It was cool. We’re doing it again this weekend.”

      I wanted to hug him for taking a chance and asking out his crush, but instead, I reached into the filing cabinet with a grin. “Spider-Man game it is.”

      One of the office doors flew open, and my fellow Mad Queen, Nisha Prasad, stormed out, stylish as always in a black brocade silk shirt and pants. She jabbed an accusing finger at me. “You are encouraging more boys in my house. Do I not have enough?”

      I hid the Spider-Man cartridge behind my back.

      “Moooom. Geez.” Jaiden glared at her.

      “Don’t Mom me.” Nisha gave off more energy as a five-foot-three fifty-two-year-old than most Gevurah operatives. She was arguably more intimidating, too, which totally worked in my favor. Usually. “Do I get a raise to cover my new food budget?” she said to me. “And don’t think I didn’t
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