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      Bestselling author Deborah Wilde presents a gloriously funny, wickedly sexy urban fantasy packed with:

      •	A half-demon with dangerous secrets and an attitude to match.

      •	A charming vampire whose cryptic agendas are only outdone by his infuriatingly irresistible allure.

      •	A loyal crew tackling fascinating magical crimes with plenty of sparks (and chaos) along the way.

      DEMON IN DISGUISE is the fourth book in the Bedeviled AF series.

      Deborah has a chatty newsletter where she shares what’s warming her cold, dead heart, gives sneak peeks and insider information, and holds giveaways.

      Join the Wilde Ones today!
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      Even in a liminal wasteland ruled by chaos magic, where every second was objectively miserable and cartoonishly dangerous, this listing wall made of human bones, some with hair and sinew still attached, was, quite frankly, a bit much.

      I grimaced at the eyeless skull jammed unceremoniously between two femurs. “Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio.”

      My half sister, Maud Liu, uncapped her Nalgene. “A man of that infinite a jest wouldn’t rock a toupee.” The British notes in her voice were flavored by her native Hong Kong accent. “That low-budget costume piece stuck to his pate marks him a Boris or, no, wait. Shiny Jimmy.” She took a long swig, blotting sweat off her forehead with her free hand.

      The arid heat sandblasted our skin and had me swallowing every few seconds to keep moisture in my mouth.

      I pulled out a finger bone that jutted out of the wall and touched it to the top of the skull like I was knighting him. “Shiny Jimmy. A petty thug with big dreams.”

      “A brawler of very little brain,” Maud replied. “I may have dated him in my early twenties. Any protein bars left?”

      I rummaged in the heavy pack resting in the dirt against the wall and tossed her a coconut-flavored one, grabbing a handful of trail mix for myself.

      After nine hours of battling unpredictable weather, manic terrain, and distances with a maddening habit of contracting and expanding at will, our quest to find a secret fortress here in the Brink had led us to this single file dirt track alongside the aforementioned bone wall.

      I squatted down and sketched a tic-tac-toe grid in the dirt with the finger bone. “Play you for the last trail mix with M&M’s while we wait for⁠—”

      The ground rumbled so violently that my teeth rattled. Suddenly, the bones in one long section of the wall exploded out to fan themselves in a herky-jerky motion before fusing together in a nightmarish mélange, piling higher and higher until the creature’s shadow blotted out the sun.

      Which wasn’t a bad thing, given how hot it was.

      Less ideal was the giant wearing a kneecap like a jaunty beret, a waterfall of ribs on its left side, and arm bones sticking out every which way. He rocked on webbed feet cobbled together from a couple of pelvic bones and part of a spine.

      A second skull, at about butt cheek height, worked its boney mouth. “I AM SHINY JIMMY.”

      Ezra Cardoso, sole remaining Prime among all the vampires in existence, blurred to a stop next to us, wearing a very human peeved expression. Streaks of dirt marred his T-shirt and jeans, his motorcycle boots were scuffed, and his jet-black curls were a riotous halo in this humidity. He raised an eyebrow. “You named it?”

      Maud and I exchanged guilty looks.

      “Only jokingly,” I said lamely.

      “YOU HAVE OFFENDED ME,” Shiny Jimmy said. “NOW YOU WILL PAY.”

      Ezra huffed a sigh that was purely for show since breathing wasn’t a requirement for my ex. “Please inform them how they have caused offense so they may grovel for forgiveness.”

      “Really?” I stepped forward, my hands planted on my hips.

      “This is not the hill to die on,” he muttered, snagging my damp shirt and tugging me backward.

      “YOU DO NOT EVEN KNOW THE CAUSE OF YOUR OFFENSE?” Shiny Jimmy beat on the patchwork of bones forming his chest. His butt-high skull gnashed its jawbones together.

      “Would you have preferred Boris?” Maud said.

      Shiny Jimmy roared and swung a fist made of teeth and ropey muscle at her.

      Ezra barely got her out of harm’s way, only to be clocked in the side of the head. “What did you do?” he snapped, wincing as his fingers probed a tender spot.

      “Nothing!” I flung my arms up in the air.

      Light glistened off the fingerbone I clutched.

      “Ohhhhhh.” I held it out to Shiny Jimmy. “You want this back?”

      Ezra dropped his head in despair.

      Shiny Jimmy snatched it away, using it, so far as I could tell, as an eyebrow ridge. It really improved his glower.

      Ezra jabbed me in the back.

      “Oh, Shiny Jimmy,” I said, bowing low with my arms prostrate, “please accept my most humble apologies for the offense I have caused. It was wrong of me to take your finger.”

      “WHO DOES THAT? I MEAN, WERE YOU RAISED BY SUPE-VULTURES?”

      “She didn’t have much of a father figure,” Maud said.

      I flipped her off. “Says the woman with the same deadbeat dad.”

      Maud swallowed her bite of protein bar. “Unlike you, I understand right and wrong enough to know that my path—and a lovely heap of cash—lay in professionally fleecing lesser card sharks. You keep trying to make a difference. For peanuts.”

      “I WANTED TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE,” Shiny Jimmy said mournfully.

      “So, being a wall wasn’t your endgame?” I said.

      “For fuck’s sake, Aviva.” Ezra pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “I SOUGHT THE POWER WORD.” Shiny Jimmy gingerly lowered himself into a sitting position with a lot of bone rattling and the loss of a couple of toes, which he scrupulously collected.

      “Funny you should mention that,” I said, attempting to throw my arm over the part of him that passed for a shoulder. I hit something squishy between two boney platelets but kept a friendly smile on my face as I wiped my hand off on my grubby jeans. “We’re on the hunt for it ourselves.”

      “YOU’LL JUST FAIL AND BECOME A WALL.” Shiny Jimmy sounded very much like Eeyore.

      “If it’s any consolation,” Maud said, “you’re not just some basic alley wall that people piss against. You’re a fine cautionary tale wall.”

      Shiny Jimmy nodded, considering her point. “SINCE 1983.”

      Dayum. “How much of this”—I waved a hand at the bone mélange—“was actually you?”

      “MY ENTIRE PARTY WAS ADDED TO THIS WALL, HERE TO WARN OTHERS OFF.” He sighed deeply, the sound vibrating through the bones, along the ground, and up through the soles of my hiking boots. “BUT GO ON. TELL US WHY YOU WANT TO USE THE WORD.”

      I swear he was smirking.

      “We don’t plan to use it,” I began.

      Shiny Jimmy cut me off with a disgusted huff. Quite the feat for an entity that one hundred percent did not possess lungs. “THAT’S WORSE. WHY WOULD YOU SUBJECT YOURSELF TO THIS IF YOU DON’T EVEN WANT IT?”

      “Give a woman five minutes to speak,” I said. “Here’s the deal. There’s this mystic Jewish concept of neshamah, the breath of life or divine spark connecting every living being to the source of all life.”

      “DO I HAVE THAT SPARK?”

      Maud shook her head. “‘Fraid not, pet. You’re a wall.”

      Ezra facepalmed but Shiny Jimmy shook his head resignedly. “FAIR ENOUGH.”

      “Vamps,” I continued with a stern look at my team to keep mum, “lack this essential spark and thus, the ability to procreate.”

      “Other vamps,” Ezra said.

      I raised my eyebrows at him, and he shrugged, unrepentant, kicking a stray bone aside with his boot.

      “INFERNALS CAN PROCREATE. DOUBT THEY HAVE THE SPARK.”

      I did a double take. “You know about them?”

      “I WAS ONE.”

      Maud and I stared at him, waiting for more, but that was all he was sharing. His admission threw me for a loop. Sure, I didn’t want the power word that would turn vamps into Primes and allow them to procreate for my personal use, but “becoming a sentient wall” wasn’t on my bingo card either.

      Were Maud and I more at risk on this quest by the very nature of our being? In the month since Ezra’s father, Natán, had told me what vamp invincibility actually entailed, Darsh, Sachie, and I had uncovered everything we could about the ritual to achieve it.

      Sadly, our progress had been limited by our workload. Darsh and Sachie were busy quelling a nasty spree of vamp murders (admittedly pretty fun), while I’d been busting my butt running my first (far more banal) investigation as a level three operative.

      The infernal blood that was integral to this vamp ritual remained missing but finding the map with the secret exit out of Babel to this part of the Brink where the fortress was supposedly located was a much-needed win.

      Ezra helped where he could, but the Copper Hell was its own trainwreck, not only because of the demon running it, but also because it now hid Silas, still deep in mourning over the Authority’s betrayal.

      Anyway, all of that had led to this moment with Ezra, Maud, and me in the Brink, searching for the fortress that was home to the keepers of the power word. Once we found it, I’d convince its inhabitants not to let the vampires have the word, get the name of the bloodsucker behind this dangerous scheme, then track them down and hopefully find the missing blood.

      It wasn’t as surefire a plan as I’d like, but it wasn’t chopped liver either. Plus, I’d finally gotten to see Ezra in person. Our texts and occasional video calls over the past month were fun, but it wasn’t the same as being in his presence. Even our dinner date had been pushed back three times.

      Speaking of my maybe-not-totally-any-longer ex, he jumped into the dumbfounded silence now, correcting Shiny Jimmy about half shedim not having that divine spark. The proof of that was that while not all half shedim made it to term, those who did could have kids.

      “HOW DOES THAT HELP VAMPIRES ACHIEVE PROCREATION?”

      “The chaotic essence of a half shedim’s demon magic disrupts the stagnant energies within vampires,” Ezra said. “This allows the divine spark that is also in their blood to be transmitted to the vamps via the magic in the power word.”

      “DON’T THE HALF SHEDIM HAVE NEED OF THE DIVINE SPARK?”

      “Sure do,” I said tightly. “Be nice to keep our blood as well, but the ritual decrees otherwise.”

      Shiny Jimmy looked between the grim expressions on Maud’s face and mine. “BRUTAL. MAYBE I PICKED A GOOD TIME TO BE A WALL.”

      “Chaos magic, divine spark via blood, and a power word come together to rekindle the life force within vampires, turning them into Primes.” Ezra paused. “Or something resembling Primes. They aren’t naturally born like I was.”

      “No substandard GMO for this vamp,” Maud chirped.

      “Exactly.” Ezra ignored her sarcasm.

      “This isn’t the hill to die on,” I said to my ex through gritted teeth.

      “I’m just saying. Primes can have kids, but that isn’t the sum total of my abilities.”

      Shiny Jimmy had been swiveling his head back and forth like he was watching a tennis match, but his patience must have hit its limit, because he shoved a hand between Ezra and me to keep us from bickering any further. “WHY NOT USE DHAMPIRS?”

      “They don’t have demon chaos magic,” I said.

      “They can’t have kids either,” Ezra said. “No divine spark for them.”

      “Even if they could,” Maud chimed in, “we have no idea if any currently exist.”

      Shiny Jimmy squinted at Ezra. “YOU HAVE KIDS?”

      “Fuck no.”

      Wow, okay. Did he not want kids? Not like I wanted them immediately, but I hadn’t ruled them out decisively.

      “No little Primes for you?” Maud needled him.

      Ezra waved Brink grit out of his face. “I haven’t had the lifestyle for them. I can’t put one in a baby backpack while rock-climbing, and I don’t think it’s good parenting to have them fall asleep at celeb parties or shush them when I’m trying to assassinate someone. Somehow I can’t see toddlers riding their tricycles at the Copper Hell.” He glanced at me, then coughed. “It’s not like I don’t want⁠—”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “What’s important,” he said, “is that the only other Prime I knew of didn’t have them either.”

      Shiny Jimmy shook his top head. The one with the kneecap beret. “STOPPING VAMPIRE BABIES IS A STUPID REASON TO BECOME A WALL. GO HOME. DRINK WINE.”

      That sounded great, however, I’d taken an oath to right the wrongs of the world, and stopping a plan that would tip the power balance in favor of vampires over humans fell under that vow. “No can do,” I said. “We’re fortress-bound.”

      “MAYBE.” Shiny Jimmy grinned revealing a double row of pointed teeth that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “AND MAYBE YOU DIII—OWWW.”

      Ezra had punched the giant in the solar plexus, sending those bones scattering.

      Shiny Jimmy shook—exactly like you’d expect a pile of bones about to collapse to shake—and reached for his missing parts.

      Maud and I grabbed the bones and tossed them away as fast as we could.

      “Awwww,” he said in a pitchy, more human-sounding voice. “What’d you have to do that for?” He collapsed back into an inanimate section of wall.

      Maud placed her hand on her heart. “Alas, poor Shiny Jimmy. I knew him, Horatio.”

      I loved having a sister.
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      Ezra rummaged in the pack. “I left the two of you alone for less than ten minutes only to return to whatever the hell that was.”

      “Weren’t you listening?” I said. “That was Shiny Jim⁠—”

      Ezra clapped a hand over my mouth. “No naming things in the Brink. Do we require yet another lesson on how to conduct ourselves?”

      I bit his finger, batting my lashes innocently when he jerked his hand away.

      “Does this use of ‘we’ mean Avi and me as usual,” Maud piped up, “or are you actually including yourself this time?”

      My ex stared at her deadpan, before once more searching through the backpack.

      Maud gave an “ugh” sound and drank some more water.

      I motioned for Ezra to hurry up. “You were AWOL from the one job you had, bodyguard. So, if you think about it, that little episode was on you for not being here to keep us safe.”

      Ezra pulled out a scroll. “I’m your guide. The leader and map reader, not the muscle.”

      “Not according to that poker game you lost,” I singsonged.

      “And it wasn’t just any poker game, was it, pet?” Maud patted his cheek. “It was the much-touted tournament between the Crimson Prince, co-owner of the Copper Hell, and a five-time world poker champion.”

      Ezra pulled the elastic off the scroll. “Yes, well, I didn’t expect your bluffing skills to trump my enhanced senses. You weren’t even using a shielding device.”

      Maud mock-cried, miming with her fists on her cheeks for emphasis. “No one has better bluffing skills than a half shedim in a world that despises them.”

      I clinked my water bottle to hers.

      Ezra flattened the map against the ground. “Five bucks says we’re stuck on this path.”

      I brushed dirt off the parchment. “Can we go in literally any other direction?”

      Appearances were deceiving here in the Brink, the boundary between earth and the vampire megacity. Six steps down this flat path and we could be buried alive in an avalanche. Or fall into a lake that didn’t previously exist. Or just dally with another sentient wall.

      Maud splashed water on her cheeks, drops flicking onto her red T-shirt with the Flaming Flapjacks dancing pancake logo that I’d been eyeing this entire trip.

      “Incoming.” Ezra shielded his eyes with one hand, tracking something in the sky.

      It took me longer to clock the tiny black dots swooping down toward us.

      Two supe-vultures, the only animal life known to exist in the Brink, landed with an odd grace about ten feet away atop the wall. They swiveled their featherless heads, lasering us with their beady-eyed stare like they could hasten our expiration dates.

      Ezra unzipped his shirt pocket, carefully removed what looked like a jeweler’s loupe, and set it on the map.

      “Did you ever have those little toy dinosaur sponges when you were little?” I patted my damp curls. “The ones you put in water and they’d swell up?”

      The clear glass of the loupe turned iridescent, and the band snapped open, segmenting into a lizard’s body and face with beard: a tiny demon and our actual guide, despite Ezra’s claims. The shedim was doing this job in lieu of a forfeit owed to the Copper Hell.

      Maud snickered. “Your hair is sucking the moisture from the air. I assumed my eyes were playing tricks on me, but you’ll be giving ‘80s metal bands a run for their money soon.”

      The wee shedim beastie’s sticky little feet scuttled across the map.

      Storm clouds pulsed darkly overhead, and while the air had grown hotter and muggier during our hike, there hadn’t been a single drop of sweet, sweet rain.

      Trust me, when a Vancouverite longed for a deluge, things were dire.

      Ezra glanced up from watching the tiny demon’s path and smirked at me. “I either transposed a number calculating follicle growth, or your hair will soon achieve black hole status.”

      I kicked a pebble at him. “Hilarious.”

      My sister winked cheekily. “At the very least, we’ll be able to camouflage you as a shrubbery.”

      “Ni!” Ezra said.

      Maud blinked at him. “Did the Crimson Prince just make a Monty Python reference?”

      He looked down his nose at her. Amazing trick since he squatted next to the map. “The Crimson Prince does not engage in such silliness.”

      “Prime Playboy?” she said.

      I shook my head. “Not slick enough for him either. Mazel tov, Maud. You’ve just witnessed a pure Ezra nerd moment.”

      “Tell anyone and I’ll be forced to kill you,” he said.

      The demon plopped its butt on the map and a trail of magic light appeared on the ground in front of us—sticking to the path along the bone wall.

      I shook my fist at the tiny demon. “Screw you, Gimli.”

      Ezra cackled. “Told you I’d get you using his name.” He extended his index finger and the lizard obligingly crawled onto it. My ex carefully deposited the little guy on his shoulder where it settled in, rubbing its tiny beard with its wee claws.

      I sighed, gaining a new appreciation for my mother cautioning me against anthropomorphizing shedim, and followed my sister and ex, who were now tromping along the dirt path and bickering about at what point Ezra was to step in once we were in place outside the fortress (Maud: never, Ezra: cue sarcastic laughter).

      “You’re just sore that I won this map from Delacroix while you were stuck pumping the Bilge,” Maud said.

      Ezra shuddered. “I may never get the smell out of my nostrils.”

      “Next time listen to me,” she chastised, “and don’t get cocky with your forfeits.”

      “Hang on.” My ankle wobbled on a pile of loose stones in my way. “Isn’t everything on the yacht automated? Why would you guys have to pump your own bilge, whatever that is?”

      Maud’s lips quirked. “Bilge is one of Delacroix’s shedim Brimstone Breakfast Club cronies. The one with the pompadour?”

      She’d probably been properly invited to those gatherings by our demon daddy. Unlike me, who tended to be harassed into last-minute attendance, only encountering his buddies in passing.

      Thin whisps of fog drifted toward us.

      “Oh yeah. I met him.” I scrunched up my face. “And pumping this Bilge involves…?” I mimed giving a hand job.

      Maud roared with laughter, causing the supe-vultures to fly toward us.

      Ezra smacked the birds away like volleyballs. “I’m not providing happy endings to shedim.”

      I shrugged. “Not with that attitude you’re not.”

      “Bilge has two stomachs,” he said, “one of which tends to get stuck and require massaging.”

      “Still a rub and tug,” Maud chortled.

      Ezra jabbed a thumb at her. “Between Michael, Delacroix, and now this one⁠—”

      “You mean the woman who managed to kidnap and torture another Prime?” she interrupted cheerfully. I was surprised she could joke about it, but she had pulled off the unthinkable. My sister was not to be underestimated.

      He scowled at her. “Spending time with my family is looking pretty good.”

      “Rude,” she muttered.

      I waved my arms and growled at the supe-vultures who’d circled back. “Your father bribed me with the missing infernal blood to never see you again, and considering I have yet to be taken on this big date you were so eager to impress me with, discussions of family time is premature.”

      The birds fell into lazy circles above us, watching our every move.

      “Maybe quit rain-checking me with important Maccabee stuff and let me astound and delight you.” Ezra held out his hand to test the fog. “The rain checks aren’t the problem. I just can’t stand Delacroix gloating that you only did that to him once.”

      My father got me back by outing Maud as an infernal to Sachie, along with the fact that I’d lied to her about it. I hadn’t seen Delacroix in a month, not since I’d told him to pull his head out of his ass and help the Authority find the shedim imprisoning other demons.

      I didn’t miss him.

      “Trust me, Aviva,” Ezra said, leaning close, “I very much want to take you on that date.”

      I shivered, but it wasn’t desire. Well, not only, because I also coughed. The fog was growing denser, colder, and smellier—like chemical waste.

      Despite finding the shedim jailers being in his best interests, Delacroix had thrown my offer back in my face. That said, he’d been surprisingly helpful (for him) assisting our search for the missing infernal blood that would allow vampires to regain procreation abilities.

      Delacroix was totally against any more Primes—or Prime-like—vamps in existence. He’d maneuvered the only one into being his partner on the Copper Hell and helping to stabilize my father’s siren magic. More would pose a threat to his power.

      I coughed again, the fog now so thick it sucked in all light, and closed my eyes against its sting, my hands out in front of me. “Maud? Ezra?”

      “Here.” My sister fumblingly grabbed one hand.

      “Steady on. I’ve got you both.” Ezra placed a hand on my shoulder. “Walk slowly. Let me be your senses.”

      Maud’s hand trembled. “Are the supe-vultures still with us?”

      “Yes,” Ezra said calmly. “But I hear them.”

      “You’re assuming sound works properly,” I said.

      “Let’s stick with that hypothesis for now,” he replied, amusement in his voice.

      The fog wrapped us in cold, sticky strands, pulsing and physically pressuring us to wander off the path and into unknown danger. After the third time corralling Maud and me back to his side, Ezra slung his arms around our waists, allowing us to resist the pull. He guided us carefully over loose stones while ensuring we all stuck close to the wall.

      Until he suddenly knocked us flat onto our bellies.

      I cried out, my knee badly scraping a rock on the way down. Thank goodness for denim.

      “Avi?” Maud yelped.

      “I’m okay.”

      Ezra kept his hand firmly on the back of my head. “Keep your eyes closed,” he hissed. “And don’t move an inch.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. The light was a blazing orange that burned my lids and the only sounds over my hammering heart were wet smacks. It sounded like someone messily eating a burger and also soup all while inside an industrial car crusher.

      I fought the urge to curl up into a ball because that required moving, but still, dirt flew up my nose. I wrinkled my face against the sneeze building inside me, squeezed my mouth and cheeks tight, and tried to hold my breath. I wasn’t going to die from nasal tickling. For one blessed second, I thought I’d mastered it.

      Some kind of barbed appendage scraped against my ankle, and the loudest sneeze in history exploded out of me, spraying a geyser of wet germs.

      The fog funneled into a tornado and swirled away into the sky as if it was running late to meet a house from Kansas.

      I blinked at the image before me, namely Gimli perched on the wall.

      Thankfully, the bones in this section were dry and dusty, but the demon had blown up into approximately thirty-seven times his normal size, his flabby butt drooping over the edge, and a gnawed-up feathered appendage hanging out of his slobbery mouth.

      I crept closer and Gimli growled. “Calm your tits, demon,” I said. “Is that a supe-vulture wing?” I whirled on Ezra. “Why doesn’t he require lessons?”

      Ezra scratched the demon under the chin. “Because Gimli’s a good boy who’s just hungry and now he’s scared off the fog. Didn’t you, buddy?”

      Maud pointed off into the distance with a whistle.

      The small fortress stood at the top of a rocky hill surrounded by a moat. Its walls, lined with crenellations and guard towers, were made of weathered gray stone, while the entrance was a heavy wooden gate, reinforced with metal.

      “Are we close enough for your magic to work?” I said.

      “It’s within my line of sight,” Maud said, “but whether there are flames inside that I can use is anybody’s guess.” She pulled a lighter out of the back pocket of her jeans, her other hand creeping up to the Maccabee ring she wore around her neck. I’d taken her godmother’s ring away once before, since using it would have killed my sister, but returned it after I dumped out the magic cocktail stored in the top compartment.

      Maud flicked the lighter on and off a couple of times, centering herself. While we both had blue flame magic, her fire sight was much rarer and cooler than my ability to illuminate weaknesses in people.

      My sister could temporarily meld her consciousness with a flame, magically using it to spy. She didn’t even need to see the second flame that she’d see and hear through. It was enough for the building that housed the flame to be visible. Even better than her spy powers was that when she extinguished the flames she saw through, she could erase everyone’s short-term memories along with it.

      If there were any lit candles or hearth fires inside the fortress, Maud would find them, get the lay of the land, and deliver any relevant information before our approach.

      If there weren’t any flames, well, that would suck, but we wouldn’t be in a worse position.

      Maud stared into the lighter intently, going slightly cross-eyed.

      Ezra stood with his back to her, standing guard along the path, and even Gimli quit eating to watch my sister.

      There were no magic words, just a slight pause before she smiled. “Lovely tapestry.”

      I was careful not to touch her and disturb the connection she’d made but I fist-pumped. “Fantas⁠—”

      Then, with no warning, her head jerked back, her face thrown to the sky, and she crumpled like all her bones had melted.

      The lighter hit the dirt, but I caught my sister.

      Maud’s eyes rolled back to show the whites. Blood streamed from her nose and eyes, and she chanted some kind of gibberish.

      “Maud!” I slapped her cheek, but when she didn’t respond, I slid into my blue flame synesthete vision. She was a solid bright blue. “Ezra, heal her!”

      His face was tight with frustration. “She’s in the grips of some other magic. I don’t dare add mine.”

      My sister sat up jerkily, her eyes totally purple. “Smart thinking, vampire.” Her regular accent was gone in favor of sounding straight out of the depths of Brooklyn. “You really should have listened to Shiny Jimmy.”
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      I drew on all my training to beat down my panic. “The decision to spy on you was mine. It was wrong and I am willing to accept any consequence.”

      Ezra growled, his pupils going red and his fangs dropping.

      I ignored him because Maud’s eyes were still purple, and while the blood from her tear ducts and nostrils had slowed to a tiny trickle, her pulse was thready. The weight of her in my arms had nothing to do with her body mass. I swallowed through a thick throat. “Please help my sister or allow us to help her.”

      “Begone!”

      The light faded from Maud’s eyes, her pulse weakening under my fingertip. The ache of all our unmade memories pressed against my chest. I hadn’t saved her from our father—hadn’t just found her—only to condemn her to death.

      “I don’t want the power word!” I cried. “I’m not here for any test.”

      It was if time suspended. Maud’s pulse was a barely burning coal, her life force almost totally gone.

      I bowed my head, my grip on my sister my only firm hold on reality. “Please,” I said again, more softly.

      “I’ll give you thirty seconds to explain.” The Brooklyn-accented voice no longer came from Maud but from the air around us.

      “Thank you.” I carefully transferred Maud to Ezra’s gentle hold and scrambled to my feet. “How should we⁠—”

      My sentence ended in a scream as the ground dropped out from under me and I plummeted into the darkness. It didn’t end. I yelled until my voice was hoarse, but eventually, even my terror-fueled adrenaline dissolved into shallow pants. I kept trying to swallow and couldn’t, too freaked out to do anything more than fall.

      Eventually a tiny pinprick of light appeared far below my feet. I squinted at it, positive it was wishful thinking, but the light grew larger, until I tumbled out of the darkness, slowing to a stop on a cushion of air before being deposited onto a thick rug.

      I lay sprawled on my back, catching my breath and gathering my wits. Neither Ezra nor Maud were present, but Cherry Bomb, my Brimstone Baroness, was. Not just in the way she always was, as a voice in my head either. I brushed crimson strands of hair away with clawed fingers, my skin hardened to an armor comprised of sharp-edged scales frosted in the same toxic green that my eyes now were.

      I hadn’t been forced to change; I’d chosen to while in that darkness. Might this be a bad idea? Maybe. I wasn’t sure any antagonist would love having my demon-lite form on their nice rug. But something in my gut knew it was safe, that this would keep me from being possessed like Maud was.

      “Well, this is a trip,” said the person who’d hijacked my sister’s vocal cords.

      The woman lounging in the wing chair had patrician features, her shapeless hand-spun  robe the same cool hue as her blond hair. Nothing about her appearance matched her voice.

      “What did you do with Ezra and Maud?” I said.

      She smirked. “The vamp is shitting bricks, but both of them are fine. The woman’s injuries are gone.” When I narrowed my eyes, she held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor. Milk in your tea or black?”

      Her question felt like a test.

      I sat up and gingerly surveyed my surroundings.

      For an imposing, impenetrable stone fortress, the inside was surprisingly snug, with bright tapestries and multiple fireplaces, lush plants, and overflowing bookcases, as well as an inner courtyard visible through the picture windows with reflecting pools and a small arched bridge.

      A supe-vulture sat on a dented cactus, its gaze trained on me.

      I resisted the urge to shoot it the finger.

      A long wooden table held a teapot covered by a colorful tea cozy, next to two delicate porcelain cups on saucers alongside a sugar bowl and small creamer.

      How I’d fallen downward into this place when it had been visible in the distance from the path above was anyone’s guess, but I put the question aside because my host was tapping one foot, waiting for my reply.

      “Brandy.” I stood up. “Neat.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “That wasn’t one of the options.”

      “Nope.” I plopped myself down on the nearest sofa. “But it’s the right answer.” I pointed at the shoes peeking out from under her Handmaid’s Tale robe. “You’re wearing marabou feather slippers, likely with a satin-covered kitten heel. Those are brandy drinking shoes.”

      Her coarse robe shimmered and transformed into a silk dressing gown in the same ivory as her slippers, with the same feathery trim at the cuffs.

      She extended a foot and looked down at her slipper. Satin-covered kitten heel for the win. “They aren’t to dress code, but no one ever notices the shoes. I’m impressed.” She strode over to a cabinet and flung open the door, revealing a dazzling array of bottles, more styles of glasses than I could name, and several stainless-steel devices that looked like torture instruments but that I recognized from a high-end cocktail bar that Darsh, Sachie, and I sometimes frequented.

      The woman poured us each a snifter of brandy then, handing mine over, settled herself into a round chair piled high with cushions, her legs tucked under her.

      “Thanks, uh…” I raised an eyebrow in question.

      “Daphne.”

      I nodded. “I’m Aviva.”

      She held the glass up. “Cheers. Here’s to outside-the-box thinking and not drinking another damned cup of tea.”

      “L’chaim.” The sweet alcohol was fruity with an undertone of oak. Really, I was more of a wine person, but any booze was welcome if it calmed my frayed nerves.

      “We’ve got top-shelf brandy and your friends are safe.” Daphne tilted her head at me, her green eyes icy. “You, however, still have to answer for your actions.”

      “I know,” I said somberly. I cradled my snifter in my lap.

      “I heard what you said to ‘Shiny Jimmy.’” Her lips quirked. “You don’t want the word yourself, so I’m guessing you’re here to tell me not to hand it over to the vampires.”

      “Exactly.”

      She made a noncommittal sound, but when I tried to explain further, she held up a hand.

      I sipped my brandy to avoid snapping back at her.

      Darsh had estimated that the blood volume collected from the murdered half shedim was maybe good for a dozen vampires, tops.

      “If my knowledge of dark magic is accurate,” he’d said with a wink.

      It probably was. Darsh had unplumbed depths. But that meant that whoever was behind this didn’t intend for all vampires to be able to procreate.

      I’d been told that person knew of my existence, so they could have added at least one more half shedim’s blood to their stockpile. They hadn’t, ergo, they had the amount they required.

      A vampire not wanting to share power. Quelle surprise.

      Thus, we’d followed rumors and breadcrumbs and whispers and gotten as far as the map and this fortress, where this mighty guardian resided.

      However, if we’d found this place, then that vampire had as well, because they’d had months, if not years of looking for it. Yet, somehow, they’d been stonewalled.

      Our conclusion? They didn’t yet have the word necessary for the dark magic ritual to allow them to breed. We’d have heard if it had been attempted—or successful.

      “Why are you wearing stretchy denim?” Daphne toyed with her glass. “You pegged my slippers but are wearing that?” She made it sound like I was an enigma clothed in sackcloth and dog shit.

      Thanks to some demon forfeits at the Hell, Ezra learned that the closest Brink entrance to this fortress was via Babel. Specifically, a secret rift in a far corner of the vampire megacity. He’d created a portal into Babel from the yacht that placed us at the little-known rift.

      The portal from Babel into the Brink would be monitored in some way by the procreation-seeking vamp, though we hadn’t seen anyone there, but it was a risk we had to take.

      As was that the second Maud and I stepped into Babel, we were forced into our shedim forms. Anticipating this, we wore stretchy clothes to accommodate the brief transition from human body to shedim and back to human. But we also required sturdier outfits than sweats for the rigors of the Brink.

      Denim with give was our best option, and I succinctly explained as much.

      “That’s boring,” Daphne grumbled, stroking the feather trim on her silk robe.

      I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. “Look, I’m guessing since you’ve got a whole fortress set up to protect the power word that you don’t want it falling into the wrong hands. And if vampires can procreate, that’s a bad deal for humanity.”

      “What I want is irrelevant.” Daphne sipped her brandy. “I don’t even know the word myself, just that it has powerful healing abilities and anyone deemed worthy is capable of carrying it.”

      “Carrying it how?”

      “At the back of the throat.” She shot me a “duh” look.

      “Like a stifled scream,” I said.

      She chuckled. “Kind of.”

      “The vampire intends to use it in a blood magic ritual. That’s dark magic. Evil.” Six half shedim had their lives cut tragically and horrifically short because of it.

      “Blood magic is simply as benign or malevolent as the user’s intention.”

      “Then healing isn’t always a good thing. Not if it gives vampires this ability.”

      “Healing is healing.” She said it in the rote, slightly bored tone of a speech uttered dozens of times before. “Once the power word is released, it’s wiped from the user’s memory.”

      “Is worthiness tied to intent?” Maybe I didn’t have to worry. Maybe this test took care of things for me.

      Her head shake dashed those hopes. “Survive the test. That’s the only requirement.”

      “What’s the test?”

      “Damned if I know.” She wiped a drop of brandy off the rim of her snifter. “That’s literal. If I tried to find out, I’d be damned. I’m just a glorified administrator for the sentient fortress magic.”

      My shoulders slumped.

      “There is some good news for you.”

      Wearily, I met her gaze.

      “So long as one person carries the word, no one else can have it. And it can’t be taken by force. If you took the test, survived, and never used it…”

      “Then no one else could either.” A simple solution. Except for the part where failed supplicants were turned into new sections of the bone wall, and that thing had stretched out as far as I could see. “Any chance of marking on the bell curve?”

      Daphne snorted. “Magic sentience is more old school pass or fail.”

      “What are my chances of success?”

      “Less than one percent of one percent.” She pursed her lips. “That doesn’t tend to deter people.”

      “When was the last time anyone was successful?”

      “Nineteen thirty-two. What a grand day that was.” She set down her glass. “Want to give it a go?”

      “Can’t you, I don’t know, pause the test, or just refuse supplicants until we’ve stopped this vampire?”

      “Funny. And no. This institution doesn’t cater to the whims of mortals.”

      I wasn’t taking this cockamamie test. Even if I passed (unlikely), I’d be stuck with a power word in my throat. The one time I’d had a breadcrumb stuck there over lunch, I’d almost gone mad. Would I have to direct all my energy into keeping from blabbing it like a juicy secret that was just too good not to share? No, thanks.

      I drummed my fingers against the brandy snifter. Vamps were near indestructible, and yet procreation was so important to the person behind this that they’d killed all those half shedim. So why hadn’t he or she attempted the test yet?

      Employing video game logic, which was as sound as anything else right now, they’d sent a minion or a succession of them to attempt it before they tried themselves. You didn’t need to know the exact odds to know that they weren’t in your favor.

      “Could you tell me the name of the most recent supplicant?” I said. “That’s administration, right? Your area?”

      “It is, but…” Daphne pushed the sleeve of her robe up, revealing flesh glowing with deeply carved magic runes.

      I shivered.

      She let the sleeve fall back into place. “The NDA is a bitch. But there is a way you can ask.”

      “To clarify, you mean ask the sentient force that turns people into bone walls and carved runes in your skin instead of sending you a perfectly harmless e-signed document?”

      “Got it in one.”

      I swallowed. Somewhere in the multiverse, there was a version of me who’d become an accountant. Lucky bastard.
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      I tightly hugged a cushion, visions of an eternity as a bone wall dancing in my head. “Is it another test?”

      “Not like you’re thinking. They’ll still determine your worthiness, but either I’ll be allowed to give you the information or I won’t. No death involved.” She paused. “Probably.” She frowned. “I’ve never had this request before.”

      How reassuring. I sighed. “I’ll ask.”

      A pair of brass scales appeared on the table, the left side sitting lower than the right, and I flinched.

      Daphne peered at me, her brows furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

      I dug my fingers into the cushion, goose bumps exploding over my arms. I’d agreed to a game of three questions using similar scales with Delacroix. He’d abandoned the game when he didn’t like my first question and beat me up with his fucking water magic. What would some magical protector of a power word do?

      “You didn’t say you worked for shedim,” I said tightly.

      “I don’t. The magic protecting the power word is…” Daphne gently shook the scales, rattling them on their slender chains. A golden glow swam up from the base. “Something else entirely.”

      Nope. Still not reassured. I rubbed my forehead. “Do we each ask three questions? Should I think of a forfeit equal in weight to the importance of the question?”

      “Ah.” Daphne nodded sagely. “I see you’ve encountered this before. Happily, this isn’t Demon Quid Pro Quo. One question for you alone. But yes to the forfeit. Lay your⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know.” I placed one hand on each scale, the brass warm under my palms just like it was with Delacroix. I shuddered, my jaw set.

      What forfeit would be equal in weight to the importance of the question? This mattered to me, but in the grand scheme of things, how significant was the name of the last supplicant to this magical force?

      Best to err on the side of caution.

      It wouldn’t care about a memory or Maccabee intel. It was magic, so I’d bet the same. I wager losing my blue flame magic for an hour.

      I’d placed this forfeit once at the Copper Hell. It had hurt like crazy to have it taken from me, but even if the hour started now, it’s not like I could illuminate the weakness of a magic force. And I’d have Ezra to keep me safe for the return journey. Most likely, it would happen when I was sleeping and I’d be right as rain in the morning.

      Daphne’s chair hadn’t turned around like Delacroix’s had, nor had any hologram of my forfeit appeared over the left scale. This reassured me that this game wouldn’t end like the last one had.

      Keeping my forfeit firmly in mind, I silently asked my question. What’s the name of the most recent supplicant?

      Unlike last time, the scales didn’t balance. I cursed softly; I wouldn’t be allowed to ask my question. That said, I didn’t feel any magic loss, and the glow didn’t change in any way. I frowned. “Are you sure this thing is working properly?”

      “Yes. It rejected your question and took your forfeit.” Daphne started to rise.

      I stopped her. “It’s still glowing. Can I try again? Same question, different forfeit?”

      We stared at the scales as if they’d provide guidance.

      Daphne opened her mouth. Closed it. Checked the runes on her arms. “I guess?” She tensed as if braced for a blow.

      Nothing happened.

      She waved at the scales. “Be my guest. But just one more.”

      I’d been wrong about wager. The test for the power word involved proving one’s worthiness. I’d do the same for this question.

      Instead of wagering magic, I offered my ring.

      I silently told whatever was listening all about my dreams of becoming the best Maccabee ever. How I’d be a force for change so no other half shedim would have to hide. I shared how putting on my Maccabee ring and saying the vow of tikkun olam, to fix the wrongs in the world, meant more to me than anything.

      It didn’t matter that we’d learned the magic cocktail we stored in our rings was corrupted, the ring itself was what was important. It was the embodiment of my dreams, my talisman, and the physical manifestation of my oath. I’d never taken it off, no matter how dire the situation.

      I bit my lip. If my question was refused, I’d lose the ring and Daphne wouldn’t give me a third try. I’d have failed.

      Pushing aside my unease and the desire to snatch the words back once I bet the ring against the right to ask the question, I centered myself. What’s the name of the most recent supplicant?

      For one heart-stoppingly long moment, nothing happened. Then with a slight creak, the left scale rose up under one hand and the right one descended.

      I let out a breath; the scales had balanced.

      Unlike with my previous try, the magic sentience had accepted my proposed forfeit as being of equal weight to the question. Thus, I’d fulfilled the condition and could ask my question without having to pay up.

      I squeezed my hand, assuring myself the gold band was still securely on my finger.

      A clear plastic bag filled with water popped into existence on the table next to the scales. It was sealed at the top with a twist tie, like a container for a goldfish from a pet store. The creature inside, however, was no cute coppery fish. It was a wriggling black maggot, pulsing and angry.

      I grimaced. “What the unholy…?”

      “It looks nasty on its own, but en masse, they’re actually quite soothing to watch.” Daphne handed me the bag. “There’s an underground lake full of them whose shore is perfect for meditation after a long day of customer service.” She shook her head. “Some of those supplicants whine like nobody’s business. They knew the deal, the big babies.”

      Wow, lady. Five-star brandy but one-star compassion.

      I hefted the bag in one hand. It weighed almost nothing, but the creature thrashed so violently that I almost lost my grip on it. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Crush it under your bare foot during a full moon and it will speak its name.”

      My mouth fell open, my face screwed up in horror. “This is the supplicant?”

      “It’s their name.”

      I shook the bag, disturbing the maggot and sloshing the water inside, icy sweat dotting the back of my neck. No wonder Shiny Jimmy took the moniker we’d jokingly bestowed on him. What kind of horror show did failed supplicants experience?

      A million kinds of thankful that I hadn’t taken the actual test, I asked Daphne to return me to Maud and Ezra.

      “Come back and visit sometime,” she said.

      “I will.”

      She smiled wistfully, like we both knew that was a lie.

      A card fluttered down onto the carpet. It had an illustration of an old-timey man with a bushy mustache and monocle surrounded by medieval devils, along with the words “Go Directly to Hell.”

      I hastily stepped back, but Daphne picked it up with a smile.

      “That’s nice of you,” she said to the room in general, and held out the card.

      I waved back and forth. “I’m good, thanks.”

      She laughed. “Toss it in the air when you get back to your friends and the card will transport your party back to the Copper Hell.”

      “Really?” I took it, flipping it over for any fine print. There wasn’t any. “No strings?”

      “None. Every successful supplicant gets a return ticket. You didn’t take the regular test but you still qualified.”

      I didn’t want to know how this magic force had our itinerary. “Thanks.”

      Daphne waved her hand and the room blurred and swum.

      I blinked at the white spots in my vision, grunting when a hard body shoved me aside.

      A loud buzzing interrupted my protest. Flies the size of poodles roamed like gangs invading a neighboring gang’s turf. Though they had wings, they were flightless, scuttling at us in a side-to-side motion, their giant amber eyes as hypnotic as oncoming headlights, and their stiff bristles more like spikes than hair.

      Supe-vultures were the only creatures native to the Brink. These buggers must have come through a rift and been caught in the chaos magic.

      Feeling no pity, I kicked away one of the dozen carcasses littering the dirt, their dried blood dark crimson rivers under an overcast sky.

      Gimli, back to his tiny size, dozed on Ezra’s shoulder.

      Ezra punched a particularly aggressive fly in the face, knocking it back into two of its buddies. “Stay behind me.”

      Happy to stay out of this fight, I returned to human form and backed up, the ground sucking in each footfall like weak quicksand.

      Over by the wall, Maud swung the heavy pack back and forth to swat the flies away.

      The pack clipped one, blood trickling from the gash in its face. Three other flies immediately attacked, consuming the wounded one.

      “What loyalty,” I said weakly.

      “What happened in there?” Ezra said, his eyes trained on the winged foes.

      I double-checked that the plastic bag with the maggot wasn’t damaged. “I got the name of the last person to fail the test.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m fine.” I kicked a fly that was getting too close. It backed up, but more like it was preparing to charge than fleeing. “Maud, how about you?”

      “All good.” She turned a half degree, brandishing the backpack menacingly.

      Since that’s exactly what I would have said, regardless of the truth, I asked her permission to illuminate any weaknesses. All my blue flame synesthete vision showed was normal fatigue and a slight strain in the muscles on her right side.

      “I’m really sorry for getting you into this,” I said.

      “I’m a big girl. I could have said no.” She hissed at a fly who flapped its wings at her, buzzing. “It was an adventure, but now I want a hot shower.”

      Ezra killed another couple of insects, taking the numbers down to two of them and three of us.

      “Everyone huddle up,” I said.

      It took a minute and we did it with our backs against each other’s instead of facing in like normal, but once we were in position, I showed my team the Go Directly to Hell card.

      “Catchy. We could use these for marketing,” Ezra said. “But it’s a little disturbing that they knew.”

      “Right? Argh!” I batted the fly that had headbutted me in the gut.

      The card flew into the air, which constricted around us like a belt after a too-heavy meal, then snapped, flinging us all forward.

      Between my second and third stumbling steps, I went from spongy ground to the moss-green carpet on the main floor of the Copper Hell.

      Two flies, now normal-sized, came with us, buzzing in a dazed circle before soaring up to the yacht’s ceiling.

      Li’l Hellions, the vampire employees, rushed us. They were clad in identical uniforms consisting of fitted gunmetal-gray trousers and collared button-down shirts with the Copper Hell’s logo embroidered above their hearts: a fat flame bound diagonally by a thin copper band.

      In typical fashion, they didn’t assist us; they badgered Ezra with business-related questions like he’d been gone for years instead of less than a day.

      He was swallowed up by them, only his nose, bewildered eyes, and the top of his head poking up above the fray. The way they bobbed around him made me think of a drowning man. Poor besieged Prime.

      Apparently, Calista had mostly left
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