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      In just over half an hour, I’d either have pulled off an impossible heist during an illicit underground magic fight, or I’d be dead. Oh, and to make things interesting, I had to accomplish this feat on a private tropical island filled with shady Ohrist guests swanning around sipping champagne while openly flexing their magic in front of each other.

      Then there was my employer, Tatiana Cassin, who moved through the crowd like an eighty-year-old shark in a sea of guppies acting like they had teeth.

      My boss chatted briefly with everyone, who paid their respects Godfather-style. The few who snubbed her received a serene smile with a hint of menace, which made most of them scurry over to correct their misstep. She didn’t give a damn what anyone believed of her, actively encouraging all the rumors about her presence today.

      I had much to learn from Obi-Wan Corleone.

      An Indian woman in an orange saree, who was literally as insubstantial as the smoke from her cigarillo, waited impatiently for her turn with Tatiana next to a man in a kilt with skin as hard and bizarrely defined as an alien exoskeleton.

      Tatiana’s bloodred silk couture gown weighed more than she did, but her blue eyes were as sharp as the bone spikes magically fanning out from the neck of a Black woman in a fitted tuxedo, who bent to kiss Tatiana’s wrinkled hand.

      They both looked majestic, whereas I was shvitzing worse than an old Jewish man in a sauna due to my overly starched formal housekeeper’s uniform worn by all the servers employed by Santiago Torres. I swear, the combination of sweat and polyester had terraformed a microbiome in my armpits.

      Note to self: next time I secretly crashed an event, wear breathable fabrics.

      My golem partner nudged my hip, both of us hidden under my magic cloaking. “How much longer?” he whined in a whisper.

      Sighing quietly, I showed Emmett the old windup watch on my wrist—exactly like I had the other dozen times in the last half hour. Five minutes to showtime.

      He rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes but was distracted by a woman sashaying by in a flowy caftan made of living bees. With his hands, he measured his hips in comparison to hers.

      “I could rock that,” he mused, looking sadly at his sweatpants and runners.

      I tapped my index finger against my lips, directing him to keep quiet. While no one could scent us or detect my heartbeat under the black invisibility mesh created by my shadow magic, they could hear us speaking.

      Everyone was taking their seats for the outdoor fight, except for Emmett, me, and the security team, who made no attempt to be subtle. They patrolled through gardens where short bulbous cacti nestled in beds of red rocks, between rows of gently swaying palm trees, along the beach with the aquamarine Sea of Cortez beyond, and around the perimeter of the ring.

      Taking calming breaths of warm, salt-tanged air, I pulled out the domino that I’d won in the Kefitzat Haderech and ran my thumb over the single black line carved into the tile face. Neither Tatiana, nor our client, Vancouver’s head vampire Zev BatKian, had been able to learn much about what we faced en route to our target: the Torquemada Gloves. The vault containing them was in the basement of Torres’s opulent mansion and had a heartbeat-monitored door.

      That was it. A whopping two facts: basement and special door. I was literally operating on nothing.

      And if my manipulative employer and the most paranoid vampire in Canada couldn’t sniff out any more details than that, no one else could.

      Did working for Zev leave an oily feeling deep in my soul? Why, yes. Did I have a choice? Also, yes. Though with my family’s safety and my continued breathing at stake, it wasn’t a difficult one to make.

      I wouldn’t betray Zev, yet he’d still taken a few dozen opportunities to press upon me the importance of loyalty. Not being a total moron, I’d understood his feelings on that subject at our first encounter. At this point, he was just beating a dead horse about how scary he was. It had taken all my willpower not to affect a terrible Dracula accent during our last meeting and say, “I vant to suck your blood. Blah. Blah. Blah.”

      Another reason I wasn’t all that worried about the vampire if I failed? He’d be late to the party. Torres’s people would have already killed me, being trained to suss out threats using both magic and high-tech means. However, if I didn’t present the Torquemada Gloves to Zev, I could kiss the ward to keep out demons and other dangerous supernatural baddies goodbye. I’d blown my first shot at the vampire’s assistance and this gig was the rare gift of a second chance.

      Thankfully, he couldn’t accompany us to the island. Even if he’d dissolved into smoke and snuck through the lowered wards alongside Tatiana, as Emmett and I had under my cloaking, the fights were held in broad daylight, precisely so no unwanted bloodsuckers showed up. Zev might be able to go outside under an umbrella on a sunny day in Vancouver, but the tropical sun here would incinerate him.

      I curled my nails into my palms to keep from scratching my itchy armpits. Had the makers of these uniforms never heard of natural fibers?

      Two minutes left.

      Positive thoughts, Feldman. I wasn’t coming into this totally unprepared. In fact, my entire life had trained me for dealing with the unknown. Forty-two years of experience, my honor roll chops, ex-librarian meticulousness, resilience from navigating a divorce, and some pretty sweet magic talent made me a force to be reckoned with. I bounced on my toes, as alert as an Olympic sprinter braced for the starting gun.

      With a smile as suave as his bespoke linen suit, Santiago escorted Tatiana to her ringside seat, which was in my direct line of sight. He’d been hosting these championship fights for over forty years, and Tatiana had attended every one with Samuel, her aficionado husband.

      Though this was the first time since his death seven years ago that she’d made an appearance.

      Santiago’s wife, Sherisse, a frosted blonde with a distracted air and leathery skin, joined them. Tatiana leaned over Santiago to speak to the woman, who shook her head with quick nervous movements. When Tatiana sat back in her seat with her chin propped on her fist, Santiago turned a hard look on his wife, but was all smiles again when he resumed chatting with my employer.

      There was no way to contact Tatiana to learn if there was an unanticipated and unwelcome wrinkle in our mission, because I couldn’t carry a phone for fear of it being tracked. Once the fight was over, Emmett and I were to meet back at the private plane she’d chartered, but until then, we were on our own.

      A bell rang out and a loud cheer went up.

      Emmett grabbed my sleeve and I nodded, putting away the domino talisman and setting the alarm on my watch. We’d estimated a half hour to accomplish our mission, based on the average length of these fights in previous years.

      Still cloaked, we jogged toward the pale yellow manor with its array of arched windows, rounded balconies, and colonnades.

      Lionheart, a barefoot Asian woman in a faun-colored sports bra and fitted shorts, exited a set of ground-floor glass doors and strode across the lawn. The tawny hair cascading to her shoulders was straight out of a shampoo commercial, but as she passed us, I glimpsed the flat, dispassionate gaze of an apex predator. The fighter ignored everyone in the crowd attempting to give her high-fives, her balletic grace in no way lessened by the myriad of ragged white scars traversing her body.

      The ring was elevated to shoulder height so it could be seen by all the spectators. Stairs on one side provided access, but the fighter ignored them. In one smooth motion, Lionheart grasped the lower ropes and swung her body up and over into the ring. She walked to the corner and sat down on the mat cross-legged, her eyes closed.

      If the cheers greeting Lionheart had been enthusiastic, the ones for her opponent, Destructo, were downright deafening. Dude was a wall of a man with two beady eyes and a nose that listed sideways as if bolting for greener pastures. With skin that could transform into a rock-solid surface, he stomped to the ring, roaring and grunting, his blue satin boxing shorts stretched to the breaking point.

      Were I to judge a book by its cover—and I were—the chances of him speaking in erudite sentences were small, though I’d bet he referred to himself in the third person.

      For months, Ohrist fighters had competed in a series of to-the-death battles, all in hopes of winning the lucrative prize at today’s championship event. Tatiana hadn’t given me specifics but apparently it was enough to set the victor up for life.

      Lionheart had to be as bloodthirsty and deadly as Destructo to have triumphed over all the other contenders, but I had no doubt that she’d employ strategy. All Destructo had to do was stand there and let his opponents tire themselves out running into him until they fell to the mat like toddlers at nap time and he squashed them like bugs.

      “Betting is closed!” cried a sweaty bald man.

      Fun as it would have been to watch the two fighters duke it out to the end, work took precedence.

      Emmett and I flattened ourselves against the house, careful to stay in line with an enormous bougainvillea tree. It must have been hooked to the same irrigation system that allowed the lush lawn to grow in this desert climate. What a waste of water for grass that was just getting torn up under people’s shoes.

      After careful calculations back home, based on aerial shots of the property, we’d determined that the tree fell into a tiny slice of land undetected by either the motion sensor over the door or the one over the bank of windows to our right, both connected to monitors in a security hub.

      A female guard on patrol set off the motion sensor light. She checked in with her team leader on a headset while I tracked the rotating camera mounted above the door. The second she stepped inside the house, Emmett and I fell into line behind her. The trick was to follow the guard closely enough that the door shut without hitting one of us, while not breathing down the woman’s neck, thereby giving away our concealed presence.

      Any anomaly would send the guards to investigate with magic blazing.

      The golem was so close behind me that he elbowed my back a couple of times, but miraculously, we peeled off from the guard at the end of a long corridor without detection.

      A hand-painted ceiling mural of a bloody battle complemented the half dozen pieces of knight’s armor, their closed face shields giving the hallway a menacing air. Grimacing, I hoped for his wife’s sake that Santiago hadn’t carried this design aesthetic into their bedroom.

      Emmett grabbed my wrist to check the time, then prodded me to go faster.

      The two of us crept down the stairs into the basement in tense silence, checking over our shoulders every few seconds. Some of Santiago’s guards were shifters and we’d braced ourselves to face a tiger or a python or something, but we hit the bottom step without incident.

      That was even more unnerving because either our intel was wrong, and the vault was on one of the upper floors, which teemed with guards, or Torres depended on magic booby traps to protect it.

      If Emmett and I died finding the gloves, we’d disappear without a trace, since I’d bet good money on Torres’s team having excellent body disposal protocols. My kid and I had our standing TV date tomorrow night, and I wasn’t missing that. Plus, in the event of my demise, my best friend, Jude, was supposed to pluck my chin hairs. There was currently one under my jawline that I’d named Houdini for its ability to escape any pair of tweezers, and I refused to be killed before I’d pulled that little bastard out by the root.

      We quickly checked behind doors, finding a private state-of-the art movie theater, a games room featuring a stunning billiard table with hand-carved panels, and both a walk-in humidor and large wine fridge in a lounge area, but no vault.

      “There’s one more area to check,” Emmett said.

      “Give me a sec.” I unwrapped a protein bar and downed half of it, because keeping us cloaked was running down my magical battery. “Okay.” I crammed the rest of the bar in my mouth, and we headed for the open space to the far right of the stairwell, which served as a small art gallery displaying Torres’s collection of modern pieces.

      “Is that…” The golem’s upper lip curled back. “A graffitied toilet? Why?”

      “Some people like to push the boundaries of what’s considered art.” I frowned at a nine-foot stack of chairs towering precariously in the corner.

      “Some people are idiots. We must have missed a secret entrance down here.” Emmett placed a heavy hand on my shoulders and turned me around.

      I stopped, waving a hand at this museum. “This doesn’t fit what I’ve seen of Santiago’s personality. He enjoys aggression, the bloodier the better. Fine wines, good cigars, sure. But a bunch of shitty art?”

      I tugged the golem along with me, quickly inspecting each piece for a hidden lever or a button or something, but I came up empty-handed.

      “Maybe he ran out of cash for the good stuff.” Emmett nodded his chin at a white wall with a large frame mounted there. A small mirror hung at eye level inside it. The rest of the basement had low, tasteful lighting, but this piece had a high-powered bulb trained on it from the opposite wall.

      Was the point of this work to show a person’s reflection inside a frame, making them the art? Deep. I shook my head. “Even if I was rich, I wouldn’t waste money on this.”

      “Forget about it.” Emmett checked my watch. “We’ve got twenty minutes max until the fight ends.”

      “I know,” I murmured, but I couldn’t let go of the sense that I was missing something.

      My partner stood on tiptoe to read the small sign above the frame. “‘Old sins cast long shadows.’” He made a face at the mirror, which, thanks to my magic, didn’t show our reflections. “Guess I’m sin-free.”

      “Yeah, right. Let me lose the magic cloaking and see how true that is.” I gasped. “That’s it! Santiago has light magic. If he faces the mirror and floods the room with light, he won’t cast a shadow. This is the way in.”

      Emmett gestured at the wall behind us. “There’s a camera above the light bulb. You have to drop your magic to have a reflection and if you do, we’ll be caught.”

      “Ye of little faith.” Facing the mirror, I dropped the cloaking over my face only. From the back—and therefore as far as the security camera was concerned—we were still invisible.

      My reflection blinked back at me in the mirror and a doorknob popped into existence inside the frame. I pumped a fist in victory, but on second thought, hesitated to open it. My myth-loving side insisted that nothing would happen to us. We’d solved the puzzle to gain entry and this was our reward. My fairy tale–loving side, however, reminded me that the witch hadn’t padlocked her gingerbread house.

      But, at the end of the day, we didn’t really have a choice

      The bright yellow room with cheap laminate flooring hidden behind the art installation obviously wasn’t the vault, and there hadn’t been a scanner on the door indicating a heartbeat monitor, so we scurried inside.

      As there were no cameras here, I recalled my magic, stretching out the tension in my neck and shoulders. I’d never held my cloaking for that long, and even though I’d trained to keep it up for longer and longer periods in the ten days since Zev had hired us, it was different doing it under the stress of the actual mission.

      The place was empty save for two more white doors that were identical to the one we’d entered through: one directly ahead and the other to our left.

      “Which one?” Emmett asked.

      “That’s what I’d like to know.”

      At the sound of the unfamiliar nasal drawl, I whipped around, my pulse jackhammering, but the jolt of adrenaline wasn’t enough for my magic to do more than swirl around my ankles.

      A ruddy-cheeked lad with tousled ginger hair had gotten inside with us. The little prat sported rolled-up khakis and a suit jacket with some preppy insignia on it, waggling his fingers in a wave.

      “What do you want?” Emmett puffed out his bare chest.

      “Same thing as you do,” the stranger said, managing to look down his nose at us, even though both Emmett and I were taller.

      The clock was ticking, there were likely traps and certainly guards to avoid before we got off the island with our prize, and most importantly, my family’s safety hung in the balance. We hadn’t factored competitors into the mix.

      He held up a hand. Dark streaks snaked across his palm and spiked out through the tips of his fingers. “Get me into the vault and I won’t have to let you die from my venom.”

      I swallowed. When Sadie was little, she’d been fascinated with snakes, and we’d often visited the reptile sanctuary at a local nature reserve. As a result, I knew way too much about venom’s horrific effects, like slow paralysis and holes in our blood vessels causing us to bleed to death.

      “Good luck tracking us when we can go stealth,” I said, putting on more bravado than I felt.

      “Please. You might be able to hide from me, but then again, you do look tuckered out.” He clucked his tongue. “Have you considered midday naps? They do Mumsy a world of good.”

      Tell me to go nap, you insolent puppy? Oh, payback was going to be fun. I just needed a couple minutes so I could summon Delilah and beat his punk ass.

      Emmett approached the door directly ahead. He laid a hand on it, then crouched down, and rested his forehead against the wood, humming.

      “What are you doing?” the stranger said.

      “Getting you to where you want to go.” The golem strode to the door on the left. “This way.”

      I grabbed his hand before he touched the doorknob, the two of us wrestling comically, before I clipped him and wincing, he knocked me aside.

      There was a faint reddish smear on the door.

      “You made me smudge,” he said, rubbing his elbow.

      “We’re in a secret room on an island owned by a criminal,” I hissed. “Don’t just charge through some random door.”

      “Hurry up,” the young man said, “or I’ll pick and force one of you through to test whether I was right.”

      Emmett confronted me with crossed arms. “Do I or do I not have divination magic?”

      The stranger narrowed his eyes at that, considering the golem with a shrewd look.

      “You do,” I said, “but…” His magic didn’t work that way, did it?

      “I sensed something dangerous behind the other door,” the golem said. “You going to trust me?”

      The stranger pointed at me. “What magic do you bring to your decision?”

      My fingers twitched because I really wanted to summon Delilah to punch him in the face, but he smirked, his poisoned needles extending further from his skin, and I backed off.

      The doors were hung totally flush with the frame, leaving no crack to slip my shadow under and investigate.

      “I’ve got logic, not magic,” I said. “If we keep track of the outside wall, we can eliminate doors.” I felt in my housekeeping uniform for a pencil, but there wasn’t one, so I drew in the air. “According to the blueprints I saw, Torres’s house was square. This room seems to end in line with where the outside wall was back in the gallery space. Which means…” I tapped the left door. “This leads outside.”

      “You’re wrong.” Emmett put his hand on the door ahead. “I have a bad feeling about this one, and the door behind us leads back to the gallery. We have to take the left one.”

      The young man looked between us, tapping his foot. “Magic trumps logic. Left door it is.” His finger needles glistened with inky toxins. “Don’t follow me.”

      “You can’t get through the vault without the golem,” I said. “There’s a heartbeat monitor on it.”

      Emmett stepped forward. “And I’m not going through without her.”

      “Then you can carry her dead body with you after I poison her,” our nemesis said. “Or come with me and leave her behind. Alive.”

      The golem’s shoulders slumped. “Sorry, Miri.”

      “Good choice.” The young man opened the left door revealing an identical empty yellow room, and I frowned because it should have led outside.

      Before I could tell them to wait and figure this out, Emmett sprinted for it, attempting to grab the man before he could get through. They got wedged in the doorway.

      “Emmett! Stop!” I didn’t want him running blindly into a room that, by my logic, shouldn’t have been there.

      The stranger wriggled out into the new room first, smirked—and was engulfed by a ball of flame hot enough to burn the tip of my nose.

      His charred and blackened corpse hit the ground with a dusty thunk and the door slammed shut.

      I stood there wide-eyed and hyperventilating.

      “I lied,” Emmett blurted out. “I only said I had a bad feeling because I wanted to protect you. I figured if we disagreed, then he wouldn’t hurt you, and once he’d gone into the next room, we’d bolt the other way. But I killed him.”

      “No,” I croaked out. “Torres did that. It’s not your fault.” I’d been so certain that the left door led outside. If Emmett and I had gone through it instead of the young man, we’d be dead. I shuddered. How were we supposed to survive if logic didn’t apply here?

      Emmett nervously eyed the door to the right. “What do we do if both rooms are booby-trapped? How do we get to the vault?”

      I fought through my shock back to the problem at hand. “We must have missed something back in the gallery. A clue. Let’s go back out and search that area again.”

      Nodding, he threw open the door we’d originally entered, only to now find it blocked by a wall. “I hate this so much,” he said.

      “Eight minutes,” I said anxiously, checking my timer that was counting down until the fight was supposed to end.

      The door behind us was a wall and the left-hand one was Tiki Torch Palace. Defeated, I opened our only option, willing myself to move my feet and step into the next yellow room.

      Emmett pushed us both inside and the door closed behind him.

      I yelped and threw up my hands as if that would save me from immolation, screwed my eyes shut, and waited. When nothing happened, I peered around the room.

      We were both fine. Grateful as I was, why had the original door led back to a brick wall, and why didn’t the one on the left lead outside? I paced in a tight circle, sorting through possibilities. “Fuck me. The rooms must rotate.”

      “On top of that, we’ve got the same problem as before.” Emmett rubbed his chin, eyeing the two new doors in this room. “How do we decide which to take next?”

      I unstrapped the wristwatch.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Pick a door,” I said. “I’ll toss this through and if it sets off a booby trap, then we go through the other one.”

      Emmett opened the one on the left again and I tossed the watch in.

      The watch hit the ground, remaining totally intact. Mainly because it didn’t have a head for the giant intruder-decapitating blade that came swinging out of the ceiling to remove.

      “All righty, then,” Emmett said, and went through the non-bladed door.

      Shocker, we stood in our third empty yellow room. However, there was only one other door here. It was taller and wider than normal, the thick wood ornately carved with “S.T.” Santiago’s initials.

      Emmett high-fived me. “Made it.”

      Like the other heartbeat alarm that we’d previously encountered, this door featured a sensor panel—cutting-edge biometric technology. Anyone stepping through it had their heartbeat scanned, and if it didn’t match the owner’s, an alarm sounded.

      “There’s no visible lock, just the sensor.” I depressed the handle partway. “It’s not even a bank vault door. Why make it this easy?”

      “Easy? We were almost burned and decapitated.”

      “Exactly. Why wouldn’t there be an even worse trap to stop the people who got past everything else?”

      “How many other people without heartbeats are going to make it this far?” Emmett scoffed. “We got lucky, vampires have to be invited into Torres’s home, and even Delilah can’t go in.”

      Ohrist magic came from their ability to tap into “ohr,” a supernatural life force. It allowed them to manipulate light and life energy. At least ninety-five percent of everyone with magic was an Ohrist, but they were hugely outnumbered by Sapiens, powerless humans who had no clue magic existed.

      I was one of the rare Banim Shovavim, the rebellious children of Lilith and Adam whose powers were rooted in death and darkness. My talents included cloaking and an animated shadow, which was incredibly cool, but a faint heartbeat—the echo of mine—beat inside Delilah, and she couldn’t enter the vault.

      “Be careful.” I grabbed Emmett’s wrist because he’d already reached for the handle, an excited gleam in his eyes. “Don’t touch anything other than the Torquemada Gloves. Got it?”

      “You never let me have any fun,” he grumbled and trudged inside.
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      Emmett got into the vault without a hitch, and as soon as he was safe, he became a little kid on the first night of Hanukkah, eyes alight at the bounty before him.

      The vault was much larger than I’d expected and crammed with a motley collection ranging from bizarre to grotesque.

      “Whoa! Check it out.” The golem stopped in front of an oval gem on display in a glass case on a pillar and crouched down to read the small plaque. “‘Blood diamond made of real blood. Year 1852.’”

      I hovered outside the threshold. “Charming. Get the gloves, Emmett. There. On the right.”

      There was a hissing sound. I sniffed the air but couldn’t smell anything.

      “Yeah, yeah. Calm your tits.” Emmett gave a wide berth to a scaffold with a rusty saw hanging off a hook and a horizontal wagon wheel with spikes sticking up at regular intervals. A length of old pipe was tossed next to it. My partner shuddered. “It’s got dried gristle on it.”

      The hissing grew louder.

      I blotted my forehead, feeling hot and dizzy. “Get out of there.” My words sounded weirdly elongated.

      “Yeeeeeaaaaah, yeaaaaaah.” Why was he speaking in slow motion? He reached for the wrinkled, leathery, yellowed-with-age gloves by his fingertips—and missed, swaying like a tree about to fall.

      “Gas!” I threw my sleeve over my nose. My eyes watered and my lungs burned. “Hurry!”

      With a jerky swipe, he grabbed the gloves, but toppled forward, hitting the ground with a thunk.

      “When I was a girl in Sicily,” he mumbled.

      If they’d dispersed gas, then the jig was up. No wonder there hadn’t been a lock. Holding my breath, I ran inside the vault and grabbed Emmett’s ankles, hauling him out.

      The yellow room narrowed and lengthened, dark spots dancing at the edge of my vision. Why couldn’t Jude have made a child golem who weighed less? I collapsed against the outside of the vault door, shutting it, my polyester finery stuck to my skin.

      Emmett slurred his third chorus of the Golden Girls theme.

      Once my head had cleared, I dropped to my knees, and slapped the golem across the face with the gloves, swallowing against the rush of bile. “Getupgetupgetupgetup!”

      He staggered to his feet. “Okay, pussycat.”

      We had lurched halfway across the room when Emmett’s head lolled sideways. “Too many doors.”

      I stomped my foot because while we’d been in the vault, the rooms had rotated again. Instead of simply the vault door and the exit, there was an extra door. “How the fuck do we get out of here?”

      “I’ll get you to safety,” a man with a posh—and familiar—English accent said, “but it’ll cost you.” Naveen Kumar, the handsome Indo-British man in his late thirties who’d entered, wore the same security outfit as the rest of Torres’s crew.

      Stuffing the gloves in the pocket of my housekeeping uniform, I squinted at him, hoping he was a hallucination, but he remained maddeningly real. “Nice staff. Compensating, are we?”

      Naveen twirled the long weapon made of hard light through his fingers. “Give me the gloves, BS.”

      I’d run into Naveen on another case of mine and we’d immediately hit it off. He’d given me a safe place to crash, let Emmett hang out with him, and even introduced me to his niece, Evani. However, everything changed when he learned I was Banim Shovavim. After that, we were kicked out and Naveen’s treatment of me had turned decidedly cold.

      Even if I didn’t desperately need the gloves, I wasn’t taking orders from someone who hated me for what I was, not who I was. That, I could have lived with.

      “It’s better if I hang on to them than Torres.” My magic danced under my skin.

      “No doubt.” He dropped into a crouch, the staff held diagonally in front of him. “But I intend to destroy them.”

      “Did you tell your employer that?” I slammed my mesh cloaking over Emmett and me, but Naveen was faster. He swung his staff into my ribs and knocked me to my knees, shattering my magic.

      I hit the ground with a cry.

      “It’s on a need-to-know basis. And Torres doesn’t.” Naveen flicked a lock of platinum blond hair out of his eyes with an annoyed gesture, his staff resting on his shoulder. His eyes, only slightly darker than his brown skin, had been so warm and friendly at our first meeting, but they sent chills through me now. “Laurent won’t forgive you if you don’t hand the gloves over to me to destroy. You know he barely trusts anyone to be his friend. Does that mean so little to you?”

      Emmett helped me to my feet, holding me steady by the elbow because it hurt to put weight on my injured leg.

      Damn you to Hell, Kumar. Laurent’s friendship and respect meant a great deal to me, but if I didn’t give Zev these gloves, I was screwed. The vampire was the only one who could protect me from the demon parasites that had already invaded my home once. They’d possessed a Lonestar who was part of my parents’ murders twenty-seven years ago, and after I’d recently confronted the magic police officer, he’d been murdered in the same way as my mom and dad.

      I was taking zero fucking chances with my family’s lives.

      “I’m on a job and we have a satisfaction guaranteed policy,” I said. The door Naveen had come through remained open. All we had to do was get past him.

      “For a vampire. Did you look at the mark inside the gloves?” Naveen’s tone had become suspiciously conversational. He shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet, watching us intently.

      “No.” I held on to Emmett like I still didn’t have my balance back, using it as a cover to slowly inch us toward the exit.

      “People think the half circle is the logo of the company that made items out of human skin, but it’s not.” Naveen jabbed his light staff in my direction, waving me away from my partner.

      “Human skin?” Emmett dry heaved.

      Had Zev and Tatiana known this?

      Naveen was faster than me and I needed to rejuice before using my powers again.

      I tapped Emmett’s back twice, using a code we’d come up with in case we faced one of the security team. “Are these gloves made from Torquemada’s skin?”

      Tomás de Torquemada was the Grand Inquisitor during the Spanish Inquisition, infamous for his cruelty, fanaticism, and religious intolerance, and devoted to ridding Spain of all heresy. This led to the decimation of the Jewish population in the 1400s through both death and forced conversion, Torquemada sending his inquisitors throughout the old and new worlds to hunt nonbelievers down.

      It also resulted in Jewish pirates but that was a whole other story. And none of these facts made having a dead person’s flayed-off body part in my pocket any better.

      I held up three fingers behind my back for Emmett to see.

      The golem scratched his chin and yawned, but I knew he was waiting for my signal.

      “No one knows for sure whose skin it is,” Naveen said. “But the half circle is a demon mark.”

      “Could Torquemada have been a demon?”

      “Does it matter?” Naveen said.

      “You tell me. Sure, the human skin part is gross, but what’s got your panties in a twist?” I stepped forward, happy to see Naveen’s jaw clench, his focus on me, and lowered a finger down to two.

      “The gloves are cursed,” Naveen said. “When a person puts them on, they become convinced that they no longer wear their own skin.”

      I swallowed my nausea at this atrocity. Zev had omitted several crucial details, but even so, I had to give him the gloves, because I was on my last chance with him. I shoved my self-loathing into a hard ball and padlocked it. The vamp would get the demon artifact. End of story.

      One finger.

      “That sucks,” I said mildly.

      “Bit of an understatement, poppet,” Naveen sneered. “That obsession drives them mad, and they eventually die trying to rip their skin off.”

      I closed my fist.

      Emmett ran at Naveen, picking him up and throwing him sideways across the room, where he hit the wall with a grunt.

      The golem and I sprinted for the open door, my knee shooting needle-sharp bursts of pain the entire time.

      Naveen’s staff flew overhead, slamming the door shut before ricocheting back into his hand. If I hadn’t pushed Emmett down, we’d have been impaled.

      “Any other questions?” Naveen was already on his feet again, his weapon at the ready.

      My heart thudded in my chest and my magic prickled wildly inside me. “Nope.”

      Naveen circled Emmett and me, once more putting himself between us and the door. “Laurent had almost convinced me I was wrong about you.” A wistful look flitted over his face for a fleeting second before his expression hardened.

      A few more feelings that I didn’t dare examine too closely got locked down as well.

      Delilah exploded out of me, but Naveen was ready. He swung his staff into her, and I doubled over with a gasp, pain blazing through my gut.

      He dropped into a crouch, still blocking our exit. “My first instincts were correct. Your kind has no compassion and no loyalty.”

      “You have no idea how deep my loyalties run and what I’m doing to protect people,” I wheezed, “so how about you take all your preconceived notions of me and shove them up your ass? Use the staff to make sure you pack them nice and tight.”

      Mesh in place, I grabbed Emmett and threw us both sideways. The golem executed the move perfectly, thanks to all our practice.

      Naveen’s strike clipped my shoulder.

      My magic rippled and holes gapped in the mesh. I visualized a giant crochet hook patching the cloaking in a blur. The speed at which I mended it pushed me to my limit, sweat running down the back of my neck and dripping off my temples, but we slipped past him and out the door.

      We found ourselves outside. Sucking down fresh air, I walked quickly—but not so fast as to arouse suspicion—across the great lawn to the ring, keeping my partner hidden.

      With the fight over and staff milling about cleaning up the high bistro tables used during cocktails, the housekeeping uniform helped me blend in. I hoped the security team would assume Naveen had dealt with the thief. Every step lit up my nerve endings in new and agonizing ways, and it was all I could do to stay upright, but we made it back to the ring without incident.

      Santiago Torres presented Lionheart with a trophy and a check while the cheering crowd gave her a standing ovation. The lion shifter bled freely from several wounds, including a nasty gash across her temple, almost every inch of her skin was bruised, and her breathing was labored.

      There was no sign of Destructo, only a blood-soaked mat.

      All we had to do was avoid Naveen on our way to the plane and we’d be home free. We were safe. Ish.

      Tatiana met my gaze and I nodded.

      Lionheart accepted her prize with a quiet “Thank you” and left the ring, leaving Santiago to officially close this year’s match and wish everyone well.

      I attempted to steer clear of the people heading back to their planes or yachts moored on the other side of the small private island, since it wouldn’t do to bump into someone and reveal Emmett’s presence. I’d narrowly avoided crashing into a couple wearing enormous hats with birdcage contraptions on them when a man bellowed in pain.

      Emmett grabbed me, hauling me back against his chest, the impact making him visible, but everyone was too busy gawking toward the source of the cry to notice. “What’s going on?” he demanded.

      Since I couldn’t see over other people’s heads, I jumped on a chair toward the back of the audience.

      A dybbuk, a crimson ghostly mass, assumed a jagged knife-form and violently stabbed at Torres. It pulsated in fury, slashing his skin and clothing. The man whipped off his sunglasses, his light magic erupting from his eyes, and while I had to throw up a hand to protect myself from the brilliance, his powers did nothing against the malevolent spirit.

      This wasn’t possible. Dybbuks attacked but only once they’d been freed from their host body. There was no corpse around—not even Destructo’s—so where had this one come from? And why didn’t I sense it beforehand? I should have been vibrating like a tuning fork, my magic urging me to destroy the abomination, but upon a closer probe of the spirit, I felt nothing.

      “You think he’s having a seizure?” a woman passing by me said to her friend.

      “Karma, baby,” her friend replied and the two laughed.

      I almost reached out to shake them for their indifference, but I couldn’t explain the truth without giving away my magic because Ohrists were unable to see dybbuks.

      Several of Torres’s guards jumped into the ring, attempting to help their boss, seemingly under the impression this was a medical emergency of some sort, only to be attacked. They busted out their magic, except not seeing where to retaliate, fired wildly.

      One guard called up vines to grab Santiago, hitting his colleague instead.

      Some of the crowd fled, while others, already amped up by bloodlust from the fight, broke into smaller skirmishes. Really? You guys took this as an enticement to wail on each other?

      Chaos reigned, and I was the only one who could stop it.

      I jumped off the chair and almost collided with Tatiana.

      “Miriam.” She tugged sharply on my arm. “We have to get out of here, before the wards on the island are raised again and we’re trapped.” Her stiff-backed anxiety was undercut by her raspy New Yorker accent that turned “wards” into “wahds” like the finest of Wise Guys.

      Tatiana showing concern meant that being trapped here would be extremely detrimental to our well-being, either from the guards or Zev. I almost ran for the plane without a second look back, but I forced myself to stay the course. I just needed a few minutes.

      “It’s a dybbuk attack,” I said, marching into the fray. Except, I immediately got held up by a knot of people running away from the melee, and no amount of pushing and shoving got me clear.

      We were in the middle of the Danger Zone, the period between sundown Friday and sundown Saturday where dybbuks were released from being tortured in Gehenna to come to earth and find a host with lowered inhibitions to enthrall.

      Even though the wards around the island had been lowered and dybbuks could show up, people had been drinking all afternoon. Tatiana had told me this event was a giant game of chicken where any show of weakness resulted in hostile takeovers—or worse. Thus, the desperate need to prove one had the biggest balls. I got that. But I still thought it was stupid.

      Wards weren’t common, even for this crowd. I was only getting mine in payment for a dangerous mission. So how much magic—and money—did it take to ward up an entire island?

      Alert for magic and stray punches, I pushed forward, Tatiana nattering angrily at me, with Emmett bringing up the rear.

      I couldn’t make sense of what was happening because Santiago’s attack was too violent for a possession.

      My boss clamped her hand down on my shoulder, spinning me around with surprising strength for her age. “We have to go.”

      Torres was driven to his knees by the homicidal specter, his right leg bent under him at an unnatural angle. A couple guards got close but the dybbuk whirled on anyone who came within range, ripping into them, but not attempting to inhabit them.

      The guards not breaking up fights were grabbing whomever they could, presumably to interrogate them.

      I shook Tatiana off. “This is wrong.”

      Torres cried out and Tatiana briefly glanced his way. “No kidding.”

      She didn’t understand and I couldn’t explain it to her because the dybbuk’s deviant behavior was unparalleled. If I couldn’t predict how it would act, how was I supposed to vanquish it? Would my scythe even work on it? It wasn’t inhabiting the Ohrists, but what if I was a tastier target and it chose to inhabit me?

      And yet, how could I stand by and do nothing?

      Mrs. Torres, understandably hysterical at her husband being attacked by seemingly nothing, was carried off to safety by two female guards.

      “Five minutes,” I told Tatiana.

      “You can’t help him without revealing you’re Banim Shovavim, which will attract a whole host of trouble with this crowd. Use your common sense and get out while you can.” Tatiana blazed off.

      Emmett looked at me, then hurried after our boss, not caring that he was visible to everyone. Who’d give a damn in this melee anyway?

      Torres lay on the mat screaming, a watery gurgling sound. The dybbuk enveloped him with an angry buzzing.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of light across the lawn. A blindspot had flared up, catching three brawling Ohrist guests in its crescent of light.

      The blindspot victims froze into stunned awareness of their plight, their fists still held high, before the supernatural energy consumed them, leaving nothing. The ohr, the well of magic that these magic users tapped into, had devoured them to replenish the power supply.

      Frankly, it was shocking that with this much magic flying around that the ohr wasn’t erupting like geysers. That thought must have occurred to the others because the already chaotic scene went ballistic, people scurrying to safety.

      With everyone sucked into their own self-preservation, no one would care I was Banim Shovavim. I glanced over at Tatiana, making impressive progress for someone her age and in that dress. One guard waylaid her, but she jerked her head at Emmett, who threw the man into a cactus.

      Yikes. His violent side was really blossoming in her employ.

      My shadow magic swirled around my feet. That plane was my only way home. For some reason the Kefitzat Haderech, a shortcut shadow transport used by Banim Shovavim, wasn’t accessible here on the island, and if I wasn’t at the airfield when Zev met us back in Vancouver in a few hours, he wouldn’t ward up my property.

      But I was the only one who could save Torres. A quick rescue, then I’d cloak myself and race for the plane before anyone clued in to what had happened. I was already compromising my morals by giving the gloves to Zev; I couldn’t let a man die. Not even a man like Torres.

      Thrusting my elbows out, I shoved through people to the quiet bubble of space directly in front of the ring.

      I glanced around for any guards who might stop me, but they were all otherwise occupied.

      Oddly, in all the frenzy, one woman stood off to the side, watching Torres. She had a sensuous figure, her diaphanous gown clinging to her curves. A scarf in a similar silky material was wound over her head and neck, with only a peep of dark red hair showing, like a Hollywood star from the 1950s, the look completed with a pair of oversize black sunglasses that hid most of her face.

      Was she the dybbuk’s host? How was she still alive since it was free?

      I rose onto tiptoe, straining for a glimpse of her shadow, but from what I could see, it was completely normal, with no trace of crimson or sickly gray flecks. I frowned. She couldn’t be the host if her shadow was fine, but she also couldn’t see the dybbuk. Standing around and rubbernecking at this spectacle could put her in harm’s way from a guest, a guard, or the dybbuk itself.

      There was no time to lose.

      If I hadn’t hopped onto the first stair to the ring, intent on stopping this madness, I might never have felt the touch, featherlight as it was. That wasn’t some magic skill, it had been honed from Sadie trying to sneak lemon candies out of my pocket one summer.

      I gripped the gloves tight while Delilah elbowed Naveen in the throat.

      Coughing, he swung the staff and knocked me to the grass, my calves burning from his strike. His shadow fell over me, blotting out the sun, the staff raised high.

      Delilah grabbed his weapon and yanked, buying me a few seconds to roll sideways and jump to my feet. A group of Ohrists ran past, putting more space between myself and Naveen.

      Save myself and the deadly demon artifact or save Santiago?

      I got all of three steps closer to Torres when his screams cut out with a suddenness that made me shiver.

      The dybbuk flew off Santiago’s lifeless body like a mini tornado and into the woman with the sunglasses. Her shoulders slumped momentarily, but she shook it off and left.

      I gasped. That weird dybbuk had just enthralled her. Why her and not Torres?

      I pivoted sharply, intent on saving her—if that was even possible with this spirit—but there was a faint squeak of a shoe at the edge of my awareness and a refracted prism of light hit my eyes. Naveen was moving in once more.

      “She’s enthralled. If you don’t let me save her, Laurent won’t forgive you.” I snidely parroted Naveen’s words back to him.

      He raised his light staff. “Laurent has his mission, I have mine. Give me the gloves.”

      “You hypocrite,” I spat. How dare he accuse me of being heartless and then go right ahead and do the same thing?

      A quick glance toward the inhabited woman revealed that she was walking normally, no sign of the spirit having temporarily gotten the upper hand as they did during enthrallment.

      Even if I couldn’t go after her now, I had one week to find her and save her—I hoped. Though nothing was certain where this dybbuk was concerned.

      I ran as quickly for the airfield as my wounded knee allowed, cloaking myself along the way. The battle was lost, but I was alive, and this war wasn’t over.
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      The door to Tatiana’s chartered plane was already closing when I reached the airstrip. I yelled at the men wheeling the staircase away, furiously waving my arms and limping as fast as I could.

      My boss’s face appeared in the window, replaced by the female flight attendant, who saw me and nodded.

      One of the men on the ground brought the stairs back. The door opened once more and the flight attendant instructed me to be seated for takeoff.

      I claimed the farthest chair from Emmett, who was snoring like a congested bagpipe. Private jets were a wonderful thing, with roomy leather seats and a lounge area at the back with a sofa and television, but they were still metal tubes held in the air by the power of faith. Oh sure, and physics, but I was an arts grad with a healthy respect for gravity and the hard fall.

      It meant that for all that I adored traveling, planes were a nightmare requiring Ativan. I popped one under my tongue, feeling it dissolve into that familiar mush.

      The engines rumbled to life, the plane sped down the runway, and I clutched my armrest, keeping my mind as blank as possible. My stomach lurched into the soles of my feet when the wheels lifted off, so I focused on the tropical paradise, the plane circling the island once to get on the correct flight path. If I ignored the knocked-over chairs, the bloody mat with the sheet covering Torres’s corpse, and the guards huddled in tight knots around stranded guests, it was lovely.

      The second the “fasten seat belt” sign clicked off, I grabbed a change of clothes and hit the bathroom. After knocking back some Tylenol, I peeled off the uniform, recoiling at my own stench, then sat on the closed toilet lid in my underwear to wipe myself down and assess the damage.

      My calves were bruised from Naveen’s attack, and my body ached like I’d spent up close and personal time with a washing machine—inside it bouncing around, versus leaning against it for the vibrations. Accidentally. Like before I’d bought batteries for my vibrator Lady Catnip. Listen, beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      I scrubbed at a smear of dirt on my uninjured knee. The mission was a success, but any exhilaration got swallowed by the hollow chasm in my chest. Zev would get his gloves and I’d get my ward, but Naveen’s accusations about my lack of loyalty played on a loop in my head. I was willingly handing an atrocious demon artifact over to a vampire and two men had been killed, Santiago and the young man with his poisoned needles.

      I blinked away the memory of the fireball engulfing him and the resignation on his face, unsure of whether the greater tragedy was how callously people died in the magic world or their acceptance of that fact. I didn’t want to become inured to either.
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