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      Bestselling author Deborah Wilde presents a fierce and funny paranormal women’s fiction collection of her first three titles in the Magic After Midlife series, packed with:

      •	An older heroine on a magical journey of rediscovery, kicking butt and taking names.

      •	A richly woven world filled with humor, heart, and a touch of sass.

      •	Action, magic, and moments that remind you it’s never too late to rewrite your story.

      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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      It’s a truth universally acknowledged that angry women get shit done. On the Richter Scale of Midlife Simmering, I was a solid eight, meaning I’d already crossed twelve items off of my to-do list and it wasn’t even 10:30AM.

      As the librarian here at Chan Wilkins Shechtman LLP, I was researching some tedious historical legislation for one of the senior partners when my mojo was disrupted by Blake Cunningham, a husky blond Associate. He loomed over me like an inflatable tube man hawking discount cars, unleashing spittle and vitriol all over my desk as he informed me of a deadline I’d missed.

      I’d fulfilled his last request three days ago, so if he’d stop speaking over me every time I asked for clarification, we could get to the bottom of this.

      While I kept my expression neutral, ever the consummate professional, I eyed the fat law dictionary that sat out of reach on my desk, next to the Book Wizard mug that Sadie had given me last year for Mother’s Day. Had I been an actual book wizard, I’d have telekinetically brained Blake with the heavy tome.

      Murder hadn’t been on my list for the day, but I’d been extraordinarily productive this morning, so I was willing to pencil it in.

      Alas, it was also a truth universally acknowledged that single moms wanting to keep their jobs didn’t engage in such acts, no matter how justified. The chances of getting an all-female jury who’d acquit the defendant with high-fives while singing Aretha Franklin’s “Think” were pretty much nonexistent.

      Blake jabbed a finger in my face and I jerked my chair back, clenching my fists to keep from breaking the offending digit. My performance review was coming up and unlike some, I couldn’t shit on people and still expect a raise. My track record needed to be stellar and it was, but Blake was higher in the firm’s pecking order and matching his boorish behavior would cost me.

      He finally took a breath and I jumped in.

      “I’m unaware of any new assignment that you gave me. What are you referring to?”

      “The email I sent you yesterday,” he said, wiping spit from his face. “I need that Law on Remoteness for the Santos trial. I won’t look bad because you can’t be bothered to do your job.”

      I twisted my monitor around to show him my inbox. “I didn’t receive any email from you. Please don’t disparage my ability or work ethic.”

      He snorted. “You must have deleted it.”

      I pried my fingers off the screen. “Excuse me?”

      “You think that because Cecilia Chan hired you, you get a free pass? There isn’t a quota system for women here.”

      No, but there was one for assholes. To be fair, most of our lawyers were great, but every now and again, a toxic jackass showed up.

      Someone knocked on my office door, and Blake opened it before I could to reveal an unfamiliar young woman.

      Her cheerful smile indicated that her soul had yet to be sucked out by this industry, while her bright eyes denoted that she hadn’t yet started pulling longer hours than her male counterparts to prove herself.

      “You’re new, aren’t you?” I said.

      “Is it that obvious? Articling Student in the house.” She held up a stack of periodicals. “I wasn’t sure where you wanted these.”

      “Put them on the cart out there, please,” I said, pointing into the library outside my office.

      Blake ran a hand through his hair. “Hey, Addison. You know you can dump that on a paralegal, right?”

      “It’s good to familiarize myself with all aspects of the firm,” she said. “Oh, Tamara was also wondering if the books she requested were in?”

      My left eye twitched. I’d explained to the lawyer that the law volumes were on back order, but she persisted in asking constantly, like someone repeatedly hitting an elevator button to make it arrive faster. “Not yet. Still coming in on the same date.”

      “Okay, I’ll drop these off then,” she said, backing out, her high ponytail bobbing.

      “Thanks,” I said. “The procedures around here can take a while to get the hang of, but if you have any questions about the library, I’m happy to answer them.”

      “I appreciate that,” she said.

      Blake kept his sleazy smile on full wattage until Addison left, at which point it dropped like a power outage. “Look, I can let the secondary sources slide until tomorrow if you need to take your extended coffee breaks or play solitaire or whatever you do when no one’s watching here, but get me that case law by end of day, Mara.”

      Wait. What?

      Mara was the sixty-something administrative assistant who worked directly for Daniel Shechtman, and as the senior partner always joked, the real power around this place. Blake had been at this firm for six months. Were all women over a certain age an interchangeable blob to this douchenozzle?

      My skin was hot and itchy, my throat tight with a torrent of curses.

      “I’m Miriam,” I said, evenly.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You called me Mara. You sent the email to the wrong person.” I could just shove the law dictionary so far up his ass he tasted paper for a week. Or better still, follow the ancient Chinese practice of Lingchi, death by a thousand cuts. The classic tortures were the best.

      Blake turned red and puffed out his chest like a blustering bagpipe. “Whatever. Get it done or I’ll take this to HR,” he said.

      Chanting “performance review” like a mantra, I pasted a pleasant smile on my face. “You got it.”

      I’d have to stay late to get everything accomplished, so I fired off a quick text to my kid, grateful she was sixteen and self-sufficient, and pulled relevant law books off the walnut bookcases. I wanted to throw something or stomp between the stacks, but the idea of damaging a book in my collection was anathema and my heels sank into the thick carpet that absorbed sound.

      Days like today, I felt like I was being absorbed, especially when, hours later, I had yet to see another person.

      By three o’clock, my eyes swam from reading small print, so I grabbed the Book Wizard mug and headed into the staff kitchen for a much-needed caffeine jolt.

      “Miriam!” Fahim, a bright-eyed and eager recent hire, flagged me down. “I just sent you an email requesting you pull work safe standards on containing cast-in-place concrete on construction sites.”

      “You mean, safety procedures for watching cement dry?”

      He frowned. “Concrete and cement aren’t the same thing.”

      Sighing, I cut him off before he could launch into an explanation. “I was kidding,” I said gently.

      “Oh. Good one.” He sounded dubious.

      I refrained from shaking my head. Law school had destroyed any sense of humor in our current batch of Associates. “I’ll get what you need.”

      “Thank you.”

      The staff kitchen was fairly quiet, with only one person ahead of me for the cappuccino machine: Mara.

      The machine clicked twice and burst into a loud hum, firing two thin streams of espresso into the mug.

      “A double?” I raised my eyebrows. “That kind of day?”

      “Every day is that kind of day around here.” Mara patted a strand of gray hair back into her bun, watching the frothed milk dispense. “I blame my husband. If he hadn’t been so supportive of me going back to work after our sons were born, I’d have enjoyed a long and leisured career as a trophy wife.”

      “Please. If you didn’t have all the lawyers to boss around on a regular basis, life wouldn’t have that same sparkle.”

      She rolled her eyes, then grinned. “How’s my favorite librarian?”

      “Eh.” I took Mara’s place at the machine, setting my cup under the nozzle and hitting the selection for an Americano. “Did you hear? Poor Blake suffers from acute myopia. Except with age not distance. He chewed me out for failing to follow instructions in an email that he’d sent to you.”

      “Ah. I wondered about that. Well, fair’s fair, I guess. All those youngsters look alike to my feeble old brain,” she said, with calculating shrewdness. “I hope I don’t confuse him with someone else the next time he needs to see Daniel.”

      “That would be a pity.” I grabbed my coffee.

      “Wouldn’t it, just?” Mara patted me on the shoulder. “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum.”

      I laughed. “Fake phrase, but good sentiment. To you as well.”

      The caffeine put a spring in my step as I returned to the library, and my work smile reached my eyes when I saw the visitor in my office.

      “I bring you glad tidings. And food crack,” my best friend, Judith Rachefsky, drawled in her Savannah Southern accent. She rubbed Vaseline on her red dry potter’s hands, avoiding the wrist brace she wore for her carpal tunnel. It was the major downside of working with clay, along with constant smudges of dust across her black T-shirts and jeans.

      A familiar brown bakery bag sat on my desk.

      I inhaled the heavenly scent of my favorite zucchini chocolate chip muffin. My stomach growled and I shoved a piece in my mouth, sighing blissfully. “Thank you, o dealer mine.”

      She squirted out more petroleum jelly with a farting noise. “If I’d have known you’d be this grateful, I’d have insisted on house cleaning in payment.”

      “Always have a contract in place.” I tore off some more of the muffin. “Today has not been fun. One of our junior lawyers accused me of being incompetent, discharged a half gallon of spit on my sweater, and topped it off by calling me Mara.”

      “Ouch.” Judith got comfortable in my desk chair, tucking the small tube of cream into the pocket of her jean jacket. Balancing one cowboy boot heel on the ground, she pawed through my drawer until she triumphantly waved a letter opener. “Here’s the plan. We lure him in to the men’s room before he leaves and…” She made stabbing motions. “Then we prop him in a stall. No one will look for him till tomorrow. We’ll have plenty of time to come back after hours to dispose of the body.” She tapped her wrist brace. “No one will suspect me and I’ll cover for you.”

      I picked up the scarf that had slid from the chair onto the floor for the third time this afternoon. The rose print was beautiful, but the silk was a pain in the ass. “Not unless you’ve upped your lying game. Ten seconds of scowl from that border guard and you were confessing your two pairs of smuggled socks.”

      Jude scrunched up the back of her curly red hair with her hand. “To be fair, those guys are pros.”

      “Body disposal isn’t necessary. I snitched to Mara.”

      Jude crossed herself, then stopped halfway through. “Oh, wait. I’m Jewish. So what’s your resident blowhard got you doing?”

      “Researching the Law on Remoteness.”

      She shuddered. “This is why you couldn’t pay me to work a corporate job anymore.”

      “Yes, but you envy my cornucopia of medical and dental benefits.” I pulled a paper napkin out of the bag and wiped my fingers.

      “True.” She poked one of her teeth. “I swear this one is being held together by crazy glue and a prayer. In penance for that depressing reminder, you can be my mid-afternoon entertainment break. Hmm. Since I doubt you have pasties on under that wrap dress, you’ll have to amuse me some other way.” She snapped her fingers. “I know. Let’s check your dating profile.”

      “Let’s not.”

      “Come on, Miri. I could use a laugh.” She winked at me.

      I twisted my shoulder-length dark hair up into a bun, and jammed a pen through it. “I deleted it, okay?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made fun of you. It’s hard putting yourself out there. Believe me, I know.”

      “The emotional vulnerability of online dating in general is bad enough.” I shuddered and sat on the edge of my desk. “But this was a nightmare.”

      “How so?”

      “Two words for you, my friend: septuagenarian balls.”

      “Ewww.” Judith shook her head. “That’s so wrong on so many levels. You’re attractive, you have all your own teeth, you’re gainfully employed.”

      “Intelligent, funny…”

      She snorted. “The two most prized qualities on dating sites.”

      I pushed up my boobs. “Great rack.”

      “True. We’ll list that before the teeth.”

      “It won’t help. The boob game out there is too strong. Plus, I’m forty-two and I have a kid. Thanks for playing.” I beheld my little kingdom of books, covering such heart-pounding topics as construction law and application fraud. “I was so excited to turn forty. Finally, I could give zero fucks, free of all the BS that dragged me down in my youth. And that’s true to an extent, but mostly I feel like I missed some Kafkaesque ceremony where I was presented with a pair of mom jeans, the number for the easy listening station on my FM dial, and the admonishment to ‘go gentle into that good night.’”

      “Where’s the rage and rock ’n’ roll when you need it?” Jude said.

      “Oh, there’s rage.”

      One of the paralegals waved at me from the library and I held up a finger, grabbing a memo off my printer to give to her.

      “This should fix the login issues,” I said, “but let me know if you’re still having problems.”

      The woman thanked me and left.

      “Don’t give up. Forty is the new twenty,” Jude said from my office, once more rooting through my desk drawer.

      I reshelved some more law books. “Tell that to the men on the dating site. And why the hell would I want to be twenty again?”

      “No aches or sags.”

      “True, but I earned my body. I like my body. Though the one thing I do miss from that age? That life was in front of me and I could be anyone.” I tilted my head, lost in contemplation, the book in my hand momentarily forgotten. “Forty isn’t the new twenty, it’s a fast track to invisibility and irrelevancy.”

      “You need a new game plan, honey. Quit your job and move to Spain.” Jude shook the bakery bag with the rest of my muffin at me.

      “Packing and downsizing would be so much extra work,” I groused, putting the rest of the books away. “Honestly, it’s not so bad here. Most of the time no one micromanages me, plus I wouldn’t have that sweet, sweet health insurance to cover all the therapy my daughter would require for pulling her out of school. My little Hermione Granger does love her structured academic life.”

      “Sadie’s adaptable and this job was only supposed to be temporary while you got on your feet after your divorce ten years ago. Go sling sangria.” She held up my tube of lip gloss with a questioning look.

      Walking back into my office, I nodded for her to go ahead and use it. “You’re ludicrous. Maybe I just need a purpose. Oh. I could start volunteering.”

      She uncapped the tube. “Volunteering is good, but I’m not sure it would fulfill you. You need something that makes you feel powerful.”

      I ate the last piece of muffin, talking while chewing. “You mean empowered, and slinging sangria hardly fits the bill.”

      “It’s a blurred line. You can’t take control of your life, whether it’s slinging sangria or running for Prime Minister, if you don’t feel like you have the power to do so.”

      “That’s free will. Choice.” I peered hopefully into the empty muffin bag, then threw it into the trash.

      “And your choices are limited when you don’t think you have power. Thus limiting what you do and any further power you gain.” Judith sniffed the lip gloss and recoiled. “Bubble gum? What are you, twelve?”

      “It’s Sadie’s.” I made a new to-do item on my phone to look into volunteering opportunities.

      “Like that girl would use any scent other than grape with undertones of smash the patriarchy,” Jude said.

      I licked my lips. “Mmmm. Coffee and male tears.”

      “Bubble gum lip gloss will not get you laid, my friend.”

      “The lip gloss isn’t the cause. It’s been so long that my vagina took early retirement.”

      Judith tossed the gloss back in the drawer. “Did she get a nice severance package?”

      “Not really. I forgot to buy batteries.”

      “That’s it. We’re going for drinks tonight. My treat. You can get loaded and I’ll be your designated.” Jude never drank if we went to the bar on Fridays, since it messed with her ability to wake up early on Saturday morning and get in some pottery time on her successful line of dishware, mugs, and teapots.

      “Can’t,” I said. “I’ve got to finish up this research for Blake, then I should go home and spend quality time with my daughter.”

      “Your sixteen-year-old won’t begrudge you a night out. Fun, Miri. Remember that?”

      I pushed her out of my chair. “I have fun.”

      “Is that what we’re calling putting everyone else in your life first and then ending up on the couch in your pjs exhausted from all your emotional labor?”

      “Ah, but I chase it down with a lovely vintage.”

      Jude scraped at some clay under her nails. “Fun isn’t a trendy abbreviation for functioning alcoholism.”

      “Another time. I promise.”

      Jude bit her lip, eyes troubled and downcast.

      “What?”

      She sighed. “I wasn’t going to say anything but I’ve been having some health problems and I could use someone to talk to.”

      I squeezed her hand. “What? Is it serious? Of course, I’ll go out with you and…” At her smirk, I brandished the law dictionary menacingly. “You lying cow.”

      “A lying cow who is dead on in her assessment of you. Come on. Live a little.”

      “Live a little, Adele.” My dad gave a lopsided grin and exaggerated hip wriggle as he beckoned Mom to come dance with him to Sinatra singing “Come Fly With Me.” Mom threw her bright yellow dish glove at his chest, laughing and saying the last time he used that line she lost a really nice bra. I shuddered and rolled my eyes with the heavy disdain that only a fifteen-year-old could. It would be the last time I ever did.

      I blotted my forehead with the back of my hand, the buzz of the air conditioning drilling into my temples.

      “Mir?”

      Blinking away the specter of the past, I smiled at Jude. “A drink sounds good.”

      My friend stood up, refastening her wrist brace. “I have pieces to glaze at the studio so once you’ve finished your overtime, meet me at Chambers.”

      With something to look forward to, my task went a lot easier. Blake got his case law and even thanked me stiffly. I replied with equal enthusiasm and headed out for that drink.

      The nearby bar on the waterfront that all the lawyers went to on Fridays after work wasn’t somewhere I’d frequent in my free time, but Chambers had one big plus: Jackie, the bartender, was generous in her pours. She said that I deserved the top up after dealing with some of my co-workers.

      Sadly, Jackie wasn’t there tonight and Jude had yet to arrive. I politely waited my turn, fiddling with my sapphire engagement ring that I now wore on my right hand, but after ten minutes of being ignored by the new guy tending bar I got more forceful, waving and saying “excuse me” every time he got into my orbit.

      Nothing.

      I wrote my name in a spill of water from the pitcher on the bar, watching the letters dissipate, beyond done.

      Life was like a night sky where every decision was a star winking into existence, some a faint pulse, others so beautifully luminous that we continually oriented ourselves by them even years later. Trying to order a drink was an ordinary action that I didn’t think twice about, barely visible in my personal constellation. Too bad I’d forgotten that even the most seemingly inconsequential choice could suddenly explode like a supernova, leaving you desperate to survive the blast.
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      “Is this place always so crowded?” A handsome man around my age with short blond hair and an easygoing smile, who I’d never seen before, pushed in next to me.

      “Well, it’s Friday, which means the law crowd requires booze to help them molt out of their human skin.” I grabbed a napkin and wiped off my fingers.

      “Unfair. I’m a lawyer,” he said.

      “Then you know the drill.”

      He gave a shocked laugh. “Don’t hold back or anything.”

      “I’m off the clock, as is my filter.”

      The bartender spun in front of us to grab some sliced lemons and my new acquaintance flagged him down.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender said.

      “Whiskey, neat.” The blond man turned to me. “And you?”

      “Gin and tonic.”

      “Right away.” The bartender pulled out two glasses.

      “Thank you.” My pleasure at finally getting some booze was short-lived. I’d been standing here for ages, but this guy waltzed up and got served in seconds? I stabbed a swizzle stick into my napkin.

      It wasn’t his fault though, so I made amiable small talk with him until we got our beverages, at which point he invited me to continue our chat.

      Alex was a divorced property lawyer with no kids who’d moved to Vancouver from Alberta. We joked about a couple judges that were notoriously hard-assed, and he praised a keynote speech that one of the partners at my firm had given at a conference here in town.

      “Yeah, I heard it was really well received.” I squinted at his shirt, not sure what I was seeing.

      Alex sighed. “Okay, go on and ask. You’ve been staring at it this entire time.”

      “What exactly is on your tie?” I squinted again. “I can make out men’s boxers, but I can’t see what’s printed on them.”

      He pulled the tie out for me to inspect.

      Frowning, I shook my head. “Scales of justice? I don’t get it.”

      “They’re legal briefs.”

      I snorted gin and tonic out my nose. “That is the nerdiest thing I’ve ever seen. You should be held in contempt.”

      “My paralegal assured me it was business casual appropriate.”

      “Your paralegal is a smart person who wants a nice year-end bonus.”

      “You think?” He frowned at the tie, then winked at me.

      Alex was fun, but my head was pounding from all the competing scents of aftershave in a packed space, and really, I was only here for my no-show friend.

      Fifty bucks said Jude was still at her studio. Her heart was in the right place, but she was prone to losing track of time when she worked on her art. It still kind of bugged me, especially since tonight had been her idea, but it was part of the package of who my best friend was and I’d mostly learned to live with it. Maybe if I had something I was passionate about, I’d be the same way. Nah, I’d still consider being on time late.

      I grabbed my purse from under my chair and thanked Alex for his important role in procuring my booze.

      He tapped my empty glass. “You’re sure I can’t convince you, stay for another?”

      “I’m sure, but it was great meeting you.”

      I paused outside the bar to text Judith and tell her not to bother coming. Glaze away without guilt. I’m leaving. xo

      The bar noise had fallen away to a dull murmur, leaving me alone under a streetlight with the water and the dark press of trees in the distance at Stanley Park for company.

      I headed away from the Convention Center, a stunning sustainable building with a living roof composed of local plants. Our office tower was only a couple blocks away, so I cut across Jack Poole Plaza toward the fountain containing the Olympic Cauldron, a five-piece glass and steel structure resting in a shallow pool.

      When Vancouver had hosted the games, the flames on top were lit with the Olympic torch by hockey legend Wayne Gretzky. Nowadays the Cauldron boasted fire only on special occasions. Usually, like tonight, the steel beams glowed a deep blue.

      I stuffed my cardigan in my leather bag, enjoying walking in the fresh air on this warm June night and dreaming of slipping off my heels after a long day.

      The occasional tail light streamed past up ahead on West Hastings Street, the rose gold glass tower where the firm was located, a mere block and a half away.

      Footsteps behind me cut through the silence.

      I sped up, rummaging through my purse for my keys to lace through my knuckles. This was a good part of town. Mostly. But it was well past dark and there was no one else around. My shoulders tensed as my follower sped up and my other hand went for my phone.

      “Miriam, wait,” Alex called, twenty feet away.

      I turned, pausing. He’d seemed nice. Surely he wouldn’t⁠—?

      He held up my silk scarf. “You left this at the bar.”

      I relaxed. Not all men were dickheads. We knew mutual people in our industry and besides, serial killers would think twice about wearing that tie. I walked over and retrieved the scarf, tying it around my purse strap. “Thanks.”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “How about you let me buy you dinner in thanks for my gallantry?”

      “I think I’d get the better end of the deal there.”

      “Doubt it. You’re the first woman I’ve really connected with since my divorce. I’d like to see where this could lead.” His voice lowered when he said that. He didn’t make my pulse race, but it was nice having someone attracted to me who didn’t qualify for the senior’s special at Denny’s.

      I bit my lip, rolling on to the outside of one heel. Eating warmed up leftovers at home wasn’t an exciting prospect and while things wouldn’t go past dinner tonight, maybe this was the start of my new game plan? He had made me laugh, which was a plus.

      A trio of young women passed us, arms linked. The one in the middle animatedly recounted a story, her friends helpless with laughter, and all three radiating easy, inescapable joy.

      Alex blatantly checked them out, a smile playing at the edges of his lips.

      I. Was. Standing. Right. Here. So much for this guy. “Am I the low-hanging fruit of getting laid?”

      Alex blinked and opened his mouth like he was going to protest, but with a shrug, his entire demeanor changed. “Aren’t you? A middle-aged woman drinking alone on a Friday night and happy for attention?”

      I rubbed the heel of my palm against the sting in my chest. “Not happy any longer. You can leave now.”

      He grabbed my arm. “I don’t think so.”

      I froze, every self-defense move deleting itself from my brain.

      Alex twisted my arm up behind my body, the violence of the action knocking the air from my lungs. Fear sliced through me like a knife, shackling me in place, and my assailant tightened his grip on me, escape impossible.

      I screamed, but my throat had closed up and I only managed a strangled eep.

      The world froze for an instant and the image of a closed door manifested in my mind. No. I panicked, scrambling at the ground. I couldn’t go there. I’d sworn I wouldn’t.

      Alex dragged me into the alley at the end of the block. I tried to fight back and escape, but I felt disassociated from my body, watching myself be helplessly carried off as if by the tide.

      I kicked him in the shin, but he barely flinched.

      The knob on that door in my mind glowed, tempting me with promises of safety which I did my best to ignore. Siren calls always sounded beautiful before they crashed you against the rocks.

      “I thought we’d have time for some fun first,” he said, “but I’m bored of this game.”

      I was a game and a not-even-entertaining one at that?

      My ears filled with a loud whooshing sound and the hard black ball of rage that had been tamped down under years of pleasant smiles, shrugging off slights, and losing myself bit by bit, shattered. A churning, thrashing wave surged up from my depths, rushing out to fill every inch of me. It crackled the air, charging it with a dangerous sharpness.

      This was my chance to take up space. Make a fuss.

      Reclaim myself or risk disappearing altogether.

      I stomped on Alex’s instep and yanked free. Grabbing the small aerosol can of maximum strength hair spray in my purse, I blasted him with the sharp citrus-smelling spray. Pity mace was illegal in Canada.

      “Take thaaa⁠—”

      Alex swore. He made a circle with his index finger and thumb, then shot them out in pistol formation.

      An unseen force pried my hand open and I dropped the bottle, which rolled into the shadows and under a dumpster that had been pushed away from the wall.

      He—what—fuuuuuck….

      Eyes red and watery, Alex caught me by the throat, slowly crushing my windpipe.

      I gasped, losing precious breath, and frantically scrabbled for purchase on tiptoe while his shadow asphyxiated mine in a gross parody of the real thing, the bare bulb above a back door spotlighting this deadly pantomime.

      My scream was barely a whisper.

      Images rushed through my mind: Eli’s sweet smile the first time he asked me out, me holding a newborn Sadie against my chest… even work earlier took on a nostalgic air. A wave of dizziness rushed through me, my lungs straining for oxygen, while black dots danced at the edge of my vision.

      Dying was not the new game plan.

      I closed my eyes and returned to the door in my head. I’d run out of options. Gritting my teeth, I threw it wide open, a weight I’d carried for years lifting off my chest. The door slammed shut behind me with a startling finality, but for better or for worse, I’d stepped through to the other side.

      My shadow rose up, independent of any contact with me. Suddenly, I was in two places at once: paralyzed in my physical body and inside my shadow, a bouncy, fluid entity that had weight and substance.

      Seen through the shadow, the world took on a green overlay like some type of night vision, but all looked normal through my real eyes. It was vertiginous seeing two versions of the world simultaneously.

      Alex froze, craning his head up to look at my shadow, which hovered above him. In his shock, he slackened his grip. “You’re not a sap.”

      That was an oddly old-fashioned insult.

      “Nope.” I made a weak fist, feeling my shadow do the same. Giddy, I hopped from one foot to the other. Punch him in his fat trouty mouth.

      My shadow had a hell of a left cross.

      Alex’s head snapped back. His faint stubble rasped my knuckles as if I’d hit him myself, and my physical hand stung.

      Frowning, I flexed my fingers, gingerly touching a scraped knuckle.

      My shadow skittered up a wall.

      With another specific hand gesture, Alex pinned my arms against my sides, magically glued my feet to the dirty concrete, and sealed my mouth shut.

      I thrashed against my invisible bindings, my heart thundering against my ribs.

      The night vision flared stronger for a moment. My shadow. Right. A hysterical laugh burbled up.

      It dropped down on Alex like a net. He punched his way out, every blow knocking me double, and the shadow jumped off him, spinning mid-air to land in a boxer’s crouch and launch a flurry of hits.

      The magic binding on my feet disappeared, ratcheting down my panic a notch. If I got the upper hand, I could free myself.

      Each meaty thwack shuddered through me, my actual knuckles split and aching. I was a bookworm, not a boxer, but my shadow was a warrior and through it, I hungered to make Alex pay.

      This thing had picked me out as prey and he’d intended to leave me broken or dead because he thought I was weak. Irrelevant.

      Plot twist. I was no longer a shadow of my former self.

      I was the shadow master.

      Alex made another hand gesture, but my shadow kicked, sweeping low, and he tripped forward, breaking the magic paralysis on me.

      “The game has changed, asshole,” I said, scooting behind the crooked dumpster. It smelled like Eli’s hockey bag: baked-in sweat and stinky feet dipped in Satan’s farts. “Having fun? Because I’m enjoying myself immensely.”

      “Not for much longer, bitch.” Alex fired more magic, but I pressed tight behind the dumpster, unhurt, because he required a line of sight to attack me directly, though my shadow was still vulnerable.

      I swallowed against the nausea creeping up my esophagus from maintaining both sets of perceptions and screwed my eyes shut so that only the night vision remained.

      A few feet away, Alex and my shadow circled each other warily. Behind his blue eyes lurked a deep malevolence and my skin crawled in revulsion. He feinted left, faked me out, and hit me with his magic, forcing my shadow to throw itself against the broken edge of a mirror sticking out of the trash container.

      I screamed and clapped a hand against my shoulder, warm blood oozing through my fingers and onto my torn shirt.

      A thin gap of moonlight streamed through the shadow’s shoulder.

      With a snap, I was expelled from that inky form onto my ass, narrowly avoiding a questionable puddle, a hand still pressed against the wound. Exhausted and in pain, I couldn’t even stagger to my feet to save myself.

      Jaw tight, Alex stalked toward me, a deadly glint in his eyes.

      A black mesh swam up from the ground and enveloped me. I no longer cast a shadow. Instead, it cloaked me, its edges blurring into the rest of the darkness.

      “Where’d you go?” Alex cautiously felt out with a foot.

      I rolled sideways onto my back, narrowly missing coming in contact with him. I brushed my finger against the mesh’s velvety softness and a tingle rippled through me.

      Alex peered behind the dumpster. “Where are you?” he growled.

      I hugged my knees to my chest with one arm, the other applying pressure to the injury, certain either my raspy breaths or the pounding of my heart would give me away, clinging to this magic invisibility by my fingertips.

      My brain screamed at me to finish this, because letting Alex escape would be more dangerous than the actual attack, but the idea of killing him made me shudder.

      It’s him or you, Feldman.

      Swallowing a sour disgust, I tried to stand up, still cloaked, but only got as far as my hands and knees before sighing in defeat, my arms wobbling. I couldn’t even if I’d wanted to. I had nothing left.

      Casting one final worried glance around, Alex swore and hurried away, periodically glancing back until he left the alley.

      Tapped out, I had no choice but to let him leave. The black mesh flickered, holes punched in both my shield and the life I’d so carefully built. This wasn’t over. The past had taught me that much.

      I took a ragged breath. Forty wasn’t the new twenty, because if it was, I would have run home and hidden behind locked doors, denying what had happened. However, I was older and wouldn’t shy away from the truth.

      The magic that I’d kept hidden for almost thirty years had been unleashed once more.

      Shaking, I sat up, caught on a knife’s edge between fear and exhilaration. For most of my life, I’d been convinced that using this power would be signing my own death warrant, but tonight I’d go home and hug my daughter, breathing in her coconut shampoo and laughing when she made her inevitable crack about being taller than me. All because of…

      Shadows littered the ground, mine as ordinary as the others. For now, at least.

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach. I’d made a choice in order to survive, but I had no doubt that the shockwaves from this supernova would hit hard, fast, and deadly.

      Behind me, my shadow kissed both its biceps, then held a fist up in victory.
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      I had questions about the sudden resurgence of my powers and about letting Alex go. Many, many questions, starting with, “How the fuck?” followed by, “Why the fuck?” and topped off with, “Am I fucked?”

      I hit the wrong button on the fob twice before I unlocked my car and got inside.

      How could I have let my powers out? I’d been so careful for so long, lived under the radar, staying far from the magic community despite the slow and methodical shriveling of my soul. It was the price of a peaceful life.

      Nervously, I jerked the car into gear and hit the gas.

      Had Alex known that I was one of the Banim Shovavim, the “rebellious children” born to Lilith and Adam? Our kind was rare, but our magic was infamous.

      Was word already getting around?

      I wove in and out of the lanes, cursing every vehicle on the road going at a snail’s pace.

      Was Sadie safe? Had I made the worst mistake of my life by choosing to walk through that door and unleash these abilities? I didn’t just have myself to think about. It wasn’t like I could run like I had the last time. Much as I hated to admit it, the past cast a much longer shadow than I could escape.

      I closed my eyes at a stop sign. Shadow master, what a joke.

      Blowing through a red light in my dash back to East Vancouver, I finally pulled crookedly up to the curb in front of home and unclipped the seatbelt that had been pressing against my shoulder wound.

      “Sades?” I shut the front door behind me and kicked off my heels, relieved that my voice sounded normal.

      My daughter’s bedroom door creaked opened upstairs. “Yeah?”

      “I’m home and—” I started for the stairs to get a hug, but at the sight of my banged-up and bloody reflection, stopped. Yikes, I was lucky no one had stopped me on the way to or from my car.

      “What, Mom?”

      “Nothing, sweetheart.”

      “Okay. I’m going to bed. ’Night. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” I tossed my keys into a red glazed ceramic bowl in the foyer that Judith had made me, and dumped my purse on the ground, hissing as I pulled my shirt free of the bloody glue plastering it to my skin. The gash on my shoulder throbbed and my movements were stiff, but it was scabbing over.

      Still, I liberally doused it in a topical antibiotic, slathering the stuff over the bruises on my neck as well, which hurt more than my side. Under the crappy bathroom light, they were a sickly shade of yellow, interrupted by five purple fingerprints.

      When puberty finally kicked in at fourteen and my magic manifested, I’d named my shadow Delilah, after the woman who brought down Samson, the strongest Israeli warrior. Oh, to have the invincible conviction of youth. Mine had been shattered years before because of magic, but I’d rebuilt my life, fighting to regain some sense of security, which now lay in shredded tatters.

      While Delilah had no senses or ability to feel pain, I did. If she took a punch, it was my body the injury translated to, and she’d been thrown about pretty roughly tonight. My poor shoulder was really tender. I shook my head, wincing, and headed for the kitchen, where I swallowed a couple painkillers, grabbed an ice pack from the freezer, and slapped it on my shoulder.

      Delilah shot double middle fingers at the beige void I lived in, but I ignored her, my brain doom-scrolling through all the ways that having released my magic could go wrong.

      All my fears notwithstanding, I danced through the rooms, punch drunk. It was as if my entire body had been cramped up and I’d finally stretched out those muscles, leaving a delicious ache and a deep sense of satisfaction.

      The house hadn’t undergone the same radical shift as the rest of my universe. Each room was still painted in a sensible light taupe, Sadie’s laptop and homework dominated half of the dining room table, and a jumble of pillows were thrown on the plush sofa next to a folded knit blanket. Nothing too messy, but not anal retentive in its tidiness. Nice and average.

      Sinking onto the couch, I pushed aside a few pieces of the Broadway posters jigsaw puzzle that I’d been beating my head against. A blobby red and blue piece that I’d picked up and discarded about a dozen times fell off the coffee table, and from my weird angle when I retrieved it, I suddenly knew where it fit. I popped it in to the middle; then, convinced I had this section solved, tried three more pieces.

      None of them worked. I swept them onto my puzzle mat with a sigh. Slow and methodical was the only way to succeed.

      If the universe cut me a break and my actions tonight went unnoticed, then I’d tuck away the memory of how good it had felt, and never use magic again. How could I? Magic was dangerous, full stop. I cared too much about my kid, my job, and myself to risk it.

      My fingers drifted up to the bruises on my neck. However, I couldn’t in good conscience allow Alex to remain free and prey on any other woman. He’d picked me out because Chambers was frequented by Sapiens—powerless humans who had no idea that magic existed—and he thought I couldn’t fight back.

      He was a predator who had to be stopped, but how could I do so and keep my magic under wraps? If I went to the Vancouver Police Department to lodge a complaint, I’d be putting them in jeopardy.

      With an ex-husband on the force, I’d heard a lot about his various colleagues. Hell, we’d had a bunch over for BBQs when we were still married, so I could easily reach out to one. And as a cop’s wife, I’d accepted the danger that Eli faced every day on the job, but I couldn’t knowingly send some unwitting officer up against someone like Alex.

      I tossed the ice pack next to the jigsaw puzzle. The ideal solution would be to report Alex to an Ohrist on the force, but how would I find one? Most if not all of the cops were Sapiens, because Sapiens made up most of humanity.

      Breaking the global population down by size, Ohrists, those whose magic involved light and life energy, would be a tennis ball to Sapiens’ basketball, with Banim Shovavim a marble in the dusty corner of the gym.

      There was no handy way for me to differentiate the three types. People were people and unless they busted out their magic, I couldn’t categorize them further.

      Shoving a pillow under my head, I stretched out and stared up at the ceiling. Would it be better to open Eli’s eyes to the existence of magic? Had I inadvertently denied him an important tool that could keep him safe or would the truth be too unbelievable, explained away as Sapiens always did? And when was the last time I’d dusted my overhead light?

      Even if I was successful, would Eli see me as an abomination? I scrubbed my hand over my face, none the wiser as to what I should do, and wishing there weren’t gaps in my magic knowledge. My parents hadn’t taught me much beyond the basics, my childhood had been spent in a remote part of northern British Columbia with very few Ohrists, and once I’d moved to Vancouver, I’d kept my distance from all that for my own safety.

      When it came to magic crimes, Ohrists policed themselves. These Lonestars followed a Wild West mentality, taking the law into their own hands, where their prime directive wasn’t justice, but ensuring that magic remained hidden. I laughed bitterly. Serve and protect only applied to their own interests.

      Could I find the Lonestars here in town and anonymously report Alex? I’d have to poke around at least briefly in the hidden magic places around the city, but Vancouver had a large enough Ohrist population that it wasn’t as if everyone was on familiar terms.

      That was one of the reasons I’d felt safe moving here to live with my mom’s Sapien cousin, Goldie Feldman, as a teen.

      I made a new to-do list in my head, my anal retentive heart happy to have actionable bullet points: find a magic establishment, get the contact information for the Lonestars, turn them on to Alex, and then close the door once more on all magic. Any interaction with the Lonestars would be anonymous and limited.

      I evaluated all the risks, then nodded. This was a smart and sensible plan.

      A weight settled in the middle of my chest and I hugged a cushion, finding my errant shade crouching in the corner of the ceiling. When animated, she had a very limited sentience, fueled and controlled by our psychic bond.

      The nausea of the double vision slowly subsiding, I hooked Delilah’s fingers over the picture rail, hanging off like a rock climber before dropping her to the ground. She turned insubstantial, her re-engagement a soft purr against my back, and I closed my eyes, committing the sensation to a cherished memory.

      Tonight would forever be memorialized as my magic re-awakening. Magic re-deflowering? It was a lot more memorable than the five-minute wonder of my sexual deflowering, where I’d stared at the guy’s digital alarm clock for the entire thing, while Marvin the Martian’s voice in my head insisted that there was supposed to be an earth-shattering ka-boom.

      I wasn’t going to use my powers in the long term, but until I’d dealt with the Alex problem, it was good to have all the available tools in my toolbox—and know how to use them, since a lot of details about my magic use were fuzzy.

      After I put on pj’s, I bundled under my covers, at ease for the first time tonight. My bedroom was the one place I’d allowed myself to indulge in whimsy—the closest I came to magic. A mural of wildflowers covered one wall, courtesy of one of Jude’s artist friends, while the other three were kissed with a lilac blush. My cream tufted headboard edged in silver complemented the cream curtains and matching tufted bench at the foot of the bed.

      I readjusted the duvet cover with its dizzying lush blue and purple swirls and reached for my phone off the bedside table. Damn, I’d missed an earlier message from Jude, saying she’d been held up but was still coming.

      Me: You up?

      She didn’t respond. Oh well. I’d see her at brunch tomorrow.

      I reached out to turn off the light, then froze when a garbage can clattered to the pavement in the back lane. All at once, the old chill crept up my spine. Had they come at last for me?

      Don’t be stupid. I breathed in and out, calming myself down, then peered out between a crack in the curtains. Nothing was amiss.

      “Argh!” Punching my pillow flat, I tried to sleep. When that proved elusive, I opened our latest book club pick, a Work of Great Literary Importance that was so far up its own ass, no less than three old white male reviewers had called it “transcendental.”

      I would have rather read a good mystery but that was far too low-brow for the women in my club. I’d have to resort to my normal M.O. before the meeting this Thursday: google the most obscure academic article vaguely related to the book’s theme, and drop it in during our discussion while I rage drank shitty rosé because I kept going back and acting like I had something to prove.

      It was one thing to behave responsibly, but did it have to extend to investing emotional energy in this type of a situation? I wasn’t even friends anymore with the person who’d first invited me, because she’d moved and we’d drifted apart. So what if my fellow book clubbers were unhappy with my decision? I’d never see them again and I didn’t have to be Miss Congeniality for everyone. I tossed the book onto the bedside table.

      If one positive thing came out of tonight’s shit show, it was my resolve to quit book club and be rid of the totalitarian regime of Military Marsha, the de facto head of the group. Maybe it wasn’t the ultimate in empowerment, but baby steps were still steps.

      At some point I crashed, but when I woke up my brain felt like sludge and I lay there wondering how soon I could go back to sleep. Groaning, I kicked off the covers and dragged my butt into the bathroom, slathering on the concealer and foundation to hide the bags under my eyes.

      My neck still looked like it had gotten in a fight with a meat tenderizer and lost, so I basted it in arnica cream and gingerly slid on a soft mock turtleneck T-shirt in a deep blue, gritting my teeth against the stiff burn in my shoulders. A vise gripped my chest, the memories of the attack sucking all the air from the room, and I gripped the bathroom sink, breathing slowly and reminding myself that I wasn’t a victim. I’d survived Alex and I’d survive letting my magic loose. Once he was off the streets, my powers would be right back where they belonged, safely behind closed doors again.

      I gave a confidence boosting chin nod at my reflection in the mirror. “How you doin’, you supernatural siren?” Ew. I flung my hair back with a sultry pout. “Meet the Queen of the Night.” I wrinkled my nose. Ah. I jumped into a crouch, fingers extended like they were a gun. “Magic motherfuckahhhhh!”

      Wow, no, that was… I blew my bangs out of my eyes, glancing around to make sure Sadie hadn’t caught me.

      With that out of my system, I pulled out a pair of capris, narrowing my eyes at my closet. Before I could overthink it, I stepped in and shut the door. Due to the lack of light, I didn’t cast a shadow and I couldn’t do shit. I’d been curious if that had changed, but I still required a point source of light to animate Delilah.

      Still, this experiment had a better outcome than the last time I shut myself in a closet. I shuddered at the memory of the wet kiss I’d gotten from Dan Simon’s fish lips when I was twelve. Seven Minutes in Heaven had been a disappointing lesson in false advertising.

      Stepping out into my bedroom, I fished an elastic from my pocket, pulled my hair into a low ponytail, and headed downstairs to find a crazy ringmaster complete with a purple velvet coat, top hat, wide-legged striped pants, and thick black eyeliner circles around her eyes, eating cereal at the kitchen counter.

      I removed an empty carton of milk from the fridge and held it up. “You know, we got rid of your sister for lesser infractions.”

      “Yeah, but she was one crazy bitch,” Sadie joked back through a mouthful of Shreddies.

      “This from the kid who looks like an escapee from Ringling Brothers Asylum.” I squashed the carton and unlocked the kitchen door to toss it into the recycling container on the back porch, doing my best to move normally so Sadie wouldn’t wonder what had happened to me.

      My sixteen-year-old heaved a sigh that carried all the weight of the world. “Ringling Brothers? Geez, Mother. This insane mannequin only performs in the finest of netherworld circuses. Give my cosplays more credit.”

      “The milk.” I tugged on the short blonde wig hiding her black straight hair.

      She pushed my hand away and adjusted the wig. “Fine. I’ll go buy more, but you need to give me money.”

      I grimaced. “You’re going to go dressed like that, aren’t you?”

      She shot me an angelic smile and I pushed the knife block out of her reach.

      “Ha. Ha.” Sadie rinsed out the bowl and put it in the dishwasher. “Tell Aunt Jude to play her next Scrabble move already. I’ve been waiting three days.”

      “I will. Take five bucks from my purse.” I swallowed a couple of painkillers, flinching from the movement of putting the bottle back in the cupboard.

      “You okay?”

      “Yup.” Banim Shovavim manifested their magic in puberty. I’d been watching Sadie closely for years, but to my relief she didn’t show any signs, and since she was now sixteen, we’d probably dodged that bullet. The magic often skipped generations.

      “Mom, you’re spacing.”

      I poured myself a coffee, dumping in a ton of sugar to compensate for the lack of milk. “Sorry, Sades. What?”

      She held up my wallet. “I said, could I have twenty instead? Nessa wants to go for dim sum later.”

      “Is Ah Ma going?”

      My daughter busied herself searching through my wallet. “Perhaps.”

      Busted. If her grandmother was taking her and her cousin to eat, she’d be treating the kids.

      “Five bucks,” I said. “You want cash, go work in the coal mines.”

      “Like my poor sister?”

      “Yes, she got paid double time as a canary.” I swatted Sadie’s butt. “No more extortion today and please wear Ah Ma appropriate clothing because you know she’ll phone me about it.”

      “Of course, Dad’s her prince. Ooh, how about I extort him?”

      “Totally acceptable.” I hugged her tightly, wrinkling my nose at the sickly sweet stench of baby powder from her off-gassing wig. “Be safe. Be smart. No headphones if you’re walking alone.” I kissed the top of her head. “You’re my joy and my delight, kid. Love you.”

      “Blech. Your perimenopause is making you emotion vomit again.” She squirmed free. “Go away now, but be sure to give Jude my message.”

      I would have, except Judith never showed.
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      At first, I thought that I’d missed her because I’d gotten held up in construction on the way to our brunch place on the beach, but our regular hostess assured me that my friend hadn’t arrived.

      I nursed my coffee, holding off on ordering until Jude got there, but after forty-five minutes of her not returning any texts or calls, my appetite was gone. Yes, Jude often got lost in her work, but our brunches were sacrosanct. She’d never been late to one.

      After checking in with a mutual friend of ours who hadn’t spoken to Jude in a couple of weeks and had no idea where she was, I paid up and drove over to her workshop, every single rut in the road sending a fresh wave of hell through my neck and shoulder.

      The iconic four-story warehouse at 1000 Parker Street was crowded with studios of varying sizes. Smaller ones housed painters, jewelers, and photographers, while the larger rooms were rented by furniture makers and re-upholsterers.

      Every November it was the main hub of the East Side Culture Crawl, a massive event where all the artists threw open their galleries in hopes of making holiday sales. Food trucks would set up outside and the place took on a carnival air, people packed elbow to elbow, but today it was quiet.

      As I headed to the entrance, my phone rang, but it was just a recorded message from Sadie’s school about the final PAC meeting of the year, so I dismissed the call. I’d been an active member of the Parent Advisory Council when my daughter was in elementary school, much like I’d volunteered for endless bake sales and to chaperone field trips. High school was a whole other ball game. Let some other poor schmuck step up, I’d served my time. I’d even performed a mock ceremony in which I’d passed the torch of making her own lunches over to Sadie at the start of grade eight. Eli declared it was hilarious, Sadie, not so much.

      Weaving through the maze of empty halls on the first floor, though, my amusement at the memory quickly faded under my worry for Jude.

      Rows of narrow windows lit the high-ceilinged corridor in the arts collective, bathing the space in a flat light that diffused all shadows. I couldn’t raise Delilah, but I did pull my cloaking over me, the world once more viewed through a black mesh.

      All right. My animated shadow required a hard edge, but the cloaking worked under various lighting conditions. I added this knowledge to my stockpile, my librarian side delighted with each fact that I re-confirmed, even if this was all temporary.

      An artist stepped out of a studio, pushed up her welder’s mask, and wandered toward the water fountain, scrolling on her phone.

      I resisted the urge to get out of her way and held my ground until she knocked into me, and looked up startled. I dropped the invisibility after she’d blinked once in confusion.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No, that was me. I really didn’t see you.” She held up her phone. “Damn addictions.”

      We exchanged a couple more very Canadian apologies and continued on our separate ways. The cloaking didn’t prevent anyone from bumping into me, though she’d rationalized it as her being zoned out.

      All Sapiens had a natural perception filter that glossed over magical things, even people literally appearing out of nowhere.

      I jogged up the stairs and poked my head into Judith’s neighbor’s door. Harley was a painter specializing in Van Gogh-esque acrylics, his studio floor stained in an explosion of color.

      He stood next to a large canvas on an easel, mixing white paint into a bright yellow blob with a metal palette knife, a slash of blue tangled in his beard, and death metal audible through his headphones.

      I waved my hands and he pulled out an earbud, a paintbrush between his teeth.

      “Hi, Harley. Have you seen Judith this morning?” I said.

      He shook his head.

      “Do you know what time she left last night?”

      He removed the paintbrush, accidentally flicking a drop onto his cheek. “She wasn’t here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Another potter on the fourth floor came down looking for her.”

      I frowned. Jude had lied to me? Why? She’d been my best friend since university and my shoulder to cry on through my divorce, while I’d supported her through her mother’s dementia.

      You misjudged Alex, a dark voice in the back of my head whispered. I shook it off. No, this wasn’t the same thing, but lie or not, where was she?

      My car keys were already in my hand, but randomly driving around in a panic wouldn’t help. Thanking Harley, I ran through the most logical possibilities. What if she was in her studio but something had happened to her?

      Jude had keys to my place, and I had ones for her townhouse but not for her workspace. I tried the knob, which was locked, but the lights on either side of her door gave me a magical idea.

      I rubbed my earlobe. Using my magic for this couldn’t hurt, could it? Especially if it helped find Jude. I decided it was safe enough. However, breaking in to Jude’s studio would be a gross invasion of privacy. What if there was a perfectly innocent explanation for her disappearance, and I pissed her off by nosing around in her business?

      On the other hand, how would she find out? One peek and I’d go. If she was inside lying in a coma, then I’d lie about how I found her and be grateful that I’d gotten to her in time.

      Situational ethics were a necessary evil.

      Glancing around to ensure no one was watching, I let Delilah slip free to slide through the crack.

      The bottom of the door scraped against my actual back as the shadow wriggled under. I laughed, incredulous, and as if punishing me for my second of doubt, the shadow got stuck like Winnie the Pooh in Rabbit’s doorway. Oh, bother. I willed her to move, but nothing happened. Scowling, I sucked my hips and butt in, feeling Delilah tighten in response.

      She popped out on the other side and I gasped.

      The studio had been trashed.

      Tools spilled off metal shelving, sealed containers holding glazes were dumped on their sides in half-congealed puddles, plastic-wrapped packages of clay had been torn open, and Jude’s electric kiln was knocked off its base onto the floor. All of it was clearly viewed through that green night vision, but there was no sign of my friend.

      Delilah trailed her fingers over the long table running the length of the long narrow room, anchored at one end by an industrial sink. Nestled amongst broken pieces of unglazed pottery was a crudely-made featureless head and a few misshapen arms.

      The window at the far end was intact and the door was locked. This wasn’t Jude having a tantrum and destroying her art, someone had broken in and targeted her. It felt like a message, but from who, and what did they want?

      I ran back to my car, cutting through downtown to get across town to Jude’s townhouse in Kitsilano. Years ago, this west side neighborhood had been hippie central, but you’d never know it from all the boutiques and restaurants lining Fourth Avenue now. Jude and I spent a lot of time here, but right now every passing block amped the sharp edge of fear inside me.

      I tried every key on my keyring, growing more frantic until I found the one for her front door and let myself in to her dim foyer. “Jude? You home?”

      A quick search proved that she wasn’t. I didn’t see the purse she’d had yesterday, her keys or her phone, nor did I find the clothes she’d been wearing. I flicked off the light, throwing her unmade bed and explosion of laundry spilling out from the hamper onto the floor into darkness. This wasn’t another attack, just the way her bedroom always looked.

      Spinning around, I sprinted into her tiny office, smiling wistfully at the three colorful ceramic mugs stained with tea dregs sitting on her desk. Judith was meticulous in crafting her pottery, but equally as insistent that the pieces then be well-used and loved. I grabbed the laptop shelved with her books, its gray “spine” barely noticeable, which she always hid there when she left the house. Unfortunately, the computer was password protected and the calendar on the back of the office door was a bust.

      Photos of Jude with various family and friends crowded the bookcases. I traced a finger over the one of her with Sadie and me on the ferry to Ellis Island last year, then stilled. What if she hadn’t gotten my message, so she’d shown up at the bar and run into Alex? If he was preying on women of a certain age, she’d have been an attractive target. I slammed my hand against the shelf. I should have phoned her last night and made sure she had gotten home.

      Distracted and unsure of what to do next, I left the office and collided with a body coming out of the guest bedroom.

      A five-foot-ten male with an Elvis pompadour and a stocky torso stood there, his leopard-print robe open revealing tighty-whities. Talk about chiseled features. His skin was smooth as silk, the unnatural color of a red cartoon heart and free from any pores or blemishes.

      I blinked in disbelief. No way. He could not be made of clay. And yet, that’s exactly what he was.

      He brandished a bottle of bourbon menacingly. “Who are you?”

      “You’re a golem.” The ground felt like quicksand under my feet and I wasn’t sure it would ever be solid again. Jude had magic?

      “What gave it away, Sherlock?” He snapped chunky fingers at me. “Name, toots.”

      “Miri,” I replied, too stunned not to. “And you?”

      “Emmett.” He studied me with a lascivious look from over the rim of the bottle. “You’re Jude’s friend. The oldie with the not-bad rack.”

      I covered my girls. Ew. And fuck him, my youthful rack was top notch.

      I’d trained myself to ignore magic to the point that I no longer reacted if I saw small examples of it in the street, but even I couldn’t have ignored a golem at my friend’s house if I’d seen one before. “Where’s Jude?”

      “I was about to ask you the same question.”

      “Someone destroyed her studio,” I said. “What’s going on? Is she in danger?”

      “I don’t know.” Emmett took a swig from a bottle of bourbon.

      “Is she your…” I swallowed. “Lover?”

      He spat out what I could only assume to be Jude’s most expensive alcohol. “What is wrong with you?”

      Well, that was a relief. “Mother?” I tried.

      This time, the golem laughed so hard he sprayed out another swig of booze. “Call her that when I’m around to hear it. I’ll pay you five bucks.”

      I wiped off my cheek. “But she made you?”

      He fired a finger gun at me. “Her own little minion.”

      I made it to the sofa on rubbery legs, unsure of what to freak out over first, the half-naked clay man, or that Jude was an Ohrist. Was anything in my life what I’d thought it was? “What do you do for her?”

      He patted down his pompadour. “Get answers.”

      “More specifically?”

      He tied his bathrobe closed. “Client confidentiality. You want to know more, ask her.”

      “If I could ask her, I wouldn’t need you to find her.”

      “It’s a conundrum.”

      “She could be in trouble,” I ground out.

      “She knows the risks.”

      “The risks of what?” I dug my fingers into the cushion.

      Emmett took another belt of booze.

      Awesome. The one magical entity I’d found who wasn’t trying to actively kill me was an unhelpful numbskull. “You’re a dick.”

      “Yup,” he replied cheerfully. “That’s why the ladies love me.” He held up the bottle in a mocking salute.

      “Mazel tov,” I said, sarcastically. This was a dead end. I headed for the front door, intending to go back to my car and come up with a new plan.

      “No tov. Just mazel.”

      I spun around at Emmett’s dreamy tone and gasped. The entirety of his eyes had been replaced by cosmic swirls and starlight.

      My shoulder blades prickled and I reached for my magic, braced to animate Delilah. “Mazel?”

      “There is a ripple. The mazel changed, the first domino played.”

      “Mazel? As in luck? Is this relevant to what’s happened to Jude?”

      “It’s relevant to everyone.” An asteroid streaked across one eye.

      I crossed my arms. If you were going to make some big pronouncement accompanied by a supernatural light show, have the courtesy to be specific. Seriously. Of all the cryptic bullshit … “I’ll bite. What’s this domino?”

      Stars winked into existence in his eyes, growing and bursting into supernovas in seconds, until like a roulette wheel slowing, the starbursts stopped.

      “You,” he said.
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