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      Being a fixer in the magical community was supposed to be like an action film, explosions and high-octane thrills as I took jobs that pushed my moral boundaries and hardened my soul. Instead, it was like perpetually being the birthday kid’s parent at a Chuck E. Cheese: I had become the unwitting shepherd to an endless flock of whiny disasters.

      My first assignment was to “liberate” a ferret from a prolonged stay at a spiteful ex-husband’s house who had agreed to joint pet custody with his equally unpleasant former wife. Fun fact: the Latin name for ferret translates to “stinky weasel thief.” I spent a good half hour chasing the slippery bastard around a spacious penthouse whose design aesthetic was “Russian mobster fucks ESPN” or, as I dubbed it, “Borat Does the Sexy,” finally catching the animal under a black leather bar whose gold countertop was mounted with television screens.

      I shoved the ferret in its carrier, musing on how thoughtful it was of the husband to let his hook-ups catch the sports highlight reel during their ten minutes of doggy-style, and drove the pet to our client. The wife took one brief glance at her “beloved, irreplaceable companion animal, without whom life would be a desolation,” handed the carrier to the help, and dashed off to her club. I was glad to be rid of all of them.

      The next scintillating gig involved finding and returning a briefcase left behind during negotiations between two gangs. Our Ohrist client, Steele Night, who I suspected pulled his name off a Zoolander name generator, had attempted and failed to retrieve it, so I was dispatched to his rival Rasputin’s HQ.

      The place was strewn with bongs, titty magazines, and a blow-up doll propped in a sex swing, all under a layer of dust and questionably sticky surfaces.

      “It’s not here, but hey.” Rasputin smirked, and ran a hand over the sex doll like he expected me to clutch my pearls. “Knock yourself out, if you want to check.”

      I planted my hands on my hips. “If you’re bringing partners to this shithole, it’s no wonder you need a blow-up doll, because nobody wants to fuck in an STI factory.” I shook my head. “Have you no dignity?”

      Or antibacterial wipes?

      Rasputin flashed his fangs. Crud. I hadn’t expected a vampire in the mix. “Get the nagging old broad out of here.”

      Some dude with an upside-down cross tattooed on his forehead flicked his fingers and my blood turned to ice—literally.

      My teeth chattered, every movement a sluggish haul, but I deployed my magic, grabbed Rasputin’s shadow like it had weight and substance, and squeezed, a darkness oozing through my fingers. Normally a vamp’s shadow was freezing cold, but compared to the rest of me, this was quite pleasant.

      The vamp was rooted in place, which evened my chances of getting out alive.

      I dipped my hand through the darkness behind the sex swing and summoned my shadow scythe. Except nothing happened. No weapon, no nothing, and I couldn’t understand why. The scythe manifested in the presence of dybbuks, and both they and the undead fit into the “aberrations from the natural order of death” category. Even more confusing, my magic tingled up through my feet expectantly.

      We lived in a world with over sixteen million online results for how to use a bar of soap, but I had to suss out my powers through tingle interpretation. Having no time for such antics, I went with good old Plan B: threats.

      “Dr-drop the m-magic,” I said. “And perhaps I won’t kill you for insulting me.”

      At least my shadow still held onto Rasputin’s because that was enough to convince him to call off the man who was icing my blood.

      The Ohrist magic left my body in a rush. I bent double, loudly gulping down air as a cover to pull out my new Zippo. Originally, I’d used a lighter taken from the victim of a vampire to avenge his death, but it was too macabre to hang onto, so I’d bought a fancy gold one that was also windproof. No pesky gust would stand between me and my mission of vanquishing evil.

      I teased Rasputin’s shadow with the flame.

      There was a collective intake of breath from the lackeys and a squeaked “Boss!”

      “Let go of me,” Rasputin snarled.

      “Admit you got your terminology wrong,” I said. “I’m not a nagging old broad, I’m a badass broad. This handy lighter and your shadow are all I require to take you from trash to ash and porn lord to dust.” I smiled brightly. “Wanna see? Or are you going to apologize?”

      “Sorry,” the bloodsucker grunted. His expression was strained, his body fully paralyzed. His lack of movement while in my grasp placed him on the younger, weaker end of the Vamp-O-Meter.

      “Say it like you mean it.” My magic tingled more insistently, sending prickles along my back. At this point, I would have accepted charades to understand what it wanted from me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Was that so hard? Now, tell your friends to back up.” I waved the lighter.

      For a second, I swore the flame looked like a scythe, but it was gone in an instant. Yes, thank you, I did have scythe abilities, but since they were utterly failing to materialize right now, this taunting reminder was unfair. Was it too much to ask my magic to communicate via a quick message on the wall in ghostly letters?

      Rasputin cut his eyes to his crew. “Do as the nice lady says.”

      “Pussy,” one of the humans coughed.

      I unwound my shadow from Rasputin and cracked my knuckles in the direction of his insubordinate underling. “Want me to deal with him next?”

      “Nah.” The vampire rolled out his shoulders, hauteur once again returning now that he had freedom of movement. “He’s mine. But you, you’re quite the wild card, lady. Wasn’t expecting someone like you to pack that much of a punch.”

      Approving murmurs went up from the minions. Great. All I had to do to ingratiate myself with these weirdos was threaten them with bodily harm, though I had no problem using that to my advantage.

      “Thanks, but don’t think that’s going to distract me.” I put on my best mom voice. “Now, did you really check for the briefcase? Because if I start looking and find it immediately, I am going to be very unhappy.”

      The gang dropped their eyes to the floor.

      It was just as I thought. They hadn’t even bothered searching. Once we’d remedied that and I had the briefcase, I gave them all a stern talking-to, saying that no one would respect them if they didn’t respect themselves, and left them organizing a clean-up. Vamp or human, boys with mommy issues were comically easy to deal with.

      I returned the briefcase to Steele and told him to get a day job because if he needed a nanny to make sure he didn’t forget his things, then he clearly wasn’t cut out to be a criminal mastermind.

      Shockingly, the younger white man did not take this suggestion to heart. He made several less than complimentary remarks about my age and gender, despite me being the first of his many hires to actually get his briefcase back, and then stormed out in grand fashion. Even so, having embraced my magic and triumphed over dangers much worse than a pissy wannabe, I was disinclined to apologize for being a middle-aged woman expressing opinions born of experience.

      Now I was up at the ass crack of dawn on this rainy “Junuary” Wednesday (a Vancouver specialty of solid rain and cold in June) to chauffeur a spoiled Gen Z to his family’s private jet. Apparently, Taroosh “Topher” Sharma always pitched a fit about going back to his Chemical Engineering degree at Caltech and the latest tantrum had been impressive. Two antiques had been gravely injured after his father had forbidden Topher from hanging out at the beach house in Los Angeles, insisting his son devote July and August to an academic research project before starting his senior undergrad year. Boo fucking hoo.

      I’d been assured that the jobs wouldn’t all be of this ignoble caliber, but Topher was known to bribe other drivers to help him play hooky, so a trusted professional had been engaged. Mine was not to question why, mine was to do or die trying.

      As my employer, Tatiana Cassin, had impressed upon me, failure was not an option. Should I blemish her impeccable reputation, I’d be on my own without her protection for my loved ones and with no help to solve my parents’ decades-old murder. A murder that may well have been intended to be my end, too.

      Bleary-eyed, I drove from my duplex off Main Street in East Vancouver to the University of British Columbia, yawning far too often under the hypnotic rhythm of the wipers. There was little traffic on the road, and I made it across town in half an hour to the University Endowment Lands, which housed both the enormous campus and a lot of expensive homes.

      The Sharma house was a mid-century modern stunner with clean minimalist lines and an eye-catching asymmetry. Unlike many expensive homes in Vancouver that were hidden away behind tall hedges, the ones in this area tended to floor-to-ceiling windows designed to capture the best light at all times of day, leaving them lax on privacy.

      As the gate to the driveway was open, I pulled up to the front door, and took a sip of my lukewarm double espresso before popping the trunk with a sigh. It was a two-hour drive to the Chilliwack Airport where daddy’s private plane was stationed, and Topher Sharma screamed douche canoe from the tips of his platinum-frosted over-gelled hair to his sunglasses worn before the sun had fully risen and his excessively tight V-neck, exposing a small triangle of brown skin under a partially zipped hoodie.

      I was tempted to ask him if he could make his pecs dance but when I got within ten feet, I tasted the cologne that he’d gone water rafting in and thought better of it. At least he hadn’t been late—as I’d been warned he was prone to be.

      Topher grunted good morning, graciously allowed me to load his suitcase into the trunk, and only showed signs of life when I offered to put his leather satchel in with his luggage. He slung the strap over his head as if worried I’d wrestle him for it and got into the car. Given his wealth, I’d expected his suitcase to be embossed with his initials or some luxury brand name logo, but he only had a single banged-up hard plastic case on wheels. The 1 percent, they’re just like us!

      The only upside of this assignment was that Tatiana had procured a fully tricked-out luxury SUV by means I chose not to question. It was like steering a silver cloud that warmed my butt and massaged my back at an almost spiritual level.

      The silence in the car lasted about three minutes before Topher switched on the radio, tuning in to a hip-hop station without asking me if I minded. Basic car etiquette 101: the driver controls the music.

      My hands tightened on the wheel.

      And where was my bribe? Not that I’d take it, but according to Tatiana, this kid tossed them out like beads at a Mardi Gras parade. Was I not worthy of one? Frowning, I chalked it up to my Big Mom Energy.

      Topher’s leg bounced light-speed fast, and he didn’t stop fiddling with the satchel’s clasp. While he wasn’t constantly sniffing—which was the extent of my knowledge on cocaine side-effects—his shirt was soaking through with sweat, so maybe methamphetamines?

      We left the manicured streets and swung onto one of the wider avenues leading off campus, the forest pressing in on either side. The gray sky bathed the trees in a cold light, pine needles spiking out from branches like witches’ fingers.

      “Los Angeles, huh?” I’d merely intended to make conversation but given the way Topher jumped and swung his wide-eyed gaze away from the window, you’d have thought I’d forcefully dragged him back into his physical body from the spirit realm. Was this all an elaborate act to guilt the parent figure of the vehicle, also known as me, into taking pity on him and not driving him to the airport? Snorting, I turned off the music. Amateur hour. Nonetheless, I chatted on like the professional I was. “I hear the Getty Museum is outstanding. Have you ever been?”

      He pulled the oversized hood of his sweatshirt up, throwing his face into shadow. “No.”

      Crushed by his stellar conversation skills, I finished my now-cold beverage and settled in for one hundred and twenty minutes of my life that I would never get back. In my head, I made a new to-do list consisting of one item: get Twitchy safely bundled onto the plane as soon as possible, at which point he’d become the flight staff’s problem.

      The sour stench of sweat overwhelmed the car. I didn’t want to embarrass him, but I wanted to be trapped in a small space with bad smells even less.

      “Do you need water or medical attention?” I said.

      “Picked a bad time to quit smoking,” he muttered. Smoking what, though? He pulled a package of Life Savers out of his pocket and tossed a green one in his mouth—the most disgusting flavor and another strike against him. He offered me the last candy, an orange one. “Want it?”

      I subtracted one point off his douchiness and accepted. “Thanks.”

      Nodding absently, he dropped the empty packaging in the cup holder. I ground my candy to orange-flavored dust. Why yes, I’d love to clean up after you.

      The rain sluiced down under a dark sky and my wipers worked double time in a brisk staccato. I slowed down on account of the weather, so when a speeding car came up behind me, I flicked on my signal and moved into the right-hand lane to allow the driver to blast ahead and roar around the curve.

      I shook my head at his reckless driving, then checked on my passenger, still slumped in the seat, staring out the window.

      At least my butt was toasty warm.

      Suddenly, there was a deafening bang and a blinding flash of light that made me see spots. I couldn’t even tell what side of the car it was on or where we were on the road, just that we were going sixty miles per hour and fishtailing. I yelped and jerked the wheel against the onslaught of g-forces, fighting to avoid a spin.

      I was really starting to regret signing up for book club and not upper body toning or Pilates.

      With one last herculean burst of effort, my weak noodle arms wrenched the SUV back into our lane. My eyes still wept out a stream of tears from the bright light and my ears rang a bit, but we were okay. We’d made it. I did a small fist-pump. Years of defensive driving in Vancouver had paid off.

      Topher had lost his sunglasses in the scuffle and his eyes were wide with shock. “What was that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe a transformer blew? Sometimes that⁠—”

      But whatever small talk I was going to make Topher would never hear, because that was when a second blast sent us careening on the wet road.

      As the car hydroplaned, I went into emergency mode. Get to safety. Don’t lock the brakes. Can’t fucking see.

      Topher breathed rapidly, terrified like a little kid before opening night of their second grade drama production.

      “Hang on.” Furiously pumping the brakes, I steered away from the telephone pole dead-ahead, but the car had taken on its own skidding momentum.

      Topher threw his arm up over his face.

      My hands on the wheel felt oddly disconnected, stuck in an unfamiliar sluggishness.

      Time sagged, and I let out a breath, feeling like I was sinking into a sea of molasses, already a ghost. The world sharpened into a crystal-hard spike of pointlessness. There was no to-do list, no problem solving, and no multitasking that could save us now.

      We bumped onto the shoulder of the road and smashed into the pole.

      My neck snapped forward, my head hit the air bag, and I blacked out.

      When I came to, everything was blurry and I wasn’t sure how long I lay slumped over the wheel, confused. I latched on to a pinging sound, aligning my breathing with it, until I could carefully raise my head.

      The smudgy trees beyond the front window bobbed up and down, and I swallowed, hard. What had that been? A bang, a flash, a wet road. The air smelled normal and the power lines above were clear, nothing broken. Had it been magic? A blindspot, maybe? But no, those were much more contained and much, much less explosive.

      I groaned, head aching from all this thinking, then gasped, remembering my passenger. As I turned to check on Topher, a shaft of pain rumbled along the side of my neck, and I hissed through a clenched jaw.

      My gaze landed first on the crumpled hood, then on the open passenger door that was the source of both the binging sound and the cold air blowing in. The empty seat belt banged against the doorframe.

      The young man was gone, replaced by a meaty red lump and crimson smear on the passenger seat like an offering to a cruel god.

      This was some kind of sick joke.

      “Topher?” I said tremulously. I poked at the object, realizing quickly that it was not only heart-shaped, it was an actual, wet heart.

      “This isn’t funny,” I snapped, grinding a layer of enamel off my teeth. “Cut the gross tricks and show yourself.”

      There was no answer. Just the heart and… one of his sunglasses lenses, discarded on the floor mat.

      My fingers drifted up to touch my burning right cheek from the air bag injury, coming away from the rashy scratched skin damp with blood. A quick check in the rearview mirror showed it wasn’t all mine.

      Bile surged up my esophagus and I fumbled with my seat belt and the door handle, falling to my knees at the side of the empty road and vomiting coffee until I dry heaved. My retching and the pinging of the door-open alarm were the only sounds.

      The road stretched out as solid as ever, but my beliefs that everything would be okay were as mangled as the hood. I’d driven past a gruesome pile up before, glass and bumpers strewn on the ground, with somber officers keeping drivers from slowing down to gawk at the covered bodies on gurneys. Death happened in crashes, but not like this. Not with a person’s heart savagely torn out, their corpse gone.

      This wasn’t speed or drinking or wet roads.

      It was murder.

      I froze, listening for the distant roar of an oncoming car, but it was early morning during summer semester on a university highway and there was no traffic.

      I was alone. A dead man’s heart quietly bled into the passenger seat. And somewhere out there in the forest lurked something that might want to do the same thing to me.
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      My shoulder blades prickling, I huddled in the seat, forcing myself to look at the body part. Something horrible had occurred, but I could deal with it. It was only a heart. Yeah, Feldman, and you know who leaves hearts as gifts? Serial killers.

      After wiping my mouth with a crumpled tissue from my coat pocket, I found my phone by the emergency brake, and dialed Tatiana with a trembling hand. My eyes darted between the rearview and side mirrors. No one was going to sneak up on me.

      “I need⁠—”

      “Miriam? Why on earth are you phoning?” Tatiana said. There were a couple of quick ka-tunk noises from her side of the phone, almost like gunfire, and I flinched.

      “Did Topher do a runner again?” Her whiskey-soaked, cigarette-raspy New Yorker accent turned “runner” into “runnah.”

      I pushed a soaked strand of hair out of my eyes, my brain stumbling over how to explain that technically I hadn’t lost her entire client, but we could now fit him in a cooler with room for a six-pack and sandwiches.

      Another ka-tunk.

      She gave an impatient sigh. “Hang on, I’ll call him.”

      I squeaked out a “No!” but it was too late. She’d put me on hold. I gnawed on a cuticle for several tense minutes, the rush of wind in the trees an eerie dirge accusing, “Yoooooouuuu yoooooouuuuu.”

      I’d driven dozens of kids over the years on field trips, aware of the trust that parents placed in me to get their children to the destination in one piece. But I’d failed with Topher. No, I hadn’t even conceived that keeping him safe would involve more than good driving skills. Should I have? Was death the ever-present baseline in my new job?

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, but the tree branches rattled, nature unfeeling to my apology.

      It hurt to think and to breathe, and the pain wrapping me in barbed wire did an admirable job of consuming all my energy.

      I started the car to check if it was still drivable, but a grinding noise and bitter smell through the vents kiboshed that idea so I turned it off, leaving the door partially ajar to clear the air.

      When Tatiana returned, her voice was steel. “Topher is still waiting. I thought I made my expectations clear about your professionalism, Miriam, especially during this probation period.”

      “Are you seriously giving me shit when I almost—” The first part of her statement penetrated my angry haze. I glanced at the organ and my stomach heaved. “If Topher’s alive, who was I just driving?”

      There was a long silence. “What do you mean, alive? Is someone else in the car with you?”

      “Does a ripped-out heart constitute personhood?” I said in a shaky voice. “Because it’s on my passenger seat and the rest of him has gone AWOL.”

      “A heart on the seat? You don’t say.” She sounded as unflappable as if I’d called to let her know that I’d forgotten to pick up milk.

      “I do say, and this is not part of my normal routine!” I screeched, every part of my body sore, my heart hammering, and my clothes gradually dampening in the creepy-ass mist-rain blowing into the car. “Normal is two passengers qualifying a driver for the carpool lane. Not drawing googly eyes on an excised muscle and hoping it fools the traffic cameras.”

      “Oy vey, bubeleh,” Tatiana said, “Take a breath. You’re sounding pitchy.”

      There were a couple more of those ka-tunks.

      My eye twitched. “What are you doing?”

      “Stretching canvas,” she said calmly.

      My multitask-loving-self found that oddly reassuring, and my shoulders unhunched. “I need to go to a hospital, but the car is toast. Send someone to get me.”

      Then we’d have to identify this poor man and give his family the bad news. Was he even magic? How was I supposed to handle this? I rested my head back against the seat. I’d figure it out. The family deserved closure.

      “The car doesn’t matter,” Tatiana said.

      Had my brain not been a jumble of half-coherent thoughts, I would have asked about the insurance implications of crashing an SUV that wasn’t mine, but it was easier to simply nod at her statement.

      “This was an attack, Miriam. Now, put on your hazard lights and walk me through it.”

      “Okay.” It calmed me down to have quantifiable tasks, even small ones. Under her guided questioning, I haltingly told her the entire story, my brain foggy.

      The first vehicle I’d seen since the crash drove past, sending a tiny metal object skidding closer to my partially ajar car door. Leaning over with a wince, the freezing rain running down the back of my neck, I picked up a metal ring.

      The car had stopped up ahead and a woman got out.

      “Oh shit,” I hissed. Exactly when I didn’t need the milk of human kindness to show up, there it was in the form of a concerned female driver, popping open a Marimekko umbrella and walking over.

      “Are you all right? Can I call you a tow truck?” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my gosh, you’re bleeding.”

      Tatiana was calling my name from the phone, the job was toast, I had a dead man’s heart in the passenger seat and now some good Samaritan was going to completely destroy any chance I had at salvaging things. It was too much. I zombie-lurched at the upstanding citizen, arms windmilling. “Noooooo!”

      The woman froze, one hand in her coat pocket. For a moment I thought I was, on top of all these other indignities, also going to get shot, but no, it was her phone.

      I pasted a smile on and prayed I looked mildly convincing. “It’s not my blood.”

      She took a step back.

      “I mean, it is my blood, but it’s a superficial wound.” I waved my own cell at her. “My mom is on the phone and she’s already called the police and paramedics.”

      After assuring the woman that I had a tow truck on the way, and that I was really okay waiting by myself, she wished me well and peeled out in her car.

      I sagged with relief. One problem neutralized. Now for the next on the list. “Tatiana? You still there?”

      “Yes. I had to grab my hammer. Who was that?”

      “Nothing to worry about,” I said, cursing as I kicked a small steel canister with my foot. I stopped, then bent down for a closer look. This wasn’t just road trash.

      Pushing the deflated air bag aside, I collapsed back onto the driver’s seat, because even that short journey left me feeling like someone was trying to split me open with an ice pick. “Someone used a flashbang on me.”

      “Why?” She hammered her canvas a couple of times.

      “I’m the ex-librarian. You’re the magic fixer. Does this sound book-related to you?” At the distinctly chilly silence pouring through the phone, I took a breath and moderated my tone. “Has this happened to your people before?”

      “No, that unique distinction is all yours. Nor do I know who this imposter was,” Tatiana said, accompanied by more hammering. “Since this was a semi-regular assignment, anyone could have learned about it. Is the man’s luggage still in the trunk?”

      So much motion. Couldn’t I simply lay here and moan? I popped the latch and heaved myself out of the seat once more to check.

      “Yes,” I said, “but the satchel he had with him is gone.” I fished a mint out of my purse and sucked on it, the artificial peppermint clearing away the taste of sour saliva.

      “How about the body?” Tatiana said.

      “There’s just the heart.”

      “You’re positive of that?”

      Well, now I sure as hell wasn’t.

      “Go check,” she said. “I have to grab some shims.”

      Was she speaking English? I really had to get to a hospital.

      I motioned at a car slowing down to keep going, flashing the driver a thumbs up.

      However, traffic had picked up in the opposite direction heading into the university, and the last thing I needed was to be caught next to a corpse. Like most people in the world who were powerless Sapiens, my ex-husband, Detective Eli Chu, had no idea that magic existed. I intended to change that so that his eyes were open to the dangers hidden in this city, but I’d been hoping to ease him into the revelation, and I doubted this qualified.

      My heart in my throat, I went around the car, my wet shoes squelching on the gravel shoulder, frantically searching from the car to the tree line. I found the missing sunglasses under the car, but no real sign of a struggle. Whatever happened, happened quickly.

      I drummed my fingers on the car roof. The man had been on the short side for a dude, only an inch or so taller than my five-foot-five, but it still took strength to haul a corpse away. Also, where was all the blood? His heart had been ripped out and the rain hadn’t washed it away, because there would have been some trace of it left on the gravel.

      The amount of blood in the car was negligible, all things considered, and how did the killer manage to slice open my passenger’s chest so fast? Obviously they’d used magic, but even so, I didn’t think I’d blacked out for long, and this was a very specific way to kill someone. Tear the ribcage open to get at the heart, instantly cauterize the blood to contain any spill, and do it all in record time.

      I frowned. There was one Ohrist who checked all the boxes and did so on a regular basis because this was how he killed dybbuks.

      “Laurent,” I said faintly, my hand pressed over my mouth.

      Laurent Amar, like all Ohrists, had the ability to draw upon light and life energy. Their powers covered a wide spectrum such as firing hard balls of light or manipulating organic matter, though generally each Ohrist had only one talent. Laurent was a wolf shifter, but he was the only Ohrist also trained to sense and kill dybbuks, wicked parasitic spirits who leeched onto and then took over magic-users.

      Once a dybbuk fully possessed a host and that person was essentially dead, leaving the dybbuk in charge of the body, Laurent could scent them out, and by ripping out the heart, release the malevolent spirit with comparatively little blood loss. I bit my bottom lip. Was he involved in this?

      Fake Topher’s murder fit a dybbuk killing, except I hadn’t seen anything weird about the man’s shadow. My Banim Shovavim magic made me sensitive to a dybbuk’s presence, though in this weather, everything was bathed in a flat gray light that didn’t cast any noticeable shadows. I crouched down by the bottom of the blood-flecked doorframe, my frown deepening. Even if I’d missed the dybbuk’s presence because I couldn’t see the deceased’s shadow, I also hadn’t gotten the edginess that I usually did when I was up close with an abomination that had to be destroyed.

      I wouldn’t have overlooked both indications.

      And why would Laurent bother to cause a car accident? If he was after the dybbuk, he would have told me and I’d have handed the man over.

      The wind gusted my coat open and I pulled the flaps tighter with one hand. Laurent had been pretty angry about me working for Tatiana, to the extent he’d been texting me regularly over the past couple of weeks with his unsolicited opinion that I’d be better off hiding my magic again and quitting working for his aunt.

      Did he think that I’d have protected her client at the expense of allowing a dybbuk to roam free? No. I stood up, rubbing my lower back. Whatever his feelings, he wouldn’t have chanced me getting seriously injured. Weeellll… not deliberately, but what if he’d gotten too caught up in a situation to think rationally, or his self-destructive streak had kicked in and he hadn’t been able to think logically until it was too late?

      I was so caught up in my thoughts that I missed what Tatiana said when she returned to the call. “You want me to do what?” I said.

      “Get rid of the heart.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s the one thing tying you to that man. I’m the only one who knows you picked him up. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “We have to identify him.” I cradled the phone between my ear and my shoulder so I could button up my jacket.

      “How do you propose I do that?”

      “I don’t know, but we have to tell his family.”

      “We most certainly do not. No good deed goes unpunished.”

      “But—”

      “That’s an order, Miriam.”

      I gnashed my teeth and shook my fists like a Scooby Doo villain. “Do you expect me to flush it down a toilet? Go full Sweeny Todd and make pies?”

      “Deal with it in a manner that leaves no trace,” she said brusquely. “Creative problem solving is essential to your job.”

      Is that what we were calling destroying evidence? Was hiding murder “risk management”?

      “My mind is willing but my body is unable.” I could barely see straight, and my headache was so bad that my entire face throbbed, so how was I supposed to pull off making a heart disappear?

      “Nonsense,” she said. “It’s one simple task while I send someone to deal with the car and get you a ride home. I’ll handle any other nosy parkers alerting the police or emergency services.”

      “You mean concerned human beings.”

      “Potato, potahto.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

      “Good. There’s a blanket in the trunk.” I was about to thank her for the tip because I really was freezing, when she added, “Throw it over the seat to hide any blood.” She disconnected without saying goodbye.

      Once I’d finished miming choking her out, I huddled into the front seat with the heater cranked, my teeth chattering. Cautiously, I probed my forehead with a finger and hissed. I’d gone my entire life without getting a concussion and week one on the new job, here it was. I certainly hoped it wasn’t setting the standard for things to come, because what was I supposed to do, keep coming up with weekly excuses in emergency rooms like “I tripped”?

      I should have negotiated an employment contract with every contingency, though to be fair, it’s not like there were legal templates to provide guidance when working for magic fixers.

      After two minutes, I slammed the heater off and cracked the window because the heat intensified the smell of blood. The hot copper tang brought memories of my parents’ murder roaring up front and center, mixing with this grisly crime scene.

      I jammed the heel of my palms into my eyes, but that made my dizziness worse.

      My parents’ killer had never been caught and I’d lived the last thirty or so years denying all aspects of my powers hoping whoever it was wouldn’t come back to finish the job. And while this was the perfect moment to question the life choices that had landed me here, I had only one thought in my head: was Fake Topher the only one in the car who was supposed to die?

      Had I been spared because of motive or because of opportunity? Would the murderer come back for me? My shoulders hunched into my ears, I checked all the mirrors, but there was no sign of anyone sneaking up on me. Still, it took me a good thirty seconds and the world’s saddest carrot of a future hospital visit before I unlocked the door to carry out Tatiana’s command.

      Rubbing my hands together, I pulled an Indiana Jones, swiping the heart and leaving the blanket draped over the stained seat. The heart was lighter than I expected, but tougher too. There was a poetic metaphor in there, but flowery images were of little use to me at this moment.

      Since it was possible this was the first and last time my boss would ever trust me with such a deluxe vehicle, I committed the feel of the contoured leather seat cradling my ass to memory, then, double-checking that the hazard lights were still on and the doors locked, cupped the fist-sized organ in my hands and trudged into the forest.

      I didn’t even have the comfort of my magic shade, Delilah, for protection, since the overcast light didn’t provide the correct conditions to cast a hard shadow that I could animate.

      Squatting down under a leafy tree that kept most of the rain off me, I dug a shallow hole in the rich, dark mulch and placed the heart in the wet ground. The flame from my lighter smudged one tiny corner of the organ, sent up a disgusting sweet-charred smell, and… that was that. Three more attempts failed as spectacularly. Fan-freaking-tastic. I couldn’t even bury the damn thing, because a dog or a coyote would scent it out and dig it up.

      Besides, it was wrong to inter him here like some nameless schmuck. “I wish that I’d bothered to talk to you. Maybe nothing would have changed, and if this was set in motion when you impersonated Topher Sharma, well, you still deserved better than a senseless murder and some stranger trying to ditch your bits.” I brushed some dirt off his remains. “You had shit taste in Life Savers and your cologne could be smelled from outer space, but you made a difference to someone out there, and I’m sorry for their loss.”

      As eulogies went, it was pretty pathetic, but I was extrapolating from an internal organ and a short car ride. Sighing, I picked up the heart. What was security like on crematoriums these days?

      An eerie yowl made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      Speaking of coyotes... I turned my head to the gap in the trees and swallowed.

      The fiend was black as pitch, its eyes cruel yellow slits reflecting the seething resentment of its cry. One of us was going down.

      The small black shape leapt through the air, intent on the heart, but I whipped the muscle out of reach. This animal was one indignity too far for the deceased to bear.

      Before I could stand up, the predator swiped viciously at me with a razor-sharp claw.

      Pulling away with a wince, I sucked my wounded finger into my mouth.

      Cats were such assholes.

      “You can’t have this.” I deployed my cloaking magic. Take that. Even werewolves couldn’t sniff me out or track my heartbeat under here.

      The house cat sat down, its head tilted and its eyes locked on the lump in my hand. It flicked its tail imperiously.

      “You are truly evil.”

      The cat blinked at me, nonplussed, like invisible beings talking at it was a fairly mundane annoyance.

      “How about showing a little respect?” I said. “This was a person, and now you want to eat his heart? Your stomach isn’t big enough to finish it and then what would I do with the leftovers? Pack them in my purse? Now, if you had some friends to help out, we might have something to discuss.”

      The animal considered my request, then broke into a run, knocking into my legs.

      The bottom dropped out of the world…

      … and we tumbled backward through the shadows.
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      I landed on my ass in a dimly lit cave that reeked of fabric softener. This wasn’t a stunning sea cave with a charming grotto of turquoise water; there weren’t luminous crystal geodes or Paleolithic paintings. There was, however, an excess of grayish-black rock that pressed in from all sides.

      Someone cleared their throat. Shifting slightly to avoid getting frisky with a stalagmite, I squinted at their scuffed brown men’s shoes, up along their brown pants that were belted high on their waist, and to the brown plaid shirt bearing a name tag that said “Pyotr” in clumsy printing.

      Of average height for a dude, but whip-thin, the wearer of the unfortunate outfit had bug-like eyes that drooped over his gaunt cheeks and downturned thick lips, years of sorrow carved into his face. And when I say carved, that was factually accurate because he was a gargoyle. I’d only met one other gargoyle, Harry, and he was a helpful sort, so I opted for positive thinking that all of his kind were the same way.

      There were no windows, no doors, no indication of how I’d gotten here, and more importantly, how I was going to get out. After years of hiding my magic and living a safe, sensible life that had left me in my forties feeling like a sidekick in my own story, I’d shaken things up. Sure, today I’d jumped into the deep end, but I was damned if I’d get stuck in some limbo now.

      I had to give Fake Topher a decent send-off.

      Jamming the heart into my coat pocket to keep the dead guy safe, I wiped the blood off my cheeks as best I could. You only got one chance to make a first impression, even if unable to stand up because pain had made you its little bitch. “Hello?”

      The cat shook itself off, spattering me with water, then twined around the gargoyle’s leg before jumping nimbly back into the shadows and disappearing.

      “A minute.” His voice was a bassy rumble, and he pronounced “minute” like “meen-it” in his Russian-accented English. He smacked a tiny black-and-white television whose screen featured mostly static snow and the garbled sound of cars revving.

      I used the time to roll onto all fours and then push to my feet, swaying like a tree about to fall.

      One of his folded leathery wings knocked against the rickety TV table, and for a single moment the picture of a street drag race snapped into perfect clarity.

      Pyotr’s eyes lit up, his mouth falling open with a soft sigh.

      The image disintegrated into a fuzzy blob and the gargoyle’s shoulders slumped.

      My phone had no signal to call for help, if such a thing were even possible. The heart was a literal dead weight against my hip, and I had never craved a shower so badly. “I don’t suppose you have an urn?”

      The gargoyle’s expression grew more morose. “That’s a special requisition. Lots of forms. In triplicate.”

      “So that’s a no.” I showed him the heart in my pocket. “Any thoughts on a fitting resting place?”

      Pyotr hit the television again. “Do you know how Fast and Furious ends?”

      “Um, which one?”

      “There’s more than one?” He lost his slumped posture, his face lighting up. Then his glance landed on his crappy TV that couldn’t even channel one movie properly, and his lip trembled.

      I stepped back, because if gargoyles could cry, I didn’t want to be in the splash zone. But his misery narrowed into a look of pure venom for the defenseless TV. He swore in Russian and snapped the power off the old set so hard that the knob fell off in his hand. “I hate this job.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” I massaged my neck. “For the record,” I said, “mine isn’t all that great either.”

      “Really?” He brightened. “Tell me. How bad?”

      I wasn’t about to bare my soul for a stone creature with a bad case of schadenfreude, but establishing rapport was an important communications tool. “I’m still in my probation period and I picked up some imposter instead of the real client. Then some other asshole ran me off the road into a telephone pole, and when I woke up, the guy was gone and his ripped-out heart was on my seat, and now I have to get rid of it without a trace while still giving him some dignity.”

      My head weighed in on all this talking by tightening the throbbing vice around my temples.

      The gargoyle gestured at the TV. “I wish I had your problems.”

      I took a deep breath and silently counted to ten. The sooner I got through this, the sooner I got to go to the emergency room. “Where am I and how do I get out of here?”

      “You’re in Kefitzat Haderech.” He frowned, his eyes narrowing. “Why you not know this? You’re too old for first visit.”

      “First of all, I’m in my prime, and second, I’ve never heard of this place before.”

      “Maybe you’d get better job if you were smarter,” he said under his breath.

      “Yeah, well at least I can watch the endings of the Fast and Furious movies.” I jutted out my chin. “Every single one of them.”

      “Be like that. See if you get sock.” The gargoyle crossed his arms and jerked his head to the left of the cave, where a light came on illuminating an enormous pile of mismatched socks balanced atop a long, flat rock. Tiny pink socks, stretched-out dingy sport socks, fancy knee-highs in various colors with and without ribbons, striped, fleecy, and far too many black trouser socks. The pile was at least twenty feet high.

      Single socks floated down from a chute in the rock-hewn ceiling. Had I unfairly blamed my washing machine all these years when some criminal sock abduction ring was at fault? What kind of sicko reveled in all our wasted time and energy searching for missing singles? I pictured milk cartons with sad photos and all the poor feet who longed to be clad in them again.

      The weight of this knowledge was too much to bear. I curled my lip. “I will not be a party to this. Good day, sir.”

      The gargoyle pressed a finger to my forehead. “Are you not right in head?”

      Now that you mention it… I didn’t generally speak like an affronted Victorian gentleman. Hospital, stat.

      “Keep your creepy memento,” I said, wearily. “I just want to go home.”

      Pyotr sighed and stood up, his joints creaking. “Is basic facts. Kefitzat Haderech, Hebrew for ‘shortening of way,’ is shadow shortcut between destinations used by Banim Shovavim.” He drew an invisible line from the television to the chair to illustrate his point.

      My mouth fell open. “I can shadow jump?” Think of the money I could save on gas. Or airline tickets. Could I jump to Paris for dessert and Shanghai for dumplings?

      Banim Shovavim magic kicked in at puberty, and I’d only had mine for about a year before my parents had been murdered and I’d shut down that part of myself. Shadow shortcuts fell into the many gaps in my magic knowledge.

      “How far can I go?” I said, the rush of this new information kicking in a much-needed jolt of adrenaline. “And how fast will I travel?”

      “Wherever you want and pretty fast. The space between destinations shrinks here so it’s never more than a few minutes travel.”

      I could put Fake Topher to rest and get myself to a hospital in two choruses of “I Will Survive.” I pumped the air with my fist.

      Pyotr held up a hand. “Provided you have sock. Which you do not, because rude.”

      “What’s the deal with the sock?”

      “Have you ever lost one for months only to have it reappear out of nowhere?” he said.

      “Yeah.”

      The gargoyle nodded sagely. “Magic ability to travel through shadows. Like you.”

      So, the reason I only had one of Sadie’s favorite Hello Kitty socks was because, what, its mate was traversing shadow realms? Like me? I planted my hand on my hip. Please, how gullible did he think I was? “Didn’t my Banim Shovavim powers bring me here?”

      “Your magic let you in, but sock is what gets you from A to B.” He fit the knob back on the television set.

      I pointed at the shadows. “Then I’ll go back the way I came. Like the cat.”

      “Does not work that way. Come in through shadows, go out through door.”

      There was no door. Perhaps seeing one required a sock. Or perhaps he was fucking with me. Well, good luck with that. I had a dead man’s heart in my pocket. My fuckability had reached its limit.

      No, wait. Phrasing…

      Whatever. I slammed my cloaking over me, engulfing me in a black mesh of invisibility, and lunged for the closest sock, but the gargoyle knocked me aside, shaking me free of my magic. Only one other individual had ever seen past the cloaking, and he was a powerful vampire.

      The gargoyle tutted a finger at me. “Cannot cheat. I lose poor job with terrible reception if you cheat.”

      Sweaty and nauseous, I unbuttoned my coat. I was a woman of simple wants: deal with the heart and soak in a hot bath, followed by a couple of glasses of wine over dinner with my kid. My stomach lurched at the prospect of booze, so perhaps not that part… today.

      “How about a trade?” I said. “The ending of the first Fast and Furious for a sock and somewhere nice I can bury this heart so it never resurfaces.”

      He screwed up his face, thinking hard, then nodded with a noise like marbles were rolling around in his brain. “Is deal.”

      “Big car race. Vin Diesel is a hero. Bad guys defeated.” I held out my hand.

      “Wait. What happened to Mitsubishi Eclipse? Does it show up again?”

      I shook my head, regretting it immediately as the ground lurched sickeningly. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Not like I’d seen the rest of the franchise, but it wasn’t as if he could call me on it.

      Pyotr patted his chest. “Try me.”

      “All right. Highlights. The car time travels so Vin can save his mom in the third movie, then in the fifth, it becomes a boat to battle a great white shark terrorizing a small beach town. But the most amazing thing it did?”

      Pyotr leaned forward.

      “It drove up the Empire State Building in New York so the heroine could fight off a giant ape.” I nodded, and casually added, “Then in the thirteenth movie, it was declared a national treasure and fitted with an artificial intelligence system called Kit to help fight space crime. And given a sidekick called Shrek.”

      The gargoyle sat up straight and I worried that I’d pushed it too far, but he gave a low bow. “Thank you. Choose wisely.”

      I reached for a rainbow-colored toesie sock, glancing at his expression, which had become perfectly blank. Was this not a good choice? I mean, I had stepped into a magical new world or whatever this was, and this could very well be a test à la myth and legend since Pyotr was definitely a gatekeeper.

      A neon-yellow ankle sock caught my eye, but I hesitated. Was my choice indicative of something, or was it purely practical? What if I had to unravel the sock to find my way out like Theseus marking his passage through the Minotaur’s labyrinth?

      I snatched up the longest one I could find, a green and white-striped thigh-high sock.

      Pyotr blinked.

      In approval? Horror? Had I made a literally grave error? I went for another option but he lightly slapped my hand away.

      “Choice is made,” he intoned. “Take heart to Door to Hell.”

      That was a rather extreme solution to my problem, wasn’t it? Much like using a fire hose on a match. I snapped my fingers. “I’d love to, but I’m not wearing flame-resistant shoes. Is there perchance a Garburator to Purgatory?”

      Pyotr stared at me with a slack jaw, his brows drawn together. “Door to Hell is crater in Turkmenistan Desert that’s been on fire for decades. Burn anything.”

      That would fulfill Tatiana’s decree, but it was such an ignoble end. Then again, the heart was now cold, congealed, and really had no opinions on the matter one way or the other.

      “In that case,” I said, “what do I do?”

      “Fix destination in your head and Kefitzat Haderech will take you there. Don’t lose sock. Don’t stop moving forward.”

      “Why? Will something happen?”

      A rectangular neon sign appeared, and the gargoyle clammed up. The sign emitted a low buzzing noise and the final letter in the message sputtered in and out. He lies. Do not take the sock out of this room.

      Trust a faulty magic sign or a put-upon gargoyle? The decisions I had to make when deeply in need of medical attention, I tell you. I went with my gut instinct and pressed the fabric against my chest. “I shall become one with the sock.”

      “Don’t make it weird,” Pyotr said. He turned to the sign. “Is first visit.”

      The neon letters changed to a face with its eyebrows raised, then the sign stuttered like a movie projector going out of whack, jerky images superimposed of angels and a shrewish woman with a calculating gleam.

      “When Lilith was first cast out of Eden,” said a sonorous male voice coming from the sign, like the David Attenborough of the shadow world, “God sent three angels, Senoi, Sansenoi, and Sammaneglof, to kill her children as punishment for her disobedience.”

      I prodded Pyotr’s shoulder. “I know this already. Can I go?”

      He pointed at the sign.

      “When Lilith and Adam came together the second time,” the narrator continued, “after he’d been tossed out of the Garden as well and Lilith was now branded a demon, she hid their new offspring, the Banim Shovavim, her ‘wayward or rebellious children.’”

      Cue close-up of a horde of the ugliest babies ever. I wrinkled my nose. I had been an adorable baby and so had my—admittedly non-magical—daughter.

      “Typical. Only brand the woman.” I wagged a finger. “Lilith didn’t impregnate herself.”

      “The angels couldn’t find Lilith’s progeny to kill them,” the disembodied voice said over an image of the three angels on a hilltop. “But fearing their magic, the angels convened to set conditions on these demonic children’s powers. If the darkness within a Banim Shovavim overwhelms their humanity—if they lose their way—they’ll be doomed to roam the Kefitzat Haderech forever and be consumed by darkness.”

      My mouth fell open. “Are you serious?”

      There came a series of graphic visuals depicting how, unlike Ohrists’ magic that could randomly set off a blindspot with the tiniest magic action, Banim Shovavim would not experience a hot bright devouring, the agony lasting seconds. Our insides would be eternally eaten away, and we’d remain just sane enough to be aware of our torment. The final image was of someone screaming in agony, their eyes rolled back to show the whites.

      I stood there, dumbstruck. Because of a patriarchal bullshit judgment of Lilith, all her children were potentially doomed? “How many Banim Shovavim end up like this?”

      The neon sign remained frozen on that final image, but Pyotr sucked in a breath through his teeth.

      “That many?” I said.

      “I say nothing,” he muttered, giving a contrite look at the sign, like a lowly employee at a big box store not wanting to catch shit from the floor manager.

      Did any moral or ethical decision merely buy me time until the inevitable? I frantically waved the sock. “I want out!”

      The neon letters changed to a pouty face, but a narrow green door appeared in the rock face.

      Fixing the image of the burning crater in my head, I bolted out of the room.

      The scent of fabric softener was replaced by the cold metallic bite right before a rainstorm. A path wove through more cave, pulsing gently with a dim light that let me see about ten feet ahead, but mostly there was darkness.

      So much darkness.

      It wasn’t merely an absence of light, it was the lonely void into which we were born and to which we would return. I shivered. The same darkness that I’d always felt within me. Twisting the sock in my hands, I walked as fast as my poor head allowed, ducking slightly to avoid the low ceiling. One good bash and I’d be done for.

      I stretched out my fingers and toes as I continued along the path to this Door to Hell, feeling how my magic marked me: a dark smudge inside the curve of my elbow, a knobby dark ladder up my spine, a bendy stripe when I flexed my heel. I smiled, feeling the shape of it for the first time, but my gut still twisted. Darkness was the source of my magic, both within me and echoed here in the Kefitzat Haderech. It had a literal manifestation with my power, but were there other implications?

      Dybbuks killed their host, existing to then cause suffering to others. I didn’t feel bad about destroying them, but was my easy acceptance of vampire deaths some moral failing? My best friend, Jude, an Ohrist, had argued in favor of their intelligence and sentience, and I was firmly opposed to the death sentence for humans, so why did I judge bloodsuckers differently?

      I’d always prided myself on having a
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