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      Bestselling author Deborah Wilde presents a fierce and funny paranormal women’s fiction 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.

      BENT OUT OF SHADE is the sixth book in the Magic After Midlife series.
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      Join the Wilde Ones today!
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      Given the demon’s smashed-in snout, large ears sprouting dense, bristly hair, and pustules encrusting a flabby crab-shaped body, its anger issues were well warranted. That still didn’t mean I was comfortable with it attacking my kid. Even if it was a practice fight in my ex’s side of our duplex.

      “Watch the pincers, Sadie.” Eli Chu, my baby daddy, sat forward on his sofa, his elbows braced on his thighs, as glued to the action as a coach during the finals of the Stanley Cup. Well, a coach who flinched at every scuff imposed on his precious house, endured thanks to this home game, but who concealed his anxiety whenever his star player looked over for encouragement.

      Sadie caught her dad’s eye, and Eli flashed her a big thumbs-up.

      Today’s evil crustacean foe had come courtesy of Naveen Kumar, our demon wrangler extraordinaire, who presided over the event with all the dignity he could muster, despite clenching his jaw every time Eli flinched. Thanks to a small screw-up involving an angry goth girl and her overly enthusiastic fists, the practice fiend Nav had intended for Sadie to dispatch was no longer an option, so he’d brought this awful crab instead.

      Apparently, it was the least lethal one he could get on short notice. I’d tried to call the session off because neither Eli nor I had a basement or rec room in our duplex, our garages were too cramped, and our backyards too exposed for our child to face down a demon with a two-foot leg span. However, here we were, because a certain other parent had broken down in the face of Sadie’s puppy dog eyes and told her it was fine to proceed. I smirked. At least when she’d tried to guilt me into this mess, I’d protested.

      The furniture in Eli’s large living room had been pushed to the side, effectively turning this event into theater in the round. Perfect for my drama club daughter.

      Behind her, Sadie’s animated shadow poured out enough light to power a solar system. I winced, adjusting the sunglasses Nav had provided us with.

      Nav flung the agitated demon toward the corner, wielding his staff made of solid light with the same calm awareness and infallible instincts he brought as leader of our local spawn-killing organization.

      The demon skittered over the plastic sheeting on the floor, hissing and seeking an opening.

      Eli dug the heels of his palms into his thighs, scrutinizing the tarps for any gap that would lead to his hardwood floor getting injured.

      Nav boxed the demon in. “Deep breath, harness the magic, poppet.” His posh British accent was all kinds of charming, though it would have been better if, when he placed a hand on his abdomen in demonstration, his admirable six-pack wasn’t hidden by his shirt.

      What? A woman could look.

      Sadie did as instructed but her shadow oscillated.

      Eli tsked. “You’re going too hard, too fast. Pace yourself.”

      Nav arched an eyebrow, a muscle once more ticking in his jaw. “We agreed I was running this session.”

      “You are.” Eli didn’t take his eyes off Sadie. “What did I say about tight shoulders?” He shook his out in demonstration. “The more you tense, the more you flare.”

      Poor Naveen white-knuckled his weapon while I debated whether the demon or Eli had better odds of surviving.

      My daughter flung a lock of lank black hair out of her face. “Daaad.” I swear she rolled her eyes, but as they were jet-black pools—including the sclera—it didn’t land.

      It amused the crap out of me, though my grin turned to a gasp as the demon clicked its pincers together twice and they doubled in size, knocking a photo of Eli and Sadie off an end table.

      Eli winced. “That was a nice picture.”

      “Glass is replaceable.” Nav toed the broken frame closer so it wouldn’t get trampled on, and the demon shot past him, crackling with blue light.

      Sadie kicked the evil crab away with a screech, narrowly avoiding having her toes smushed.

      “Sades!” I jumped out of the chair, my scythe in hand. One of the many, many perks of being a Banim Shovavim was that my magic could take the form of a sharp and deadly shadow scythe. Extremely good for slicing crabs and defending my child.

      Eli had shot to his feet as well, but only to yank an armchair out of demon range.

      “Ew! Ew! Ew!” Sadie did a little hopping dance, almost tripping over the large carrier crate infused with magic that the demon had been transported in. “I felt its pus jigglies.”

      I sank back into my seat, shooting Eli a warning look over the tops of my sunglasses. He returned it, stroking the top of his armchair entirely unrepentantly.

      An electric sizzling sound was followed by the reek of cooking flesh, and Nav yanked his staff out of the demon’s eye. “Stay put, you little bugger.” He ignored the growling monstrosity flailing about with clacking claws and one blazing red eye to frown at his mentee. “Darling, what were our rules? We don’t touch it directly, am I correct?”

      Sadie hung her head. “Magic or run.”

      For reasons we had yet to confirm but suspected had to do with Sadie being an Ohrist baby carried to term inside her Banim Shovavim mom, my kid’s magic didn’t manifest like normal. My daughter was definitely Ohrist, albeit with rare nulling magic, yet she required an animated shadow to use her powers. That was a Banim Shovavim trick, though ours were normal where Sadie’s was pure bright light.  

      Another key difference was that if a demon slashed her shadow, Sadie’s insides wouldn’t ooze out, nor would she feel pain like I did when anything hurt my shadow, Delilah, as we’d learned fifteen minutes ago.

      “Your reaction was understandable, but ‘magic or run’ must become instinct,” Nav said. “Unlike your mother, you don’t get injured if your shadow does, so use it for all physical contact.” He bonked the fiend on the top of its head to shut it up. “We’ll double down on those drills.”

      “That’s an excellent idea.” I rested my scythe in my lap. “Let’s practice running away.”

      Since Sadie’s power and its unique manifestation would never be explained beyond conjecture, Sadie, Eli, and I had decided to focus on her mastering her abilities instead. Running away was top of the list as far as I was concerned.

      Eli smoothed out the bunched-up plastic sheeting. “No drills. Nav has enough to do keeping the demon away from the walls.”

      Murder in his eyes, Nav swung his staff in my ex’s direction.

      I smacked the big dummy, who clearly wanted to never get laid again. “Sadie’s had enough demon exposure for one day.”

      Sadie took a few deep breaths, her hands on her belly and her shadow’s brilliance dimming from midday-sun-on-snow to floodlights-on-a-soccer-field-at-night. “Stop helicopter parenting me.”

      I wagged a finger at her. “Or ‘Thanks, Mom, for valuing my well-being over that of furniture.’”

      “Mir.” Eli draped an arm over my shoulders. “Sadie’s got this.”

      She preened at his words. I, however, knocked the traitor’s arm off me.

      “Nothing is going to happen to her,” he continued. “Especially if she doesn’t ever touch the damn thing to see if she can null its magic.”

      “Oh my God!” Sadie snapped. “You touch it if you want it that badly.”

      Nav whistled loudly, shocking the humans into silence and the demon into rearing onto its long hind legs. It swiped a pincer along the mantel, hitting Eli’s framed Canucks’ jersey, which hung in the spot of honor above the fireplace and was signed by his man crush Henrik Sedin and Sedin’s twin brother, Daniel.

      The jersey thudded to the ground, the glass shattering.

      Eli emitted a half swooning, half guttural cry that was almost operatic in nature, freaking out the demon, whose pincer then caught on the hem of the uniform.

      Nav herded the creature away from the jersey. “It’s merely a snag.”

      Eli grabbed his prized possession, examined it with laser precision, then clutched it to his chest with a sigh of relief.

      “The stupid hockey jersey gets you more upset than the smashed photo of me?” Sadie’s white shadow flickered wildly.

      Her dad carefully folded the garment. “I mean, I have lots of wonderful pictures of you, pumpkin.”

      I slashed a hand across my throat.

      He deflated back into his chair, the jersey out of harm’s way. “Love you, baby girl.”

      “You suck!” Her shadow pulsed like a strobe light.

      “Breathe, poppet,” Nav drawled. “Let’s try this again.”

      I slapped a hand over my sunglasses. “I can’t watch.”

      “So you keep saying, and yet you remain,” Nav said.

      “Less sarcasm, more demon minding.” I jerked a thumb at him.

      “Amen,” Eli said.

      Making a snarky face at both of us, Nav herded the demon toward a corner where it bumped into a large planter.

      “My ficus,” Eli moaned, earning a huff from our child.

      “Yes, darling,” Nav said absently, raking a lock of platinum hair off his brown skin.

      Smirking, I nudged my ex, who blushed.

      “What happened to not watching?” Eli muttered.

      He’d informed me about a week ago that he and Nav were giving a relationship a go. I was thrilled that my gay ex-husband had found bliss with the best friend of the man I was stuck in relationship purgatory with. Would Laurent and I be as entertaining as the two of them? My smile dimmed. Maybe a better question was: would we ever get a chance to go on a date?

      Eli pried my fingers off his hockey jersey with a scowl, smoothing out the wrinkles I’d made.

      Sadie cracked her neck from side to side. “Okay, hold that chump down, Nav. I’m going in.”

      He forced the demon onto its belly, pinning it in place with his staff. “Approach it from the side because its peripheral vision is rubbish.”

      The crab-demon broke into a high-pitched, distressed chittering.

      While Sadie waved at it like a photographer attempting to get a baby’s attention, her shadow sidled up next to the creature and laid its palm on a cluster of pustules.

      Sadie shuddered.

      “Gently,” Eli said. “Don’t break them.”

      “Or I’ll die a painful death. Yup, I heard Nav the first thirty-seven times he warned me.”

      “I don’t want to repaint,” Eli said mildly.

      Sadie didn’t appreciate my smothered snicker.

      Nav snapped his fingers. “Hush, the pair of you. What do you feel, Sadie?”

      She narrowed her eyes. Unlike Delilah, her shadow didn’t have its own vision she could utilize. “A buzzing under its skin.”

      “Can you catch its magic with yours?” he asked.

      She bit her lip, her face screwed up in concentration, then shook her head.

      “You said it was a long shot that she’d be able to null demon magic,” I said. “She tried. It didn’t work. Let’s wrap it⁠—”

      Sadie, Nav, and Eli turned identical looks of exasperation on me. I swear, even the demon looked annoyed.

      Resigned, I swept out an arm. “By all means. Carry on.” I poked at a seam on a cushion, until Eli covered my hand with a look that said cut it out.

      “Remember the visualizations I had you working on?” Nav said.

      Sadie exhaled slowly. Her shadow moved its hand over the demon’s back, pausing and hovering over a back claw. “Here.”

      “Now try,” Nav said.

      The shadow’s light rippled like a wave crashing against the demon’s hard shell.

      I leaned closer, engrossed despite my anxiety.

      Sadie planted herself in a low squat. Her shadow rippled faster, but the demon continued to struggle, kept in place by Nav’s weapon. Finally, her shade fell apart, reforming on the ground like a normal one. “Its magic slips away. I can’t null it.”

      Nav patted her head with his free hand. “It was a good try. Now we know that demons are a no-go for you.”

      Letting out a relieved breath, I pulled off my sunglasses.

      Bouncing on her toes, Sadie swung around to her dad with a gleam in her eyes. “Can I?”

      Eli rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, though Nav looked as confused as I was.

      My shoulders crept up and I turned slowly and menacingly to Eli, who’d once again fallen prey to Sadie’s puppy dog eyes. “Can she what?”

      “I might have promised her a feel-better treat if she couldn’t null its magic.” He tossed his shades onto the couch.

      “What kind of—” I put two and two together and groaned. “Not Phoebe.”

      My kid had whipped the mini flamethrower out from the back of her loose shirt with a flourish.

      “Our duplex is not insured for inside use of that weapon.” I’d checked.

      “It’s on the lowest setting, Mother.” With a dramatic sigh, Sadie uncapped it, her finger on the trigger.

      “Don’t ‘Mother’ me, child. Not committing arson is a perfectly reasonable request.”

      “Dad promised.”

      I ground my teeth together hard enough to take off a layer of enamel. Oh goody. Now I was somehow Bad Cop for telling our daughter not to incinerate her father’s home. “A little support here?”

      “Sadie,” Eli said, “your mom is right.”

      I leaned back into the couch and crossed my arms smugly. “Thank you.”

      “You have to use it on the patio.”

      I face-palmed.

      “Yay! Come on, Nav! Let’s flambé this puppy.” Sadie flung open the sliding door and bounded into the yard.

      “By all means,” Nav grumbled, poking the crab-demon with the light staff. “Allow me, a respected and formidable demon hunter, to do all the grunt work while you sit there, Your Majesty, and bask in the glow of your child’s love.”

      Eli blew him an air kiss, and Nav whacked the demon in response.

      Stunned from all its up close and personal time with the light staff, the demon wove precariously as if drunk.

      “You are so making it up to me later,” Nav said.

      “Gross!” I yanked my feet onto the sofa before the demon crashed into them.

      At Nav’s prodding, it slid across the plastic, but he prevented it from bashing into the dining room table and spewing venomous pus. Or was that poisonous? Whatever. Dead was dead.

      “‘Gross’ says the woman sleeping with my best friend.” Nav pushed his sunglasses into his hair. “None of us are overjoyed at the incestuousness of this situation.”

      “Not you and Eli, dummy. The demon. Its pus bubbles were vibrating.” I threw a hand over my face. “Look out!”

      The demon spun like a tornado, knocking Nav’s feet out from under him, then scampered nimbly outside.

      I jumped up to run after it, but Nav was already halfway out the sliding door, staff held aloft like a spear. Remarkable reflexes, that man.

      Eli lifted a corner of the sofa to release the tarp. “Thank God that’s over.”

      What an adorable optimist.
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      “Is the demon dead yet?” I called out, twisting around to glance through the open sliding door. No one answered me, and I couldn’t see down to the patio.

      “Nav will handle it,” Eli said, balling up the plastic sheeting.

      “Sadie!” I yelled.

      “What?” Her bellow from outside could be heard two blocks away. 

      “Stay on the tile,” her useless father called out. “And careful of the demon,” he added at my glower.

      “I think I liked you better when you had issues with magic,” I said.

      “A flamethrower isn’t magic, and you’re the one who gave it to her.”

      I buried my head in my hands. “I did, didn’t I?”

      Eli patted my back. “I’ve trained her on its proper use.”

      Outside, Sadie gave a jubilant shout and started singing “Step in Time” from Mary Poppins, her happy dance song. What a weirdo.

      I sniffed the air wafting in through the open sliding door, and my stomach lurched at the putrid odor of old fish. “That’s rancid.”

      Nav strode back inside, his bootheels ringing against the floorboards. He had a look of disgust on his face. “Your excitable child took a selfie with the oil stain that was left after she torched the bugger.”

      “She stained the flagstone?” Eli ran out in his bare feet.

      Nav snorted. “The man frames a hockey jersey like a Van Gogh and gets upset about a little demon stain?” He shook his head. “His priorities mystify me.”

      I stood up, stretching out my back. “He’s not even distractable during hockey games.”

      “Trust me,” Nav said darkly. “I know.”

      I laughed and grabbed my cardigan off the back of the chair, wondering if Laurent was back from his dybbuk hunting trip. It would be nice to have something distract me from the boxes of material I still had to catalogue for Tatiana’s memoirs. Something other than obsessing over how next to track down my parents’ murderer. “You two have plans tonight?”

      Had they woken up this morning together? Done the crossword in bed? I didn’t miss doing that with Eli, but I craved the intimacy of a lazy Sunday with someone I cared about.

      “Eli made a reservation at the new restaurant in the casino downtown, but the stench of that dead demon has put me off seafood.” Nav pushed the sofa back into place. “Luckily, it wasn’t that old, because once its kind gets into the hundred, hundred fifty year range, you need a gas mask when you kill it.”

      I slung the sweater over my shoulder, then stilled. “Casino.”

      He snagged one end of the rolled-up area rug and shook it out. “Yes, Miriam. With the bright lights, overpriced food, and strange architecture to coerce one into losing one’s sense of time and everything. Perhaps even a hand or two of blackjack.”

      “No.” I moved out of his way. “The raven shifter’s casino. When Laurent and I went there it was hit by a blind spot.” It wasn’t a normal blind spot. Not only had it blown up to enormous proportions, fighting back when I attempted to protect the shifters, but it was a directed attack on the casino itself, a magic force. The birds hadn’t known who was behind it. “Poe said some Ohrists can manipulate ohr, but it’s rare. But now, combined with what you said about how long demons live, it’s got me wondering. Could a demon manipulate ohr? Throw up a blind spot?”

      Nav smoothed the carpet edge down with his foot. “Not a blind spot, but some varieties with certain fire capabilities could produce something similar.”

      My eyes widened. “Fire? Do they have other powers? Like snapping someone’s neck from a distance?”

      “Doubtful. It’s not compatible magic.”

      “Okay, what about working with someone who could kill that way?”

      “Demons don’t generally play nicely together.” He lifted the coffee table with a grunt and set it in front of the sofa. “And they wouldn’t partner up with a human unless they were bound.”

      “Are fire demons easy to bind, like kargh thurt demons?”

      “Why do I sense there is more to this question?” Nav dropped onto the couch.

      “Whoever killed my parents snapped their necks and set a very controlled fire to burn any trace of evidence. Same with the murder of the Lonestar who covered their deaths up. I thought it was the same person, but the assassinations happened almost thirty years apart.”

      “A demon bound to different humans?” He shook his head, resting his boots on the coffee table. “The binding would dissolve after they completed the task, or when the person who bound them died. Though it is possible that an Ohrist bound a fire demon the first time, then a family member or someone with a vested interest did the same thing years later.”

      I smiled widely. “You’re so smart.”

      “Thank—” He cut himself off, narrowed his eyes, and then chucked a pillow at me. “No to whatever you’re thinking of asking me to do. Your requests are annoying.”

      “This one is simple. Find a fire demon who would have been active in Northern British Columbia back when my parents were killed and a few months ago with the Lonestar.”

      “I’ll just check the sign-in sheet, shall I?”

      I winged the pillow back at him. “No need to get snotty.”

      His expression softened. “You’re right. It’s an important factor to rule out, but that request is impossible. I might—might, mind you—be able to ascertain which demons were around at the time of McMurtry’s death, but not if they’d been bound. And your parents were killed too far back to cross-reference it. I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks anyway.” I paused. “You know Eli’ll kill you for putting your boots on his coffee table.”

      Nav winked at me. “He’s fun to rile.”

      “And with that, I’m out.” I waved and headed into Eli’s backyard. “Sadie, I’m going home.”

      She sat on the bottom stair of the balcony, texting, and totally ignoring her father, who was hosing down the flagstones by her feet.

      “Yo. Princess,” I said.

      “I heard you.” She didn’t lift her eyes from the screen.

      Her father mimed strangling her, but I frowned.

      Sadie was still in the very new stages of dealing with the existence of magic, which had been compounded by our shocking discovery about two weeks ago that she had powers of her own. She found it isolating not to be able to discuss her powers with her Sapien friends and boyfriend. Much as she loved having magic, this was a million times harder to go through on her own, so I was trying to remain sympathetic.

      I took a deep, steadying breath.

      She looked up. “Can I go out with my friends?”

      “I thought Nessa and the gang were busy.”

      “They are. These are some Ohrist kids.”

      Eli twisted off the tap, water dribbling from the hose. “What Ohrist kids?”

      Sadie shrugged. “Some people Tovah knows.”

      My friends’ niece, Tovah, seemed like a nice young woman the one time I met her, but this was the first I was hearing of these other Ohrists. As happy as I was that Sadie was connecting with other kids like her, I was still her parent.

      “I’d like more information than that,” I said.

      Sadie stood, sliding her phone into her pocket. “First you say you want me to meet Ohrists my age, now I get the third degree when I try?”

      “This is hardly the third degree.” Eli smiled evilly. “You want me to really bust that out, I will.”

      She threw up her hands. “I don’t know more than that. They’re meeting at a coffee shop nearby. Can I go or not?”

      A large part of me wanted to say “not” because she was being a little cow. However, that meant I’d get to hang out with Miss Moody all night. I twisted my cardigan into a ball. She had no idea how lucky she was to have two parents to guide her through her teen years, never mind have the privilege of acting out, instead of feeling the pressure to be perfect. It took me years to believe that Goldie would keep me if I got angry or snippy.

      I can’t remember what I was so mad about the first time I actually talked back to my cousin, but I didn’t just blurt out my feelings. I spent several nights practicing mouthing the words silently to myself, building up to voicing them in the safety of my room. That part was still far too clear, as was Goldie’s confusion when, instead of my prepared rational speech, my emotions got the better of me and I blew up at her well after the initial conflict.

      I leaned against the stair rail. None of that was Sadie’s fault, and considering how much anxiety she’d had over the years from self-imposed perfectionist tendencies, it was a relief and a gift that she felt confident enough to test her limits.

      “Go,” I said. “But be back by dinner.”

      “Thanks.” She hugged me and her father, her spirits instantly restored, and hopped through the door in the fence connecting his yard to mine.

      “Her mood swings are bad enough,” I said, “but she jumps between them so fast. I get she’s acting out because so much has happened, but it’s exhausting.”

      Eli wrapped the hose up on its mounted holder. “Careful, babe. If she gets really pissed off, she could null your magic.”

      “You’re loving this, aren’t you? I’m the one she could go all Mr. Hyde on while you, the one who passed down her magic gene, is exempt?”

      He spread his index finger and thumb apart. “A little bit, yeah.”

      I made the sign of the evil eye. “I hope you go into one of your food comas after dinner tonight and can’t perform.”

      Eli gasped. “That’s cold.”

      “Truth hurts, baby.” I ducked through the door in our fence and headed into my house, beelining directly for my office. A bland space with functional furniture, it wasn’t used for much more than a dumping ground. When I’d brought work home as a law librarian, I’d done it from the comfort of my living room sofa.

      I kept meaning to transform the office, along with the rest of the beige void I lived in, but with so many more pressing issues, I hadn’t even gotten around to painting a single room. The only thing I’d done was install a giant whiteboard on one wall. At the top, I’d taped a photo of my parents with “Who killed them?” written above it.

      I sighed. My murder board was another reason for Sadie’s current mood. I’d told her the truth about my parents’ deaths at our last therapy session. Her anger at me hiding magic from her was nothing compared to the thundercloud that had descended upon learning that I’d lied to her about her grandparents dying in a fire.

      After two days of Sadie slamming my office door closed so she didn’t have to see the board, I learned my lesson and kept the door permanently shut. She was working through the whole sordid story in her own time; I’d seen her standing in here studying the board the other night, but we had yet to discuss it.

      Sitting down in my creaky chair, I pushed that aside to focus on the facts of Mom’s and Dad’s deaths. A line led from their picture to a grainy photo of Calvin Jones with bullet points written underneath. Ohrist. Hired my parents to cause Tatiana’s car crash and steal Ascendant.

      Calvin hung on to the amplifier for two years before Tatiana tracked him down. She also killed him in retaliation for her car crash, but before he died, he mentioned a buyer he had lined up for the artifact.

      We’d discounted the buyer being involved in my parents’ murders because they wouldn’t have waited two years to get the Ascendant from Jones. Especially not if it was a demon.

      I uncapped a blue dry erase marker and drew a line from Calvin to a new box that I labeled “demon accomplice?” along with: long life spans, murders happened almost thirty years apart, ability to manipulate ohr/fire, difficult to track down.

      Calvin could have snapped my parents’ necks from a distance and then a demon set the fire, since Nav didn’t believe it likely that the demon had done both, but did Jones have any children or grandchildren? Had they been tasked with keeping the truth of the original murders suppressed and killed McMurtry?

      After adding “kids?” to the board, I popped the cap on and off the marker. Calvin had died years ago. Any role in my parents’ murders couldn’t be proved, and even if it could, it’s not like he could be put on trial. He didn’t need to bequeath some grand plan to keep his name clear.

      I struck an X through Calvin’s name. Was this all down to some demon agenda? Around the time my parents died, McMurtry was taken into the demon realm and infected with a demon parasite, which cured his terminal cancer. That Lonestar was the link that spanned almost three decades, before he too was executed. I gnawed on the marker cap. If a fire demon had teamed up with an Ohrist, why kill my parents? Mom and Dad didn’t have the Ascendant, Calvin did. Also, a demon wouldn’t have bothered to cover up the murders.

      Cursing, I threw the marker onto the desk.

      The only other photo on my murder board was taped to the right side. It was an old picture of Arlo Garcia, the Banim Shovavim currently being tortured in the Kefitzat Haderech. He’d earned a special damnation at the hands of three Banim Shovavim–hating angels—Senoi, Sansenoi, and Sammaneglof—for using the Ascendant.

      I’d managed one visit with him, but the KH had made it clear no further ones were permitted. I rubbed my temples. Very clear.

      Arlo had been Tatiana’s client, hiring her to find and steal the Ascendant. She’d spent three years tracking it down, finally snatching it from a shadowy group called the Consortium. They’d used it to open a portal to Gehenna to let dybbuks out, in aid of their experiments on Sapiens to turn them into hosts. Luckily, they hadn’t had a full-strength Banim Shovavim on the job, and so those malevolent spirits weren’t unleashed on the entire world.

      Even though Arlo’s name hadn’t been erased, I’d crossed him off my list of suspects. That left the Consortium as the only other human players on the board, but my gut said they weren’t part of this. Plus, I’d done a bit of surreptitious digging into them with the help of Ryann Esposito, the head Lonestar in Vancouver.

      Officially, she wasn’t allowed to go after the Consortium. It was too big and too powerful, and Lonestar leadership had deemed it a Sapien problem, but Ryann and I had channeled our mutual frustration into a covert investigation. Sadly, we hadn’t learned anything beyond what we already knew. The other reason that organization didn’t work as a possibility? I’d been with McMurtry when he was killed. Even if the murderer hadn’t known who I was at the time, anyone with half a brain would have found out my identity and my connection to all of this and gone after me to shut me up.

      Yet, no one had.

      Why was I allowed to live, and why were great pains taken with the other murders to cover them up? I kept circling back to those questions.

      I’d reached out to the gargoyles who played intermediary between supernaturals, hoping to find someone with answers. The one in Northern BC back when my parents died was no longer alive, however, if a new gargoyle had taken the old one’s place, maybe they’d been brought up to speed on past events.

      Harry, a speakeasy bartender and the go-to gargoyle here in Vancouver, was looking into this for me. Generally, I pestered him for meetings with Zev BatKian, but for better or worse, I’d graduated to making direct contact with the bloodsucker.

      Sighing, I rubbed a smear of blue marker off my hand. My leads were slim, and the group working on this with me was comprised of a mouthy golem, a wolf shifter with a somewhat dimmed yet not depleted death wish, an elderly woman with powerful magic and a massive thirst for vengeance, and me.

      Yeah, I couldn’t see anything possibly going wrong.
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      Sadie babbled happily through dinner about her new buddies. Genuinely pleased that she was expanding her circle to kids with magic, I enjoyed her insights on her friends’ personalities. Still, I was relieved when she went to call her boyfriend, Caleb, after we’d cleaned up the remains of our pasta primavera. He was in grade twelve to Sadie’s grade eleven, but both Eli and I had thoroughly vetted the boy and deemed him a good kid, and I’d hate for Sadie’s first relationship to crash and burn over magic.

      I was wiping down the counter listening to the radio when the music cut away to the top local news stories. Apparently, it had been a slow weekend, because they were still reporting the headline from Friday about Sabrina Mayhew’s big legal victory.

      The young hotshot Crown Counsel prosecutor had taken down Paxton Craig, a local crime boss who’d proven slippery beyond belief. No one had ever gotten charges to stick to the leader of the Hastings Mill gang, much less managed to convict him on money laundering and fraud with a unanimous guilty verdict from the jury.

      Sabrina was barely in her thirties; this win allowed her to write her ticket and either have her pick of prosecution cases or jump into the more lucrative criminal defense attorney arena. Good on her. She had to be smart, savvy, and ruthless to have defeated the team of high-priced lawyers that Craig had on staff.

      My phone rang.

      Speaking of smart, savvy, and ruthless…

      “Hi, Tatiana,” I said into my cell to the crisp strikes of a manual typewriter on her end. “Tell me that’s your first chapter and not more emails.”

      My boss had recently purchased a Bluetooth keyboard that simulated the look and feel of a vintage typewriter, claiming she’d get more done on her memoirs that way. Except she was so excited by it that she’d decided to send letters to all her old friends with whom she’d lost contact.

      “Don’t ask and you won’t be disappointed,” Tatiana said sardonically in her raspy New Yorker accent. “You busy?”

      Sadie and I had finished our Sunday night Buffy rewatch last week and had yet to pick our next show for tonight since my kid hadn’t been sure if she’d be up to it after the demon session earlier.

      “No, why?”

      “You need to go to Vegas,” she said. “A potential client requires our expertise.”

      “Yeah?” I transferred the cell to my other shoulder so I could rinse out the rag I’d been using to get grit off the stove. “What’s the gig?”

      “Missing person. Vincenzo BatXoha will fill you in when you get there.”

      The cloth splatted into the sink. “Since when do we work for vamps?”

      When estries, the demons who originally sired vampires, turned humans, their children took on a new surname. It was comprised of the demon’s name plus “bat,” which was Hebrew for “daughter of,” because to estries, all their children were daughters. Even though estries hadn’t been seen in hundreds of years (well, not most of them), and nowadays only the undead created more of their kind, they kept the name of their founding demon in tribute.

      Tatiana scoffed. “Did I miss a memo about the devaluation of vampire-owned currency?”

      I dried off my hands, raising an eyebrow at her snippiness. “Laurent hasn’t contacted you yet, huh?”

      My boss’s snark amped up in direct proportion to her concern, and ever since she and her nephew had exchanged “I love yous,” she’d hovered over him protectively.

      Just before he left on this dybbuk hunting job, Laurent had confessed he was fleeing town more to get away from this weird new dynamic between the two of them than to kill the dybbuk. And with him, that was saying something.

      “Hmph,” Tatiana said. “He should check in.”

      “You’re right.” I grabbed a pen and paper. “He should, but back to the case. Who could a vamp need us to locate?”

      “Vincenzo declined to elaborate over the phone.” She paused. “If he wants us to find anyone of interest to Zev, tell him we can’t take him on as a client. He understands that you have authorization to speak on my behalf.”

      This was a major victory and I preened. Tatiana was trusting me big-time. Compared to last month when she’d impaled me with a tree root and left me to die, it was also a massive improvement.

      I rubbed my gut where the wound had been. Trust aside, it would take time for me to truly forgive her.

      And I’d never forget. I wasn’t the same woman who’d reclaimed her magic a few months ago.

      I wasn’t even the same woman I’d been two weeks ago. My thirst for knowledge had sent me into the fire, and while I’d come out of the forge hardened, I missed the soft, naïve parts of me that I’d shed and wondered what else I’d lose before my quest to find my parents’ killer was over.

      My pen tore through the paper, the heart I’d been tracing and retracing shredded. “Anything about Vincenzo I should know going in? How powerful is he? Zev levels?”

      “Hard to say. He’s not as old as Zev, but he was an Ohrist when he was turned, so he’ll have kept that magic. No idea what it is.”

      To my knowledge, the only other Ohrist vamp I knew was Zev’s descendent Celeste BatSila, who he’d had turned by a different vampire line. Lonestars had banned changing Ohrists some time ago, but Zev had his ways. Well, I handled Celeste just fine, so maybe Vincenzo’s additional powers wouldn’t be an issue.

      “Is he expecting me at a specific time?” I snapped off the radio midway through breaking news about another gang member found dead.

      “Yes. In an hour.” She gave me the address.

      “Thanks for the notice.”

      “You’re welcome. Take Emmett along as muscle.” She disconnected in typical Tatiana fashion without saying goodbye and before I could ask any further questions.

      Without any inkling of the vampire’s Ohrist magic, it would be good to have backup, but why did BatXoha want us? Surely there was a magic fixer in Las Vegas.

      More importantly, how should I dress to impress? This was my first client meeting in my new exalted position as one of the associates in Cassin & Associates.

      I opted for a black pantsuit, my hair pulled back into a severe bun, and dark red lipstick: a look that my friend Mara at the law firm swore terrified the lawyers, visions of library hell dancing in their heads.

      “Hey, Sades.” I poked my head in her bedroom. It was better for her to know the truth of my magic jaunts than worry that I was lying when I ventured to the grocery store.

      My kid looked up from her laptop and made a face. “New bedtime look?”

      “I have to meet with a prospective client. Lock up tight before you go to sleep or stay at your dad’s.”

      She returned to her computer.

      I braced a hand on the doorframe. “Did you hear me?”

      “Yeah. You’re off running around with strange magic people, but I have to ask permission to play with new kids like I’m in preschool.”

      My hand tightened on the wood. Her acting out was a relief and a gift. “Your dad and I want to know who you’re hanging out with, especially when they have magic.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Why? You think I’m going to go all Bad Willow because of peer pressure?”

      I do not want to regift my child. I do not want to regift my child. “Enough, Sadie,” I said in a hard voice.

      She shrugged and started typing.

      “I’ll see you later.” She didn’t answer. I didn’t expect her to.

      I sat on the bottom stair for a few minutes. Then I got ready to meet a vampire.

      Given I’d have to debrief with Tatiana afterward, I drove to her house in the swanky Shaughnessy neighborhood. For a world-renowned artist, her rustic Tudor Revival mansion in sedate colors evoked tea and cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off, not a passionate spirit and a wicked eye for detail. Her late husband, Samuel, had purchased it since his Jewish parents had been denied owning a home in this historically WASP-y neighborhood, but it was also excellent camouflage for the magic fixer.

      Tatiana’s assistant, Marjorie, opened the door for me. A smart, sweet girl in her early twenties with a tendre for my golem partner, she put up with a lot of attitude from our boss, but after Tatiana had made her cry recently, the artist had been more respectful of the young woman.

      “Hi, Miri. She’s in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks, I’ll follow the sound of the typewriter.” I stepped inside, my flats slapping softly against the floor. The stilettos I’d purchased to originally go with this outfit would have completed the dominatrix vibe, but I could run in flats. Function over fashion. “Is the clacking driving you crazy?”

      “Mildly. I’ve been stretching canvases and it’s not as noticeable up in the studio.”

      “Is Emmett in the kitchen?”

      “He’s getting ready.” Marjorie’s cheeks pinked and her eyes sparkled. “He’s been telling me all about his adventures with you.” Okay, this was too adorable. “He’s so brave.”

      There was no follow-up comment of “You’re so brave too,” which told me everything I needed about what role I’d been relegated in these adventures. Well, we all exaggerated to impress our crushes. Emmett was pretty courageous, and hopefully he’d never be exposed like I was when I told Eli that I’d love to run a five-kilometer race with him on no notice because running was the best high ever.

      “He really is.” I headed down the hallway.

      Dusk had fallen outside the windows of the kitchen, and the mint-green cabinets, cherry-red furniture, and bold checkerboard floor were a cheerful haven against the darkening overcast sky.

      Tatiana sat at the large table, a pen in her mouth and her brows furrowed behind her oversize red glasses, typing using only her index fingers. Oy vey.

      “Greetings and salutations,” I said.

      She glanced up and snorted a laugh that spat the pen out of her mouth.

      I crossed my arms. “What’s so funny?”

      “Emmett,” she called out, “Miriam’s here.”

      “Coming.” There was the clatter of heels and the golem entered the room.

      My eyebrows shot into my hairline. “What the fuck? No way. No. Noooo. Nope.”

      The golem was dressed eerily similar to me, except with a bald head, and a pair of heels that I’d break an ankle in.

      “A good power suit is a wardrobe staple.” Tatiana smiled indulgently at him, before nodding at me. “Though I’m surprised you know that.” 

      “You bought it for him?” I crossed my arms. “Order him to take it off.”

      Emmett stroked his lapels. “Get real. I’m clearly the winner in the ‘who wore it better?’ competition. Go change into your regular sadness clothes, toots.”

      “First of all.” I shot him the finger. “And B, you’re supposed to be my muscle. Dress menacingly.”

      He sneered. “You think I can scare a vamp in bouncer black? This way, I’m formidable because of my unpredictability.” He flexed his biceps. “Will I use my brawn? My shoe? Who can say?” He touched his lip then snapped his fingers at me. “Got any more lipstick? I’m out and I need a little coverage.”

      I lunged at him, but he dashed behind Tatiana.

      “She’s not letting me live my truth,” he whined.

      “You can live your truth all you want! But not like this. I’ve never even gone twinsies with my kid, and I’m not about to start with you.”

      “How was I supposed to know you’d finally wear something interesting?”

      “Kindeleh, sha!” Tatiana wagged a finger at us. “You both look very fetching.”

      Emmett and I narrowed our eyes at each other, our lips curled in disdain.

      “Go, meet with Vincenzo or you’ll be late. And if you make me look bad, I’ll make you have a terrible day.”

      My co-associate and I ducked our heads. “Yes, Tatiana,” we muttered.

      “Come on.” I grabbed Emmett’s elbow and hauled him into the Kefitzat Haderech.

      The shadows rippled outward like splashing through a warm, shallow pond, and the ground turned spongey for the long, slow blink that it took to transition to the magic space. I kept my gaze firmly forward, convinced that if I looked down, gravity would rear its head and I’d plummet Wile E. Coyote–style into a bottomless chasm. Once we landed in the cave, I tugged Emmett and myself free with the same gentle pull as exiting waves on the shore, shadows falling off us like droplets.

      Pyotr, the gloomy gargoyle guardian, was crouched in front of a large grow light, testing the soil for his Chinese evergreen. During a recent garden store visit—that I still couldn’t believe we’d gotten away with—Pyotr had fallen in love with these leaves edged in red, named the plant Scarlet, and clutched it to his chest like a teddy bear.

      As soon as he got back to the KH, he’d replanted Scarlet into a fancy and far-too-large ceramic planter that he kept next to his table.

      “Scarlet’s looking good,” Emmett said. He’d also been with us on the garden store outing.

      Pyotr lumbered to his feet with a creak, his large stone hand on his lower back. “Ooh. Best friend Sadie give team outfits for us?”

      My daughter had dressed him and Emmett on our garden store jaunt, earning Pyotr’s everlasting adoration.

      I hated to dash the hope shining in his eyes, but dressing like Emmett was bad enough. I wasn’t adding this lanky stone creature into our wardrobe mix. “Sorry, buddy. It’s a work thing.”

      Pyotr shrugged, his bulbous eyes drooping farther down his face as if this was exactly what he expected from the universe. “Take sock.”

      Emmett almost sprained an ankle over the uneven cave floor, hurrying to the stone slab to pick a sock off the pile. He was like a little kid insisting on pressing the elevator button—which he also did. He circled the pile, his finger on his lip, muttering under his breath.

      “Pick one and let’s go,” I said.

      “This one.” His hand shot out, paused, then jumped two socks over to a bright yellow ankle sock with bumblebee stripes on the pompom.

      The narrow green door that always led out of this section appeared in the rock face. The KH had never acknowledged Emmett’s presence, processing him as any other inanimate object with Ohrist magic on it. We exited, following the dimly lit path, but walked for only a couple of minutes before a purple door revealed itself and we stepped into the warm Vegas night.

      I blinked my eyes against the riot of neon on the strip, an acid trip–inspired global journey from the Statue of Liberty to the Eiffel Tower, past an Egyptian pyramid, and along Italian fountains.

      The streets thronged with tourists flitting from one casino to the other, kids with balloon hats taking photos with beloved fictional characters, and couples perusing brightly lit billboards for a celebrity act or a famous restaurant.

      Emmett had stopped dead, his eyes wide and his mouth falling open.

      I tugged on his arm, glancing around nervously, but this was Vegas, baby. Everyone assumed he was part of some schtick. Still, the clock was ticking. “This way.”

      We darted down a side street, stopping in front of the entrance to Tempest. The neon sign had a palm tree for the T, but otherwise little to telegraph what to expect inside this nightclub.

      “Let me do the talking,” I told my partner.

      The bouncer’s impassive expression didn’t twitch a muscle at the sight of Emmett and me.

      “Hi,” I said. “We⁠—”

      “Get in line,” he grunted and jerked his chin at the velvet rope with no one behind it.

      A group of young, beautiful twentysomething men and women with glowing skin, salon-ad hair, and clothes that hugged their lithe bodies like a long-overdue reunion sailed past us into the club.

      Emmett reached for one dude’s electric-blue velvet suit as he passed by, but I slapped his hand down.

      Part of me wanted to absolutely destroy the bouncer with some viciously witty remarks on ageism, but I had a better card to play.

      “We have an appointment with Mr. BatXoha.” I handed him a business card. “Still want us to get in line?”

      Turning away, he touched his Bluetooth earpiece, talking softly into it. With a final, doubtful look, he allowed us entrance. “Head for the VIP area at the back. Boss will find you.”

      “Welcome to Tempest,” I said, marching inside. “Have a great night.”

      The sound of waves washed over us, timed to the pulsing of the glittering star show projected overhead in the wide foyer. Curving around the coat check, smoky glass doors slid open at our approach, leading to a manmade beach.

      Revelers drank, danced, and flirted to the scents of coconut and salt-tinged sea air artificially pumped in, while Latin music throbbed through speakers inset among the palm trees. It took a moment to figure out where the reality of this “tropical island” stopped and the nonmagical light of the moon casting a smudgy white glow on the horizon began because it was so cleverly done that I swore I was outside and across the water from the far-off lights of civilization.

      I kept a tight hold on Emmett, who watched the proceedings with naked longing. Maybe he and Pyotr could go to Blood Alley or some other Ohrist nightlife space. Ooh, or he could take Marjorie somewhere safe on a date. I made a note to discuss that with him at some point.

      For now, we pushed our way through the crowd, dodging servers carrying trays of huge colorful drinks and overly enthusiastic dancers on the sand.

      The VIP lounge was nothing more than a large raised wooden floor dotted with private gazebos, their filmy curtains fluttering in the breeze. A female bouncer with a flat, hard stare and heels that made Emmett’s look like old lady slippers guarded another velvet rope.  

      I shivered involuntarily, keeping my gaze on her chin, instead of provoking her with direct contact. Her lips quirked up.

      “Valentinos?” Emmett motioned at her shoes.

      She gave an approving nod. “Good eye.”

      Emmett shrugged. “A girl’s gotta know her shoes.” He frowned and pointed at my flats. “Strictly bargain bin, but we’re just work colleagues.”

      After the number of times I’d saved his ungrateful ass, he was disavowing me? Emmett’s need to pump up his own confidence at the expense of others wasn’t exactly news to me, but it still grated. I unclenched my fists, reminding myself that he’d grown a lot in his short life and not to take too much offense at the areas still lacking in self-awareness.

      “Can’t pick your coworkers.” The bouncer unclipped the rope.

      My partner nodded. “Amen, sister.”

      “Vincenzo awaits you in the gazebo on the far left,” she said.

      Emmett gave an annoyed huff because I was still gaping at him. “Newbies. Come along, Miriam. Don’t keep our client waiting.”

      I followed hot on his heels. “Disrespect me like that again and I’ll have Jude turn you into a paperweight.”

      He shrugged it off with “Then dress better,” walked into the gazebo we’d been directed to, and stiffened. I thought it was from my sweet burn, but when I rammed into his back and he didn’t move an inch, I inwardly groaned. Great. Hit with magic before we’d even spoken. This meeting was going to go swimmingly.

      A handsome thirtysomething man with bronze skin and tawny hair awaited us. His simple white linen shirt and slacks displayed the strong line of his shoulders and well-muscled thighs without being showy.

      “Are you Mr. BatXoha?” Was it better if magic man was our vampire client or just another minion to get past? So hard to decide.

      “Sí. Call me Vincenzo.” His white, even teeth flashed against his skin when he smiled, free of any hint of fangs. “Tatiana did not mention anyone else would be at this meeting,” he said with a light Spanish accent.

      “Bringing a partner is standard procedure,” I said.

      The
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