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      “Mazel tov,” my ex-husband, Eli Chu, groused ahead of me in the forest, “you just set feminism back two hundred years.”

      Excited as I was to be working a missing person case with him, I was less enthused about trekking through the foreboding woods in a rural area outside Vancouver. Had this lead taken us to a spot where the air was rich with the scent of pine? Nope. Was there a wave of verdant green stretching out before me? Nope. How about darting birds trilling and singing? Also nope.

      “Clearing spiderwebs for me, a spider-hating person, has nothing to do with gender.” Grimacing, I squelched through a puddle, mud seeping through the canvas of my sneakers into my poor socks.

      Sunlight fought to peek through the canopy, the uneven ground was a dull brown covered in slippery rotting leaves, and the air weighed down on us, muggy and sticky. Sure, our hands slapping against our necks to kill buzzing mosquitos had an up-tempo rhythm, but it was hardly birdsong.

      The final indignity was all the damn spiderwebs.

      Eli stepped over a rotting log with moss sprouting out of it like an old man’s nose hair and ants parading up and down the nubby bark.

      “Stop a sec.” I put fist to palm. “Rock paper scissors?”

      Eli hadn’t bought my argument that since I’d be taking point when we found the vampire, he should deal with the spiders. So it had come down to this: a children’s game.

      “You’re on.” He leaned down, his brown eyes glinting. “One, two, three.”

      My rock trumped his scissors. Good call, me, knowing how Eli would play this.

      “Huzzah!” I snapped off a short, dead branch and handed it to my ex with a flourish.

      He accepted it with a groan. “How did you know I wouldn’t throw rock as usual?”

      “Because you hate spiders as much as I do. Using my years-long experience with your psychological profile, I surmised you’d expect me to throw paper to cover your rock and thus, go for scissors instead.” I tapped my head. “You can’t outsmart me, sucker. Now, clear away the eight-legged creepy-crawlies, my good man, and later I’ll protect you from the bloodsucker. The undead one.” I slapped my neck and wiped a smeared mosquito off my hand. “Unlike these assholes.”

      Eli banged the makeshift broom against a tangle of branches before pushing them aside for us to duck under. “Stand down, Buffy. You were explicitly warned. Under no circumstances are we to harm Damien.”

      “Unless it’s in self-defense. Then it’s still very much on the table.” I smiled grimly. As far as I was concerned, that covered an expansive range of circumstances.

      “Stick to fact finding.”

      I followed close behind Eli, positive that spiders were dropping down the back of my shirt. “I’ll give you facts. Vamps having blood donors is disgusting. I don’t care if they’re getting paid, it’s not exactly an equal power dynamic. And that’s with Ohrists. Ian Carlyle is a Sapien.”

      Ian was under a vamp’s control and the only person with any potential insight into our case, which was why we had to find him.

      “Ian isn’t a regular Sapien,” Eli said. “He also witnessed magic, allowing him to connect with Damien in the first place. How do you know he’s not with the vamp of his own free will?”

      Sunlight bounced off a large web dotted with fly carcasses and presided over by a fat spider with bristly fibrous hairs covering its legs. Its many eyes tracked us.

      I yelped, making swatting motions. “Kill it! It’s the size of a dinner plate.”

      “It’s a bread plate at best.” Eli carefully brushed the entire web off the trees, tapping the end of the branch against the ground.

      The spider scurried into the dirt, almost running over my foot.

      “They shouldn’t be measured in dinnerware at all!”

      Nature was bunk. In the city, I had a fighting chance at survival. Here? Forget about it. Give me a crowded sidewalk any day over this skinny dirt track fraught with knobby tree roots and unappealing animal life.

      Assuring myself the little bastard was gone, I returned to the topic at hand. “Ian didn’t ‘connect’ with the vamp. He was enticed and backed into a corner where the only way out was opening a vein. I highly doubt free will was involved,” I said bitterly. “Damien has been preying on him for two years.” I stabbed a finger in the air. “Unlike with Ohrists, vamps don’t pay Sapiens if they use them as food on a regular basis. Hasn’t Ian suffered enough?”

      Eli shook his head. “I don’t know, Mir.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Think about the circumstances leading him to Damien. Ian comes back from an alleged abduction, disoriented, distraught, and unable to do much more than repeat that he survived the human race.”

      “And?” I took Eli’s hand to help me down a steep slope.

      “Bear with me,” he replied. “According to the police report back then, what little the investigating officers got out of him made it sound like he’d been abducted by aliens.”

      When Ian Carlyle disappeared five years ago, his brother swore that Ian vanished into thin air. Literally. The two had been rock climbing on their survivalist camping trip when Ian supposedly disappeared. Police’s initial determination was that Ian had fallen, but it was changed to foul play when no body was found. His brother had been charged.

      Everyone was stunned when Ian showed up a week later, shell-shocked. The only intelligible thing he said other than his human race line was that it wasn’t aliens. Then he lapsed into silence, diagnosed with depression and PTSD.

      We skidded down the last bit of the dirt hill and I recovered my footing.

      Eli whacked a dead low-hanging branch out of our way. “Everyone wrote Ian off, and over the years, he became more and more distant from his friends and family. He lost his job, turned to drugs and alcohol to cope with whatever happened to him, and ended up living on the fringes of the Downtown Eastside.”

      I tore a leaf out of my hair and ripped it in half. “I’m still waiting for the compelling argument that being fed off by a vamp is a step up. Or free will.”

      “Since this wasn’t an alien abduction, Ian’s vanishing into thin air has a magic explanation. Hell, that’s why the deputy chief constable got me involved. At least with a vamp, Ian is with someone who believes him if he shares what happened while he was missing. He isn’t dismissed as insane. Plus, Damien won’t necessarily kill him.”

      From the moment that Eli had asked me to come on board this case, I’d wondered why the Lonestars weren’t involved. After all, Deputy Chief Constable Esposito’s daughter Ryann was the head magic cop here in Vancouver. And if there was one thing I’d learned about the Lonestars in my tangles with them, it was that they didn’t mess around with their prime directive: keep magic hidden from Sapiens at all costs. These abductions seemed like a no-brainer for them to investigate.

      I wiped sweat off the back of my neck with my T-shirt collar, praying there was an explanation that didn’t make the magic cops complicit. “The vamp might not kill Ian, but he might turn him.”

      “He’d still be alive,” Eli said with a pointed look. “Wasn’t that your argument to Topher Sharma’s parents?”

      I scowled, hating that he used my words against me. “I like you better when you play good cop.”

      “Well, I am a saint.”

      “You’ve been talking to your mom again.”

      He winked at me. “Between the opioid crisis here in Vancouver,” he continued in a more serious tone, “and risk of overdose, Ian could have easily died from doing drugs. You said that vamps don’t feed off addicts, and that means Ian had to get clean to provide blood. It’s not a great situation, but it’s better than he had.”

      “Fine,” I muttered. “That’s still not saying much.”

      It chafed that our mission wasn’t to rescue Ian in addition to getting information to help with the actual case we were on—finding Teresa Wong, a second-year theater major who’d gone missing two days ago on Monday.

      Like Ian, Teresa had a close circle of family and friends, no rampant or reckless credit card spending or unexpected bills, no criminal record, and no enemies. She’d just started her second year of university and, by all accounts, loved her program.

      Also, like Ian, Teresa had vanished into thin air. She and her best friend had been thrift store shopping together, and when her friend had turned around to inspect some faux Fiestaware, Teresa had disappeared.

      Eli shouldn’t have even been on this job since he was a homicide detective, but his superior, Deputy Chief Constable Esposito, had recalled Ian’s old case with its “vanishing into thin air” connection and looked up the records. He’d come to the same conclusion that this involved magic and assigned Eli to an off-the-books job.

      My ex was one of the rare Sapiens who could see magic and was thus tasked with tracking Ian down and obtaining information to help Teresa.

      Eli, in turn, had insisted on hiring me to help him navigate the magic community. Neither of us had been privy to my boss Tatiana’s negotiations with the deputy chief, but she’d emerged from her office smirking while the poor man looked like a boxer who’d been KO’d in the first ten seconds instead of lasting the expected ten rounds.

      “The other problem is that Ian being clean now may not even matter.” Eli snapped a twig underfoot, startling a tawny-brown owl, who flew away. “He wasn’t of sound mind after his abduction. He may not remember anything useful or even real, and he’s our only shot at finding Teresa. The Missing Persons Unit has nothing to chase down.” He kicked a rock, and when his hands unclenched, there was a moment where they shook. “That girl is only a few years older than Sadie.”

      I placed my hand on his arm, my heart sinking at how tense he was. “If Ian doesn’t know how to find Teresa, then we put the screws to Damien when the sun sets and he wakes up.” Pep talks weren’t easy while traipsing through a forest with nothing to recommend it beyond being a perfect body dump for the mob, but I did my best.

      A series of short howls rising and falling raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Eli and I froze. My heart was hammering so loud that I almost didn’t hear him whisper, “Coyotes.”

      Their cries echoed all around us, a chilling lament interspersed with barks and yips.

      I swung my head from side to side, tensed for yellow slits to blink open and a furry body to leap out of the nearby trees and tear into my soft, delicious underbelly. Damn you, carbs, for being so tasty.

      Coyote attacks were reported in these parts on a regular basis, so sue me for having a vivid imagination and a healthy dose of paranoia.

      I wanted to devote my energy to tracking Ian down but surviving feral beasts had just shot to the top spot, so I threw my magic cloaking over Eli and me. Coyotes—be they real animals or shifters—wouldn’t be able to detect us.

      We crept toward where the line of trees thinned out. It couldn’t have been more than fifty feet away, but I strained so hard to see any sign of marauding animals that by the time we cleared the forest, my face throbbed.

      Eli clamped on to my wrist while we crouched in the tall grass, surveying the deserted house in the distance.

      The once-elegant gothic manor hulked like a boxer down on his luck. The upper broken window and front door hanging partially off its hinges gave the impression of a bruised eye and a missing tooth while the sagging roof was like a head hunched into its shoulders.

      “This can’t be where Damien lives,” Eli said. “He’d get fried by the sunshine pouring in through all the holes.”

      “The description of the bloodsucker who lives here matches Damien,” I said, hands on my hips.

      Eli snorted. “And you trust Tatiana’s information on this?”

      I squirmed uneasily at the mention of my boss. Not because I doubted her, but because hearing her name reminded me that I wasn’t being wholly truthful with her. About a week ago, I’d discovered a bombshell of a secret tying my parents to her.

      Not only had I kept Tatiana in the dark, I’d done the same to Laurent, her sexy wolf shifter nephew with whom I’d hooked up. To be fair, he’d been away in the interior of the province stalking a dybbuk, and it wasn’t exactly a conversation to have over the phone, but that wasn’t the real reason I’d been reluctant to talk about it with him.

      Zev BatKian, Vancouver’s head vampire, had recently hired me to find the Ascendant for him. I snorted. If by “hired me” you meant “blackmailed me viciously and without remorse,” then sure. The ways he could destroy me and my loved ones were legion. He powered the ward around my house, keeping demons at bay. He was a master vamp whose minions had been forbidden from feeding off my ex-husband and daughter. And any Ohrist enemies would think twice about coming after me or my family while we were under Zev’s protection.

      The new condition of all this protection was that he’d sworn me to secrecy about both this job and the magic amplifier in general until he decreed otherwise. Telling either Tatiana or Laurent was out of the question—for now—despite my wishes.

      Sadly, in the magical world, I had to stick to those boundaries, or I wouldn’t be able to take care of the people who were important to me—including Tatiana and Laurent.

      Still, I was sick and tired of Zev using me to fulfill some unknown agenda and angry that I was left with no real choice but to accede to his demands.

      I sighed. Those were problems for future me.

      Eli shredded a couple of long grass stalks. “Ian’s last known address was a shelter and the residents there are transient. Yes, the employee I interviewed remembered him going off with someone who matched Damien’s description, and when you suggested we look into the vamps and got a connection, I was hopeful. But looking at this dump?” He brushed grass off his hands. “I’m second-guessing that employee’s memory. That or we were too quick to ascribe the mystery person Ian went off with to a vampire.”

      “It’s the only lead we have. Damien does have a Sapien donor, so that’s another point for this being the right place.”

      We snuck through the unkempt weed-choked grass to the rotted front steps. Really the house was best viewed at a distance. Like from the moon.

      The first tread creaked under my foot, and the house seemed to shiver, exuding a gust of stagnant air. A family of mice peeked their heads up through a jagged hole.

      Eli tested his weight on the unvarnished stairs, which were slippery with moss, but when the stairs held, he quickly joined me on the porch, once more taking shelter under my invisibility mesh. He pulled out a penlight. “Can anyone see this light if we’re cloaked?”

      I shrugged, peering inside. “The floorboards are all twisted, and I’d rather not break an ankle, so let’s chance it.”

      Eli cast the light around the entrance hall.

      The interior walls were cold to the touch. The tattered remnants of wallpaper were sun-bleached almost colorless save for dark spores of mold that blossomed like a Rorschach test. Rusted wires hung from the ceiling, but any lighting had been stripped.

      For all the general decay, the blackout curtains over the windows were nearly new. I jostled Eli’s elbow. “Dead giveaway.” I gave an exaggerated wink. “Or should I say undead giveaway.”

      My partner groaned.

      The stairs leading to the second floor listed dangerously so we headed downstairs first. The stairwell was narrow and twisty but at least the treads were solid. It led to a damp basement, which was just as deserted as the rest of the house.

      Most of the space was taken up by an enormous ballroom, where sheets thrown over furniture cast menacing shadows. The warped floorboards with inlaid mother-of-pearl beckoned to be waltzed upon, to be spun, dazed and flushed, by an attractive partner across the room.

      Leaving footprints in the thick layer of dust, we wandered through pillars still bearing faint traces of gold gilding. Thanks to a series of warped glass doors, which led out to a wild overgrown garden, there was just enough light to make out the ceiling boasting ornate crown molding.

      I could almost hear strains of music over the musty air blowing through the broken panes.

      Eli tugged on a crystal knob, but the glass door was stuck fast. “We’ll have to check out the top floor, but it looks like this place has been deserted for ages.”

      I shook my head. “Why hang blackout curtains in a deserted house?”

      “Or even just hang them in the entrance hall? Did you see a coffin with a sleeping vamp there? Because I sure as hell didn’t.” Eli was getting testy, but it wasn’t directed at me, and I didn’t take it personally. He toed at the dust, erasing a footprint. “We’re clearly the only ones who’ve been down here.”

      I frowned, teasing out a thought. “Oh! That’s it. Come on.”

      Grabbing his sleeve, I tugged him back up the stairs and into the entrance hall. “Look. The floor is dust-free.”

      Eli frowned. “So?”

      “That means it’s been walked on. Damien has been here, which explains the blackout curtains. Hopefully Ian is with him.”

      “Then where are they now?”

      “If I’m right?” I led him outside, turning to examine the rotting door barely holding on to the frame.

      Eli prodded me impatiently. “If you’re right, what?”

      After a moment, a front door zoomed out toward us like a 3D stereogram. The solid modern structure clicked into the frame, almost slyly, as if saying Little old me? I was here all the time. Even so its reveal didn’t give me the rush of watching a stage magician’s showy flourish. It was more a quiet delight that I had access to secrets. Like finding an old book in an archive that you needed or digging up a piece of information at just the right time.

      Eli gasped.

      “They’re still here.” Grinning, I pushed on the handle running vertically along the right side and swung the door open.
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      Whether created by demons or Ohrists, these pockets of reality ranged from a tiny lair to a huge territory such as the vampire-controlled Blood Alley. I’d mastered the art of finding and entering them, which was good since the Kefitzat Haderech didn’t go to these spaces.

      Eli stood there dumbstruck.

      Four large diamond-encrusted lights shaped like spiky sea anemones threw a cool glow over the swank interior. The real house may have been a gothic beauty back in the day, but the mansion it had become was pure swagger.

      It was also empty save for leering inanimate gargoyle faces carved into a water feature that spanned the entire two-story height of the entranceway. The facing wall was made up of a dozen glass panels projecting abstract digital art that pulsed in time to the bass-heavy Latin music flowing out of unseen speakers.

      I poked Eli to get him moving, placing a finger to my lips to remind him to keep quiet while we remained under the cloaking since vamp hearing would pick up even the faintest whisper.

      A wrought-iron spiral staircase led to the top floor.

      Each of the four bedrooms was equipped with a king-size bed, shag throw rugs, and a mirrored ceiling. Your basic porn set aesthetic.

      In the last bedroom two half-dressed vamps were going at it with abandon, their hips rocking in time to the sensuous melody, a rosy flush across their pale skin. Neither matched the descriptions we had of Damien or Ian.

      The wanton writhing of their intertwined bodies combined with their low moans was hot, but it was crazy awkward perving on them with my ex-husband. Not because we were remembering former intimate times together, but because I knew exactly who he was thinking of when he adjusted himself, and he was damn certain who I pictured when I licked my lips.

      We both blushed when our eyes met, sheepishly backing out the door under the cloaking. Our embarrassment turned to smothered laughter as we ran back down the stairs.

      A loud coyote howl sobered us up fast because the animal sounded like it was right outside the house.

      I pointed down and then made a twirling motion with my finger.

      Eli stared at me uncomprehendingly, so I motioned again, more slowly, but all he did was spread his hands wide with his eyebrows raised in question. “Downstairs or around the perimeter?” he whispered.

      I twirled my finger again. “This means wrap it up,” I hissed.

      He rolled his eyes but made no further protest.

      Luckily, the stairs to this basement were much wider than the ones in the dilapidated house because a man built like a brick shithouse stood partway down with his back to us. He was speaking to a slightly shorter man with a hideous wart on the end of his nose. They held brandy snifters and lit cigars, guffawing over some sporting event they’d attended.

      “Vamp?” Eli mouthed.

      I shrugged because I’d seen Zev drink alcohol and Spike smoked constantly on Buffy. Yes, that did count as a valid frame of reference.

      The taller dude turned into profile, and I blanched. Even without the stupid gold braided chauffeur’s cap he adored, there was no mistaking Zev’s human henchman Rodrigo. Or as I fondly called him “the Undertaker.”

      For about the billionth time tonight, I wished that we could have snuck in using the Kefitzat Haderech, but it didn’t go to hidden spaces.

      Eli poked my shoulder. “Problem?” he mouthed.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, debating my answer. Tatiana likely gave Zev the description we had for the person that Ian had left a homeless shelter with two years ago and learned Damien’s identity and whereabouts from the head vamp of Vancouver himself. In which case, Zev was aware we were coming here today.

      Even so, why dispatch Rodrigo? Zev and I were on perfectly good terms. He wanted me hale and hearty to find the Ascendant.

      Maybe this visit was a coincidence? Vampires had friends. Perhaps Damien was throwing a dinner party.

      I gagged, squashing any visual of potential main courses, and flashed Eli a thumbs-up, gesturing that we’d go around the Undertaker. Thankfully he understood and we maneuvered past the duo without incident.

      The short corridor was deserted, but the ornate wood ballroom doors were closed. I didn’t want to open them only to have someone get curious about how the doors opened themselves. Unfortunately, the doors were well sealed with no crack to send my animated shadow, Delilah, through to scout on the other side.

      Since I wasn’t sure if Rodrigo’s friend was human, I pressed my lips to Eli’s ear, barely whispering. “That’s Zev’s minion. Human.” I pointed to the stranger. “No clue.”

      Eli frowned. Then he managed to convey in gestures to go outside and spy in through the glass doors. I’d forgotten what a good charades player he was.

      We crept back up the stairs, careful not to brush against the two guys chatting. Even though it was impossible for any human to detect our presence under the cloaking, I still held my breath until we were safely at the top.

      There was no back door in this hidden space, so Eli and I went out the way we’d come in—through the front.

      It was night here, of course, with a bright moon hanging cheerfully in a cloud-free sky. The focal point of the front yard was a stone fountain with a devil statue. Water sprouted from his pitchfork, splashing gently back into the basin, and moonbeams reflected off the droplets. It was actually quite lovely.

      Other than that, there was nothing remarkable about the front or side grounds, so we followed the sound of music around back, pulling up short at the sight of the yard.

      It was magical. Okay, yes, as a hidden space it was literally magic, but the oversize rosebushes and rhododendrons in saturated jewel tones were like something out of Wonderland. A magnolia tree exploded with fat silver flowers, wavy gold sunflowers that looked painted by Van Gogh stood seven feet high, and a hedge maze rustled as if continually changing its layout.

      No wait. That last part was only cool in a hypothetical way.

      Light spilled out from the open glass doors onto a terrace where dark figures mingled to the beat of Latin-flavored electronica. I couldn’t see inside the ballroom yet, but I heard a woman tell her companion that if he liked a bit of spice, he should sample Rex’s redheaded twins.

      What the hell did that mean? Then the cold realization crept over me.

      Were the vamps holding a tasting party of each other’s donors?

      I clenched my fists and Delilah shot up in the shadows behind me, scythe in hand. Eli and I had to rescue these poor people. They weren’t being paid to be passed around like appetizers. Even if they were, did that make it okay? Did they have any real say in the matter?

      Eli squeezed my shoulder, shaking his head sharply, and I sighed.

      This sucked, but I couldn’t let my emotions get the better of me. We were no match for multiple vamps. No matter how abominably they were treating the humans, I couldn’t go after them, nor would the Lonestars do anything, since vamp behavior was outside the scope of their jurisdiction.

      I wrestled my animated shadow down.

      For now.

      It would be harder to find Ian unobtrusively in this gathering of the undead, but every second Teresa was missing was a second too long.

      Howls from somewhere by the maze kicked us into action.

      Avoiding the revelers on the terrace, we crept inside the ballroom and froze, overwhelmed by the stench of blood, the pounding bass, and the astounding sight before us.

      There were vamps everywhere, some dressed in all-black goth attire with heavy eyeliner, others in steampunk gowns and tiny hats. Black tie, bowling shirts, tight dresses, flouncy dresses, suits in all colors of the rainbow, and one memorable partygoer in white pants and a shirt made of balloons—every age, shape, and ethnicity was represented.

      In contrast, the Ohrists were all clad in identical loose-fitting beige tunics and wide-legged trousers. They looked like they belonged in a cult, but they weren’t physically imprisoned.

      A DJ wearing fat headphones over one ear nodded along to the records she spun. “Do you want to go higher?” she cried.

      The Ohrists and vamps dancing roared their approval, and the DJ’s fangs glinted in the swirling disco lights when she grinned back at them.

      Eli let out a whispered “Fuuuuck.”

      It was impossible to see past the dancers to whatever was happening at the back. We skirted the wall, heading left instead.

      A group of vamps played cards around an enormous poker table. The center was piled high with ridiculous amounts of cash, jewels, and one chubby woman with wispy hair who stood there with a sign around her neck reading, “High acidity. Tart and zesty with vanilla notes.”

      She trash-talked a young vamp while a familiar androgynous bloodsucker laughed uproariously, encouraging her.

      I blinked because I’d seen her audition to become a donor for that vampire.

      Drops of water hit us from behind and we turned, skittering out of the way of two dripping-wet coyotes carrying six-packs in their mouths. Were these the ones we’d heard earlier?

      My pulse spiked, but no one batted an eye at their presence.

      They shifted into a young male and female. Unconcerned with their nudity, they both retrieved signs describing their blood (buttery and smooth; chewy black currant undertone) from a chair and dropped them over their heads.

      The woman tugged a beer can free then tossed the rest of the six-pack to a group of donors with similar signs. “Told you there was more booze out at the creek.”

      What the hell was happening here? Where were the poor abused and shackled humans? I planted my hands on my hips.

      We inched toward the bar and Eli nudged me, nodding at a dude with bulging muscles creating cocktails for a small but rapt audience.

      The bartender flipped two martini shakers in the air, twirling and catching them behind his back to the spectators’ applause. For his finale, he poured the crimson contents into a series of cocktail glasses without spilling a drop.

      Donors sat behind the mixologist. Each one had an IV line running from their arm, dripping blood into small brass basins that sat on a high, narrow table. These donors didn’t have signs around their necks, instead placards had been placed in front of each basin.

      We sidled closer to read them. Grass-fed, all-protein diet, vodka-based (this in front of an Ohrist who listed precariously off his stool with a dopey smile), the undead bartender scooped out shots of blood to concoct his designer drinks.

      A red-faced male vamp in a shiny suit pushed to the front of the throng, holding up his half-empty highball and asking for more citrus.

      One of the Ohrists eagerly raised their hand. The bartender handed him a bottle of lemon juice and the Ohrist downed an enormous swig to cries of “Chug! Chug! Chug!”

      My lips puckered, my stomach lurching and my mouth filling with saliva at the thought of swallowing all that tart liquid.

      When he was finished, he wiped off his mouth.

      The bartender grabbed the end of the IV line and dripped the donor’s blood into the glass of the vamp who’d requested the citrus top-up.

      He shot it back then slammed the glass on the bar top. “Zesty!”

      The crowd roared in approval, clamoring for their own citrus drinks.

      My head reeled, and I grabbed on to Eli’s elbow for stability.

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “Ian.”

      Our quarry stood across the room just off the dance floor in a sea of vampires. Ian Carlyle had once been a ruggedly handsome man. Now he just looked haggard, twisting his hands as his eyes darted between the dancers and the two arguing bloodsuckers to his right.

      From our vantage point, Eli and I couldn’t see the pair who was fighting, and though we could hear a man’s and woman’s raised voices, the music was too loud to make out their problem.

      “I’m going to grab him,” Eli whispered.

      I nodded, giving the invisibility shield around us a test flex to expand its hiding capacity. This was something I’d been training for, but training was vastly different than doing it in a stressful situation.

      We hurried over to our target.

      Eli snaked an arm around Ian’s waist, hauling him backward under the cloaking with us and clamping a hand over the man’s mouth. “Quiet,” Eli hissed.

      Ian flinched, hunching his shoulders in like a whipped dog.

      Eli wasn’t holding him tight enough to warrant that extreme reaction.

      Checking to make sure no one had noticed our abduction, I found Damien.

      He lounged in a throne-like chair, one leg dangling over an armrest that ended in a silver skull with rubies for eyes. He wore heavy skull rings adorned with gems on his middle fingers, his too-tight clothing an explosion of purple velvet and ruffles. The vampire’s face was twisted in a sneer as he yelled at his as-yet-unseen female opponent.

      We had to tread carefully to extricate ourselves without drawing attention.

      Before I could alert Eli—my ex and baby daddy, a respected detective and brawny tough guy—he let out a loud high-pitched yelp and a stream of cursing that I hadn’t heard since he stepped on a pile of our daughter’s Lego years ago.

      It was impressive how fast an entire party could become quiet enough to hear a pin drop. Even the music cut out.

      Eli shook out his hand, teeth marks in his red and puffy skin, while Ian tore free of the mesh.

      “Celeste!” he cried, like he was falling from a cliff and she was his last lifeline. “Help me!”

      Celeste? Nononononono! It had to be a different Celeste, right? Not Celeste BatSila, Zev’s great-great-great-something-granddaughter whom he’d had turned. Not only was she a total psycho who was jonesing for a taste of me, Delilah had almost killed her at our last encounter.

      Celeste didn’t appreciate the importance of the word “almost” as much as I did, and in retaliation, she’d locked me up in a dungeon in Blood Alley. Zev had taken his sweet time rescuing me that night.

      The crowd shifted to reveal the one vampire I had hoped never to meet again, standing resplendent in a red leather dress and red stilettos, her dark red hair cascading in waves down her back.

      Heart hammering, I grabbed Eli with a sweaty hand to haul ass, but the stubborn bastard stood firm.

      “We aren’t leaving without speaking to Ian.”

      Yeah, but at the cost of our own lives? Hard pass. Clearly he’d never dealt with a crowd of angry vampires.

      Before I could leave the idiot to his fate and save myself so that Sadie still had one living parent, a vamp next to me got jostled and almost bowled me over.

      My magic cloaking fell apart, leaving Eli and me in plain sight.

      Laughing, Celeste rubbed her hands together. “Just when I thought this night couldn’t get any better.”

      I attempted to back up, but we were penned in by vampires. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.
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      Damien got to his feet. “I’m going to rip your fucking heads off.”

      Celeste rolled her eyes, but she didn’t make a move toward Eli and me.

      Still, my life flashed before my eyes, because Damien was more than capable of following through, even if the nasal quality of his voice made it sound like he had a bad head cold.

      More than one vamp smirked—though not where Damien could see it. He was like that universally disliked kid in high school whose parents had a great house and were out of town frequently. An asshole, but he’d always have people showing up at his parties.

      How far would the vamps go to keep their in-crowd invites? Would they ask “How high?” if Damien said “Jump”? Ask if he’d like a platter for our heads when he threatened to rip them off?

      Panicked, I threw double finger guns. “What’s shaking?”

      Eli automatically reached for his real gun.

      Every single vampire busted out their fangs, and the air in the room sharpened to a knife’s edge.

      The only thing that saved us was the fact that Eli had left his weapon behind. He slowly and carefully moved his hands in front of him.

      Celeste strode toward me with a cruel smirk. “Gather round, friends, because there’s a new cocktail flavor on tap.” The vamp pointed down at the crown of my head with both her index fingers. “Banim Shovavim! One night only!”

      The undead pressed in on us. Cloaking was pointless with this many bodies; we’d never get away. We had to do this the old-fashioned way—and run.

      As I reached for Eli’s hand, someone cleared their throat, and I was lifted off my feet by an iron band wrapped around my waist.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Hi, Undertaker.”

      After a quick glare, which was practically a kiss on the cheek from him, he hauled me up even higher using his stupidly strong arm that was snaked around my waist. “Do what you came to do and leave,” he murmured. “You have more pressing issues to attend to, and Mr. BatKian’s patience is wearing thin at your lack of progress.”

      Swallowing, I nodded, but if Zev was on some deadline, he could be more forthcoming about why the clock was ticking. I wasn’t some mindless minion. That said, I had to survive tonight to get him any answers at all, and looking at the cold, pale faces surrounding us, that wasn’t going to be easy. “A little help?” I whispered.

      The Undertaker raised his voice. “No one touches her. Mr. BatKian’s orders.”

      After a long, tense moment, the vamps stepped back. Well, all except Damien.

      “Hand her over,” the vampire ordered.

      I practically pulled an Exorcist head swivel to catch Rodrigo’s reaction, and the man did not disappoint.

      He raised one eyebrow, conveying exactly how many fucks he gave. “I don’t work for you.”

      You could see the indecision in Damien’s eyes. On the one hand, he could force some of his cronies to attack—I doubted he was the type to launch an assault himself. On the other, Rodrigo was high up in the Zev food chain.

      Damien sat back down in his big boy chair with a sneer that only intensified the impression of sinus congestion. “Keep your human plaything.”

      Some of the violent current seeped out of the air.

      Rodrigo set me on my feet. “Hurry up.”

      I kicked out at Rodrigo, but the asshole put his hand on my forehead, literally keeping me at arm’s reach. “You mean I could have avoided creepy forests and coyotes and figuring out this hidden space existed and simply let you just waltz me in under Mr. BatKian’s protection to begin with?”

      Rodrigo smirked and stepped back, while Damien clamped a possessive hand on Ian’s wrist.

      The human flinched. The neckline on his shirt was torn exposing bruised skin with two puncture marks standing out in sharp relief.

      Vampires didn’t need to hurt their victims to feed. In fact, they usually made it as pleasurable as possible. Either Damien wasn’t wasting compulsion energy on a mere Sapien or he was a sadist.

      Either way, he had to die, but if I simply manifested Delilah with the shadow scythe, Eli and I wouldn’t make it out of here alive. Ian might not survive either.

      “Release Ian,” Eli said imperiously. “I want a word.”

      While I scrambled for a plan, Celeste nodded her head at a group who closed in on Damien. Interesting. She was a baby vamp, having been turned relatively recently, and yet she commanded minions and presided over the scene like a monarch. Family connections were a beautiful thing.

      Aw, man. Was I going to have to get her on my side? Because that would be a huge pain in the ass. Then I mentally slapped myself. I was surrounded by bloodthirsty vampires and yet working with Celeste was the thing that made it complicated?

      Damien’s green eyes turned obsidian, and he twisted Ian’s shirt in his fist. “Tell your little friends to back off.”

      “Not until you let go of him,” Celeste fired back. “You don’t treat fine wine like plonk. Besides, I won him.” No belching, no farting, I barely recognized her.

      Celeste had a lot of digestive issues for a bloodsucker, and most human blood didn’t agree with her. Ian must have been her pick to replace her last donor, Raj Jalota.

      The good news was that the focus was off us. The bad news was Eli stood there with his arms crossed and his chin jutting up, waiting for the altercation to be resolved so he could speak to Ian, completely unconcerned that we were penned in by the undead.

      Our child did not get her stubborn genes from me.

      “You didn’t win, you backstabbing cunt.” Damien ran his fangs against the inside of Ian’s wrist. Was this the vamp equivalent of pissing dogs? “You’re not getting sweet fuck all, so you can bite me.”

      The other vampires let out a round of collective “oohs,” like a bunch of high schoolers waiting to see how the popular kid reacted to this diss.

      Celeste tossed her hair off her shoulder and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t dumpster dive to feed.”

      Ian cried out, blood streaming from a gash in his forearm where Damien’s nails dug in.

      The mood in the room turned. Fresh blood had spilled in a shiver of sharks, their party-going joviality gone. The Ohrist donors, who’d been doing a great job of being unobtrusive, tightened into small groups, and even Rodrigo, a badass but a fellow human, looked uneasy.

      I put both fingers in my mouth, getting only air and saliva on them when I blew out. One day, I’d learn how to make that ear-splitting, crowd-quieting noise, but today was not that day. I nudged Eli. “Whistle.”

      The piercing sound stopped everyone in their tracks.

      Much as I despised vamps keeping blood donors, Celeste was a much better fit for Ian. Poor guy didn’t seem to have many options, and if his sense of safety was tied up in being bound to some vamp, better one who seemed to care about the humans at her disposal. Celeste, to her credit, hadn’t killed her last donor, even when bribed to do exactly that.

      I waved. “Hi there. Remember me? The one you can’t touch? I want to talk to Ian.”

      Damien licked the blood off Ian’s forearm, regarding me with heavy eyelids. “Lose Zev’s hands-off policy and you can get as cozy with the Sap as you want.”

      Celeste pulled a sweaty stick of gum from her underboob, dropped the wrapper on the floor, and shoved the gum in her mouth, watching me thoughtfully. Ah, there was the class act I remembered.

      Ian, still in Damien’s grip, stared at the floor. My heart went out to the man.

      “Here’s the thing,” I said. “The Lonestars won’t get involved even though you’re being a psychopathic dick to this poor guy.”

      Damien flushed angrily, Celeste laughed, and Eli motioned for me to wrap it up. Sure, now he was all about that hand signal.

      “If you don’t allow me and my partner to have a brief chat with him, I’ll ask Mr. BatKian to make the request much more slowly and painfully.”

      Damien flicked his eyes at the Undertaker, who smiled coldly. Good man.

      I snapped my fingers. “Don’t look at him. Look at me.”

      Great, Eli’s shoulders shook. I swear, if he blew my masterful performance and got us killed, I’d make his afterlife a living hell.

      I moved to block my stupid partner, stepping hard on his foot. “I’m going to count to three and you’re going to hand Ian over.”

      “Or what?” Damien said.

      “Or I’ll kill you myself.” I looked around the room. “Does anyone have a problem with that?” I mean, he did threaten to rip my head off.

      The Undertaker looked bored, which meant he’d filed my threat to the vamp under self-defense—the only leeway I had to kill him.

      Damien jerked his chin at a short vamp. “Diablo?”

      “Damien, Diablo. Did you guys use some online vamp name generator?” I rose onto tiptoes. “Is there a Lestat in the house?”

      Diablo pinned my arms behind my back. His rationale—that I had to have the use of my hands to unleash my magic on him or that shifting would take time during which I’d be vulnerable—would have been sound, were it not for the tiny issue that I wasn’t Ohrist. He must not have realized that Banim Shovavim didn’t subscribe to the same rules.

      Heh. This was going to be fun.

      Eli pinched the bridge of his nose.

      There was a loud crack and I flinched, but it was Celeste blowing and popping a bubble.

      “This is your last chance to let us peacefully talk to Ian,” I said. “Then I’m going to count to three and kill you.”

      Once you issued mom ultimatums, you had to follow through, no matter what, even if it got you in trouble later. “One…”

      Damien muttered something about me being full of shit.

      “Two…”

      Ian cried out.

      Okay, fuck this.

      Delilah jumped up behind Damien, scythe in hand. In a single, beautiful strike, she decapitated him.

      The vampire blinked twice after his head hit the ground, and then he crumbled into a pile of ash.

      Jumping backward, Ian pressed his fist to his mouth in a silent scream, his eyes wide in horror.

      Diablo released me like a hot poker. Phew, because I’d laid fifty-fifty odds that he’d murder me.

      “Let’s go,” Eli said.

      “Hang on.” Shaking out my poor arm, I addressed the crowd, who, bless their hearts, didn’t seem to give a damn that I’d just killed one of their kind. Damien must not have been very popular. I sighed. Friendships were so important. “This is where I remind you that I have immunity. Nor do I have a grudge with any of you. Like I said, I just want a word with Ian.” I motioned at the man in question, who stood wide-eyed and frozen like a deer in headlights. “Come on.”

      Celeste wound the gum around her finger before sucking it back into her mouth. “Go with her.”

      I nodded in thanks.

      “You’ve got five minutes,” she said, “then the first round of Banim Shovavim cocktails are on me!”

      The vamps roared their approval.

      “You cow!” I lunged for her, but Rodrigo hauled me back, wagging his finger like I was some schoolkid in trouble.

      Celeste smirked.

      As the mature adult I was, I refrained from further comment, but in my head, I jabbed all manner of pointy things into her for maximum stabbyness.

      “Mir—” Eli no longer stood beside me.

      “What? Seriously?” I snapped my fingers at the two vamps who’d grabbed his arms. My ex was strong, yet he couldn’t even budge these two much shorter females. “Hands off.”

      “BatKian said you couldn’t be touched. He’s fair game,” one of them sneered.

      “Guess again,” I said. Delilah appeared next to Eli but neither vamp released him. “Step away. He’s mine.”

      “Technically, poppet, you relinquished all claim on him ages ago.” Naveen Kumar strode toward me, his weapon resting on his shoulder almost like an afterthought. “But if that situation’s changed, do let me know.”

      “You have no jurisdiction here,” the androgynous vampire said, taking the seat that Damien had vacated.

      “You’re harboring a demon,” Nav said. “Hand her over and I’ll be on my way.”

      The androgynous vampire gave a “yeah, right” laugh and tore the stupid skull decorations off the ends of the armrests, tossing them over their shoulder.

      “We always have to do this the hard way.” Nav struck the floor with his spear.

      Carpe Demon operatives poured into the ballroom.

      That’s when all hell broke loose.
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      The ballroom was electric with Ohrist magic, snarling shifters, and fast-moving vamps. Apparently the Carpe Demon gang had a way to protect themselves from compulsions because they didn’t just lie down and invite the undead to feast on tasty veins.

      I ran for my ex, covering my head from the plaster dust raining down. Delilah was already hacking at the vamp holding Eli’s left arm with the shadow scythe. Two more swipes and the vamp disintegrated. That shadow of mine followed psychic orders like a dream.

      Nav stabbed the other vamp who’d seized Eli right through the heart with his staff made of light. “You chose Miri to play Buffy with?”

      “No offense,” I added, mocking Nav’s posh British accent.

      “Oh, I meant the offense.” He winked.

      Now free, Eli rose onto tiptoe, scanning the room, presumably for Ian. “It was work, not play.”

      “Hey.” I tossed my hair. “Working with me is as fun as play and you both know it.”

      “Fuck! He’s gone. You, come with me,” Eli commanded Rodrigo, pushing into the crowd without a look back to see if he had been obeyed.

      Nav’s eyes gleamed at the hard-assed Detective Chu voice combined with his alpha prowl forward.

      Ew! Was that what I’d looked like when Eli had used that voice on me in the bedroom? Not the thing to focus on, Miriam. I glanced at the Undertaker.

      Rodrigo was not known for being meek. He answered to Zev, the head vamp of Vancouver. He wasn’t going to let some random nonmagical cop tell him what to do. He’d probably destroy Eli, not⁠—

      He strolled docilely after my ex.

      My mouth fell open.

      Nav made a run-along motion at me.

      Grr. Men! I stomped off.

      “Yo!” Leaping over a random severed hand, I pointed at Nav’s goth colleague, Clea, who grappled with Celeste. “You owe me a huge apology for locking me in a room last time we met.”

      Clea threw me a flat stare and then walloped the vamp in the jaw with her superstrength.

      Celeste hit the ground like a stone.

      “If only you were still locked up,” Clea said.

      “That wasn’t half as growly as usual. Awww, I’m growing on you. That’s apology enough.” I held up my hand for a high five.

      Tough as Clea looked with her metal barbell piercing in one eyebrow, a ring through her septum, and studs in the Cupid’s bow dip of her full purple lips, I’d swear she smiled, even though she left me hanging. Okay, one of the studs in her cheek where her dimples would be sort of quivered, but I knew what it was.

      Since Celeste remained down, Clea spun away to fight another foe. None of the operatives were out of commission yet, and I prayed it stayed that way.

      A donor flew past me, bowling over some of his tunic-clad friends. One of them stood up but was yanked back down, narrowly missing being impaled by a series of spikes made of bone. The group crawled toward the glass doors, headed for the other donors who’d bolted outside at the first signs of trouble.

      The female operative who’d fired the projectiles at a vampire ran a hand over her forearm, releasing another volley of bone weapons, which whistled through the air.

      I ran after Eli using bobbing and weaving skills honed as a chubby kid forced to play dodgeball. Like that child long ago, I was a mass of bruises by the time I caught up to him.

      He’d made it to the ballroom doors unscathed thanks to Rodrigo’s hulking presence at his back.

      “You could have protected me too,” I said.

      “I could have,” the Undertaker agreed.

      I’d have roasted him with the beautiful retort I’m sure would have come to mind, but the ground rumbled, low at first, then with the intensity of a hungry bear. It was followed by a jolting lurch that shook the whole house.

      Glass tinkled, stereo equipment fell over, and bodies smacked together like tumbling dominos. Not my favorite comparison, but the visual was what it was.

      I ended up plastered against Rodrigo like a barnacle on a rock. He kept his footing, plucking me off him and dropping me a few feet away.

      There was a collective gasp, and I spun around to face the middle of the ballroom.

      Purple flames shot up in a whirlwind, but nothing else caught fire. Not even the gangly demon in its center, shedding her vampire glamour like a second skin. She’d been masquerading as the guest wanting the citrus drink, which made sense given her real skin was as puckered and yellow as a lemon. Well, all except the blackened bits around the immediate area where Nav had stabbed her with his light staff.

      Once over their initial shock, the vampires looked mostly indifferent to her presence.

      The demon stepped free of the flames, swaying her corrugated hips sinuously, and tossed straggly, slimy strands of hair off her shoulder like an A-list celebrity on the red carpet.

      Nav flicked a strand of platinum blond hair out of his face, his eyes glinting in challenge.

      Next to me, Eli gave a low hum, the corners of his mouth flicking up. Spare me.

      Lemon Demon ran a hand over her body, tiny pustules springing to life under her touch, and while I gagged, I couldn’t look away.

      The entire room, including Eli, Rodrigo, and me, stumbled toward the demon, unable to resist her allure, grotesque as she was.

      Nav stamped his staff twice against the floor, and every operative touched their hand to their ear. A second later a high-pitched whine rang out. The operatives remained unaffected, but the rest of us, including the vamps and the demon, yowled in pain, stuck in place.

      You’d think my friendship with Nav would buy me a
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